
        
            
                
            
        

    Catherine Coulter THE FBI THRILLERS COLLECTION Books 1-5
The Cove
The Maze
The Target
The Edge
Riptide
Catherine Coulter




Table of Contents
 
 
The Cove
The Maze
The Target
The Edge
Riptide



CATHERINE COULTER
The COVE




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.
 
THE COVE
 
A Jove Book / published by arrangement with the author
 
All rights reserved.
Copyright © 1996 by Catherine Coulter
This book may not be reproduced in whole or part, by mimeograph or any other means, without permission. Making or distributing electronic copies of this book constitutes copyright infringement and could subject the infringer to criminal and civil liability.
For information address:
The Berkley Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Putnam Inc.,
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.
 
The Penguin Putnam Inc. World Wide Web site address is http://us.penguingroup.com
 
ISBN: 978-1-1012-1517-3
 
A JOVE BOOK®
Jove Books first published by The Berkley Publishing Group, a member of Penguin Putnam Inc.,
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.
JOVE and the “J” design are trademarks belonging to Penguin Putnam Inc.
 
First edition (electronic): July 2001



Table of Contents
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
Epilogue



1
 
SOMEONE WAS WATCHING her. She tugged on the black wig, flattening it against her ears, and quickly put on another coat of deep-red lipstick, holding the mirror up so she could see behind her.
The young Marine saw her face in the mirror and grinned at her. She jumped as if she’d been shot. Just stop it. He’s harmless, he’s just flirting. He couldn’t be more than eighteen, his head all shaved, his cheeks as smooth as hers. She tilted the mirror to see more. The woman sitting beside him was reading a Dick Francis novel. In the seat behind them a young couple were leaning into each other, asleep.
The seat in front of her was empty. The Greyhound driver was whistling Eric Clapton’s “Tears in Heaven,” a song that always twisted up her insides. The only one who seemed to notice her was that young Marine, who’d gotten on at the last stop in Portland. He was probably going home to see his eighteen-year-old girlfriend. He wasn’t after her, surely, but someone was. She wouldn’t be fooled again. They’d taught her so much. No, she’d never be fooled again.
She put the mirror back into her purse and fastened the flap. She stared at her fingers, at the white line where the wedding ring had been until three days ago. She’d tried to pull it off for the past six months but hadn’t managed to do it. She had been too out of it even to fasten the Velcro on her sneakers—when they allowed her sneakers—much less work off a tight ring.
Soon, she thought, soon she would be safe. Her mother would be safe too. Oh, God, Noelle—sobbing in the middle of the night when she didn’t know anyone could hear her. But without her there, they couldn’t do a thing to Noelle. Odd how she rarely thought of Noelle as her mother anymore, not like she had ten years before, when Noelle had listened to all her teenage problems, taken her shopping, driven her to her soccer games. So much they’d done together. Before. Yes, before that night when she’d seen her father slam his fist into her mother’s chest and she’d heard the cracking of at least two ribs.
She’d run in, screaming at him to leave her mother alone, and jumped on his back. He was so surprised, so shocked, that he didn’t strike her. He shook her off, turned, and shouted down at her, “Mind your own business, Susan! This doesn’t concern you.” She stared at him, all the fear and hatred she felt for him at that moment clear on her face.
“Doesn’t concern me? She’s my mother, you bastard. Don’t you dare hit her again!”
He looked calm, but she wasn’t fooled; she saw the pulse pounding madly in his neck. “It was her fault, Susan. Mind your own damned business. Do you hear me? It was her fault.” He took a step toward her mother, his fist raised. She picked up the Waterford carafe off his desk, yelling, “Touch her and I’ll bash your head in.”
He was panting now, turning swiftly to face her again, no more calm expression to fool her. His face was distorted with rage. “Bitch! Damned interfering little bitch! I’ll make you pay for this, Susan. No one goes against me, particularly a spoiled little girl who’s never done a thing in her life except spend her father’s money.” He didn’t hit Noelle again. He looked at both of them with naked fury, then strode out of the house, slamming the door behind him.

“Yeah, right,” she said and very carefully and slowly set the Waterford carafe down before she dropped it.
She wanted to call an ambulance but her mother wouldn’t allow it. “You can’t,” she said, her voice as cracked as her ribs. “You can’t, Sally. Your father would be ruined, if anyone believed us. I can’t allow that to happen.”
“He deserves to be ruined,” Sally said, but she obeyed. She was only sixteen years old, home for the weekend from her private girls’ school in Laurelberg, Virginia. Why wouldn’t they be believed?
“No, dearest,” her mother whispered, the pain bowing her in on herself. “No. Get me that blue bottle of pills in the medicine cabinet. Hurry, Sally. The blue bottle.”
As she watched her mother swallow three of the pills, groaning as she did so, she realized the pills were there because her father had struck her mother before. Deep down, Sally had known it. She hated herself because she’d never asked, never said a word.
That night her mother became Noelle, and the next week Sally left her girls’ school and moved back to her parents’ home in Washington, D.C., in hopes of protecting her mother. She read everything she could find on abuse—not that it helped.
That was ten years ago, though sometimes it seemed like last week. Noelle had stayed with her husband, refusing to seek counseling, refusing to read any of the books Sally brought her. It made no sense to Sally, but she’d stayed as close as possible, until she’d met Scott Brainerd at the Whistler exhibition at the National Gallery of Art and married him two months later.
She didn’t want to think about Scott or about her father now. Despite her vigilance, she knew her father had hit Noelle whenever she happened to be gone from the house. She’d seen the bruises her mother had tried to hide from her, seen her walking carefully, like an old woman. Once he broke her mother’s arm, but Noelle refused to go to the hospital, to the doctor, and ordered Susan to keep quiet. Her father just looked at her, daring her, and she did nothing. Nothing.
Her fingers rubbed unconsciously over the white line where the ring had been. She could remember the past so clearly—her first day at school, when she was on the seesaw and a little boy pointed, laughing that he saw her panties.
It was just the past week that was a near blank in her mind. The week her father had been killed. The whole week was like a very long dream that had almost dissolved into nothing more than an occasional wisp of memory with the coming of the morning.
Sally knew she’d been at her parents’ house that night, but she couldn’t remember anything more, at least nothing she could grasp—just vague shadows that blurred, then faded in and out. But they didn’t know that. They wanted her badly, she’d realized that soon enough. If they couldn’t use her to prove that Noelle had killed her husband, why, then they’d take her and prove that she’d killed her father. Why not? Other children had murdered their fathers. Although there were plenty of times she’d wanted to, she didn’t believe she’d killed him.
On the other hand, she just didn’t know. It was all a blank, locked tightly away in her brain. She knew she was capable of killing that bastard, but had she? There were many people who could have wanted her father dead. Perhaps they’d found out she’d been there after all. Yes, that was it. She’d been a witness and they knew it. She probably had been. She just didn’t remember.
She had to stay focused on the present. She looked out the Greyhound window at the small town the bus was going through. Ugly gray exhaust spewed out the back of the bus. She bet the locals loved that.
They were driving along Highway 101 southwest. Just another half hour, she thought, just thirty more minutes, and she wouldn’t have to worry anymore, at least for a while. She would take any safe time she could get. Soon she wouldn’t have to be afraid of anyone who chanced to look at her. No one knew about her aunt, no one.
She was terrified that the young Marine would get off after her when she stepped down from the bus at the junction of Highways 101 and 101A. But he didn’t. No one did. She stood there with her one small bag, staring at the young Marine, who’d turned around in his seat and was looking back at her. She tamped down on her fear. He just wanted to flirt, not hurt her. She thought he had lousy taste in women. She watched for cars, but none were coming from either direction.
She walked west along Highway 101A to The Cove. Highway 101A didn’t go east.
 
“Yes?”
She stared at the woman she’d seen once in her life when she was no more than seven years old. She looked like a hippie, a colorful scarf wrapped around her long, curling, dark hair, huge gold hoops dangling from her ears, her skirt ankle-length and painted all in dark blues and browns. She was wearing blue sneakers. Her face was strong, her cheekbones high and prominent, her chin sharp, her eyes dark and intelligent. Actually, she was the most beautiful woman Sally had ever seen.
“Aunt Amabel?”
“What did you say?” Amabel stared at the young woman who stood on her front doorstep, a young woman who didn’t look cheap with all that makeup she’d piled on her face, just exhausted and sickly pale. And frightened. Then, of course, she knew. She had known deep down that she would come. Yes, she’d known, but it still shook her.
“I’m Sally,” she said and pulled off the black wig and took out half a dozen hairpins. Thick, waving dark-blond hair tumbled down to her shoulders. “Maybe you called me Susan? Not many people do anymore.”

The woman was shaking her head back and forth, those dazzling earrings slapping against her neck. “My God, it’s really you, Sally?” She rocked back on her heels.
“Yes, Aunt.”
“Oh, my,” Amabel said and quickly pulled her niece against her, hugged her tightly, then pushed her back to look at her. “Oh, my goodness. I’ve been so worried. I finally heard the news about your papa, but I didn’t know if I should call Noelle. You know how she is. I was going to call her tonight when the rates go down, but you’re here, Sally. I guess I hoped you’d come to me. What’s happened? Is your mama all right?”
“Noelle is fine, I think,” Sally said. “I didn’t know where else to go, so I came here. Can I stay here, Aunt Amabel, just for a little while? Just until I can think of something, make some plans?”
“Of course you can. Look at that black wig and all that makeup on your face. Why, baby?”
The endearment undid her. She’d not cried, not once, until now, until this woman she didn’t really know called her “baby.” Her aunt’s hands were stroking her back, her voice was low and soothing. “It’s all right, lovey. I promise you, everything will be all right now. Come in, Sally, and I’ll take care of you. That’s what I told your mama when I first saw you. You were the cutest little thing, so skinny, your arms and legs wobbly like a colt’s, and the biggest smile I’d ever seen. I wanted to take care of you then. You’ll be safe here. Come on, baby.”
The damnable tears wouldn’t stop. They just kept dripping down her face, ruining the god-awful thick black mascara. She even tasted it, and when she swiped her hand over her face it came away with black streaks.
“I look like a circus clown,” she said, swallowing hard to stop the tears, to smile, to make herself smile. She took out the green-colored contacts. With the crying, they hurt.
“No, you look like a little girl trying on her mama’s makeup. That’s right, take out those ugly contacts. Ah, now you’ve got your pretty blue eyes again. Come to the kitchen and I’ll make you some tea. I always put a drop of brandy in mine. It wouldn’t hurt you one little bit. How old are you now, Sally?”
“Twenty-six, I think.”
“What do you mean, you think?” her aunt said, cocking her head to one side, making the gold hoop earring hang straight down almost to her shoulder.
Sally couldn’t tell her that though she thought her birthday had come and gone in that place, she couldn’t seem to see the day in her mind, couldn’t dredge up anyone saying anything to her, not that she could imagine it anyway. She couldn’t even remember if her father had been there. She prayed he hadn’t. She couldn’t tell Amabel about that, she just couldn’t. She shook her head, smiled, and said, not lying well, “It was just a way of speaking, Aunt Amabel. I’d love some tea and a drop of brandy.”
Amabel sat her niece down in the kitchen at her old pine table that had three magazines under one leg to keep it steady. At least she’d made cushions for the wooden seats, so they were comfortable. She put the kettle on the gas burner and turned it on. “There,” she said. “That won’t take too long.”
Sally watched her put a Lipton tea bag into each cup and pour in the brandy. Amabel said, “I always pour the brandy in first. It soaks into the tea bag and makes the flavor stronger. Brandy’s expensive and I’ve got to make it last. This bottle”—she lifted the Christian Brothers—“is going on its third month. Not bad. You’ll see, you’ll like it.”
“No one followed me, Aunt Amabel. I was really careful. I imagine you know that everyone is after me. But I managed to get away. As far as I know, no one knows about you. Noelle never told a soul. Only Father knew about you, and he’s dead.”
Amabel just nodded. Sally sat quietly, watching Amabel move around her small kitchen, each action smooth and efficient. She was graceful, this aunt of hers in her hippie clothes. She looked at those strong hands, the long fingers, the short, buffed nails painted an awesome bright red. Amabel was an artist, she remembered that now. She couldn’t see any resemblance at all to Noelle, Amabel’s younger sister. Amabel was dark as a gypsy, while Noelle was blond and fair-complexioned, blue-eyed and soft as a pillow.
Like me, Sally thought. But Sally wasn’t soft anymore. She was hard as a brick.
She waited, expecting Amabel to whip out a deck of cards and tell her fortune. She wondered why none of Noelle’s family ever spoke of Amabel. What had she done that was so terrible?
Her fingers rubbed over the white band where the ring had been. She said as she looked around the old kitchen with its ancient refrigerator and porcelain sink, “You don’t mind that I’m here, Aunt Amabel?”
“Call me Amabel, honey, that’ll be just fine. I don’t mind at all. Both of us will protect your mama. As for you, why, I don’t think you could hurt that little bug that’s scurrying across the kitchen floor.”
Sally shook her head, got out of her seat, and squashed the bug beneath her heel. She sat down again. “I just want you to see me as I really am,” she said.
Amabel only shrugged, turned back to the stove when the teakettle whistled, and poured the water into the tea-cups. She said, not turning around, “Things happen to people, change them. Take your mama. Everyone always protected your mama, including me. Why wouldn’t her daughter do the same? You are protecting her, aren’t you, Sally?”
She handed Sally her cup of tea. She pulled the tea bag back and forth, making the tea darker and darker. Finally, she lifted the bag and placed it carefully on the saucer. She’d swished that tea bag just the way her mother always had when she’d been young. She took a drink, held the brandied tea in her mouth a moment, then swallowed. The tea was wonderful, thick, rich, and sinful. She felt less on edge almost immediately. That brandy was something. Surely she’d be safe here. Surely Amabel would take her in just for a little while until she figured out what to do.
She imagined her aunt wanted to hear everything, but she wasn’t pushing. Sally was immensely grateful for that.
“I’ve often wondered what kind of woman you’d become,” Amabel said. “Looks to me like you’ve become a fine one. This mess—and that’s what it is—it will pass. Everything will be resolved, you’ll see.” She was silent a moment, remembering the affection she’d felt for the little girl, that bone-deep desire to keep her close, to hug her until she squeaked. It surprised her that it was still there. She didn’t like it, nor did she want it.
“Careful of leaning on that end of the table, Sally. Purn Davies wanted to fix it for me, but I wouldn’t let him.” She knew Sally wasn’t hearing her, but it didn’t matter, Amabel was just making noise until Sally got some of that brandy in her belly.
“This tea’s something else, Amabel. Strange, but good.” She took another drink, then another. She felt warmth pooling in her stomach. She realized she hadn’t felt this warm in more than five days.
“You might as well tell me now, Sally. You came here so you could protect your mama, didn’t you, baby?”
Sally took another big drink of the tea. What could she say? She said nothing.
“Did your mama kill your papa?”
Sally set down her cup and stared into it, wishing she knew the truth of things, but that night was as murky in her mind as the tea in the bottom of her cup. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “I just don’t know, but they think I do. They think I’m either protecting Noelle or running because I did it. They’re trying to find me. I didn’t want to take a chance, so that’s why I’m here.”
Was she lying? Amabel didn’t say anything. She merely smiled at her niece, who looked exhausted, her face white and pinched, her lovely blue eyes as faded and worn as an old dress. She was too thin; her sweater and slacks hung on her. In that moment her niece looked very old, as if she had seen too much of the wicked side of life. Well, it was too bad, but there was more wickedness in the world than anyone cared to admit.
She said quietly as she stared down into her teacup, “If your mama did kill her husband, I’ll bet the bastard deserved it.”
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SALLY NEARLY DROPPED her cup. She set it carefully down. “You knew?”
“Sure. All of us did. The first time I ever got to see you was when she brought you home. I was passing through. That’s all our folks ever wanted me to do—pass through and not say much or show my face much, particularly to all their friends. Anyway, your mama showed up. She was running away from him, she said. She also said she’d never go back. She was bruised. She cried all the time.
“But her resolve didn’t last long. He called her two nights later and she flew back home the next day, with you all wrapped in a blanket. You weren’t even a year old then. She wouldn’t talk about it to me. I never could understand why a woman would let herself be beaten whenever a man decided he wanted to do it.”
“I couldn’t either. I tried, Aunt Amabel. I really tried, but she wouldn’t listen. What did my grandparents say?”
Amabel shrugged, thinking of her horrified father, staring at beautiful Noelle, wondering what the devil he would do if the press got wind of the juicy story that his son-in-law, Amory St. John, was a wife beater. And their mother, shrinking away from her daughter as if she had some sort of vile disease. She hadn’t cared either. She just didn’t want the press to find out because it would hurt the family’s reputation.

“They aren’t what you’d call real warm parents, Sally. They pretended not to believe that your papa had beat your mama. They looked at Noelle, saw all those bruises, and denied all of it. They told her she shouldn’t tell lies like that. Your mama was a real mess, arguing with them, pleading with them to help her.
“But then he called, and your mama acted like nothing had ever happened. You know what, Sally? My parents were mighty relieved when she left. She would have been a loser, a failure, a millstone around their necks if she’d left your father. She was special, a daughter to be proud of, when she was with him. Do you ever see your grandparents?”
“Three times a year. Oh, God, Aunt Amabel, I hated him. But now—”
“Now you’re afraid the police are looking for you. Don’t worry, baby. No one would know you in that disguise.”
He would, Sally thought. In a flash. “I hope not,” she said. “Do you think I should keep wearing the black wig here?”
“No, I wouldn’t worry. You’re my niece, nothing more, nothing less. No one watches TV except for Thelma Nettro, who owns the bed-and-breakfast, and she’s so old I don’t even know if she can see the screen. She can hear, though. I know that for a fact.
“No, don’t bother with the wig—and leave those contacts in a drawer. Not to worry. We’ll just use your married name. Here you’ll be Sally Brainerd.”
“I can’t use that name anymore, Amabel.”
“All right then. We’ll use your maiden name—Sally St. John. No, don’t worry that anyone would ever tie you to your dead papa. Like I said, no one here pays any attention to what goes on outside the town limits. As for anyone else, why no one ever comes here—”
“Except for people who want to eat the World’s Greatest Ice Cream. I like the sign out at the junction with that huge chocolate ice cream cone painted on it. You can see it a mile away, and by the time you get to it, your mouth is watering. You painted the sign, didn’t you, Amabel?”
“I sure did. And you’re right. People tell us they see that sign and by the time they get to the junction their car just turns toward The Cove. It’s Helen Keaton’s recipe, handed down from her granny. The ice cream shop used to be the chapel in the front of Ralph Keaton’s mortuary. We all decided that since we had Reverend Vorhees’s church, we didn’t need Ralph’s little chapel too.” She paused, looking into a memory, and smiled. “In the beginning we stored the ice cream in caskets packed full of ice. It took every freezer in every refrigerator in this town to make that much ice.”
“I can’t wait to try it. Goodness, I remember when the town wasn’t much of anything—back when I came here that one time. Do you remember? I was just a little kid.”
“I remember. You were adorable.”
Sally smiled, a very small smile, but it was a beginning. She just shook her head, saying, “I remember this place used to be so ramshackle and down at the heels—no paint on any of the houses, boards hanging off some of the buildings. And there were potholes in the street as deep as I was tall. But now the town looks wonderful, so charming and clean and pristine.”
“Well, you’re right. We’ve had lots of good changes. We all put our heads together, and that’s when Helen Keaton spoke up about her granny’s ice cream recipe. That Fourth of July—goodness, it will be four years this July—was when we opened the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. I’ll never forget how the men all pooh-poohed the idea, said it wouldn’t amount to anything. Well, we sure showed them.”
“I’d say so. If the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop is the reason the town’s so beautiful now, maybe Helen Keaton should run for president.”

“Maybe so. Would you like a ham sandwich, baby?”
A ham sandwich, Sally thought. “With mayonnaise? Real mayonnaise, not the fat-free stuff?”
“Real mayonnaise.”
“White bread and not fourteen-vitamin seven-grain whole wheat?”
“Cheap white bread.”
“That sounds wonderful, Amabel. You’re sure no one will recognize me?”
“Not a soul.”
They watched a small, very grainy black-and-white TV while Sally ate her sandwich. Within five minutes, the story was on the national news broadcast.
“Former Naval Commander Amory Davidson St. John was buried today at Arlington National Cemetery. His widow, Noelle St. John, was accompanied by her son-in-law, Scott Brainerd, a lawyer who had worked closely with Amory St. John, the senior legal counsel for TransCon International. Her daughter, Susan St. John Brainerd, was not present.
“We go now to Police Commissioner Howard Duzman, who is working closely with the FBI on this high-profile investigation.”
Amabel didn’t know much of anything about Scott Brainerd. She had never met him, had never spoken to him until she had called Noelle and he answered the phone, identified himself, and asked who she was. And she’d told him. Why not? She’d asked him to have Noelle call her back. But Noelle hadn’t called her—not that Amabel had expected her to. If Noelle’s life depended on it, well, that would be different. She would be on the phone like a shot. But she hadn’t called her this time. Amabel wondered if Noelle would realize that Sally could be here. Would that make her call? She didn’t know. Actually, now it didn’t matter.
She reached out her hand and covered her niece’s thin fingers with hers. She saw where there had once been a ring, but it was gone now, leaving just a pale white mark in its place. She wondered for just a moment if she should tell Sally that she’d spoken to her husband. No, not yet. Maybe never. Let the girl rest for a while. Hopefully there would be time, but Amabel didn’t know. Actually, if she could, she would get rid of Sally this very minute, get her away from here before . . . No, she wouldn’t think about that. She didn’t really have a choice.
Everything would work out. Besides, what would it matter if Scott Brainerd did find out his wife was hiding out here? So she said nothing, just held Sally’s hand in hers.
“I’m awfully tired, Amabel.”
“I’ll bet you are, baby, I’ll just bet you are.”
Amabel tucked her in like she was her little girl in the small second bedroom. The room was quiet, so very quiet. She was asleep within minutes. In a few more minutes she was twisted in the covers, moaning.
 
There was so much daylight in that room, all of it pouring through the wide windows that gave onto an immaculate lawn stretching a good hundred yards to the edge of a copse of thick oak trees. The two men led her in, shoving her forward, nearly knocking her to her knees. They put their hands on her shoulders, forcing her to sit in front of his desk. He was smiling at her. He didn’t say a word until they’d left, quietly closing the door behind them.
He steepled his fingers. “You look pathetic, Sally, in those gray sweats. And just look at your hair, all stringy, and no makeup on your face, not even a touch of lipstick in honor of coming to see me. Next time I’ll have to ask them to do something with you before bringing you to me.”
She heard every word, felt the hurt that every word intended, but the comprehension quickly died, and she only shrugged, a tiny movement because it was so much work to make her shoulders rise and fall to produce a shrug.
“You’ve been with me now for nearly a week and you’re not a bit better, Sally. You’re still delusional, paranoid. If you’re too stupid to understand what those words mean, why, then, let me get more basic with you. You’re crazy, Sally, just plain crazy, and you’ll stay that way. No cure for you. Now, since I’ve got to look at you for a while longer, why don’t you at least say something, maybe even sing a little song, maybe a song you used to sing in the shower. Yes, I know you always sang in the shower. How about it?”
Oddly, even though the comprehension didn’t remain long in her brain, the viciousness of the words, the utter cruelty of them, hung on. She managed to rise, lean forward, and spit in his face.
He lunged around his desk as he swiped his hand over his face. He jerked her to her feet and slapped her hard, sending her reeling to the floor. The door to his office flew open, and the two men who’d brought her came banging through.
They were worried about him?
She heard him say, “She spit on me and then attacked me. Bring me three milligrams of Haldol. No pill this time. That should calm our poor little girl down.”
No. She knew that if they gave her any more of that stuff she’d die. She knew it, knew it. She staggered to her feet. She ran to those wide windows. She heard shouts behind her. She dove through the glass. For an instant she was flying, white shards of glass falling from her, letting her soar higher and higher above that beautiful lawn, flying away from the horror of this place, the horror of him. Then she wasn’t flying anymore. She heard screams and knew it was she who was screaming. Then she felt the pain drag at her, pulling her down, down, until there was blackness and beautiful nothingness.
 
* * *
 

But the screaming went on. That wasn’t right. She was unconscious, no longer screaming.
Another scream jerked her awake. Sally reared up in bed, straining to hear those screams. They’d been here, in The Cove, in Amabel’s house, not in her dream back there. She didn’t move, just waited, waited. A cat? No, it was human, a cry of pain, she knew it was. God knew, she’d heard enough cries of pain in the last year.
Who? Amabel? She didn’t want to move, but she made herself slip out from under the three blankets Amabel had piled on top of her at nine o’clock the previous evening. It was freezing in the small guest room and black as the bottom of a witch’s cauldron. Sally didn’t have a bathrobe, just her long Lanz flannel nightgown. Scott had hated her nightgowns, he hated . . . no, forget Scott. He truly didn’t matter, hadn’t mattered in a very long time.
The room was very dark. She made her way to the door and gently shoved it open. The narrow hallway was just as dark. She waited, waited longer, not wanting to hear that cry again, but knowing she would. It was a cry of pain. Perhaps there had been surprise in it. She couldn’t be sure now. She waited. It was just a matter of time. She walked in her sock feet toward Amabel’s bedroom.
She stumbled when she heard another cry, her hip hitting a table. This cry came from outside. She was sure of it. It wasn’t Amabel; thank God, she was safe. Amabel would know what to do.
What was it? She rubbed her hip as she set the table against the wall again.
Suddenly Amabel’s bedroom door flew open. “What’s going on? Is that you, Sally?”
“Yes, Amabel,” she whispered. “I heard someone cry out and thought it was you. What is it?”
“I didn’t hear a thing,” Amabel said. “Go back to bed, dear. You’re exhausted. It’s probably the leftovers of a bad dream. Just look at you, you’re white as the woodwork. You did have a nightmare, didn’t you?”

Sally nodded because it was the truth. But those screams had lasted, had gone on and on. They’d not been part of the dream, the dream that was a memory she hated, but that always came in her sleep when she was helpless against it.
“Go to bed. You poor baby, you’re shivering like a leaf. Go back to bed. Hurry now.”
“But I heard it twice, Amabel. I thought it was you, but it’s not. It’s coming from outside the house.”
“No, baby, there’s nothing out there. You’re so tired, so much has happened in the past few days I’m surprised you haven’t heard the Rolling Stones bawling at the top of their lungs. There’s nothing, Sally. It was a nightmare, nothing more. Don’t forget, this is The Cove, dear. Nothing ever happens here. If you did hear something, why it was only the wind. The wind off the ocean can whine just like a person. You’ll learn that soon enough. You didn’t hear anything. Trust me. Go back to bed.”
Sally went back to bed. She lay stiff and waiting, so cold she wondered whether the tears would freeze on her face if she cried. She could have sworn that she heard a door quietly open and close, but she didn’t have the guts to go see.
She would relax, then stiffen again, waiting to hear that awful cry. But there weren’t any more cries. Maybe Amabel was right. She was exhausted; she had been dreaming and it had been hideous and so very real. Maybe she was paranoid or psychotic or schizophrenic. They had called her all those things for six months. She wondered—if she saw the person actually cry out would that be a delusion? Just a fabrication of her mind? Probably. No, she wouldn’t think about that time. It made her hurt too much. She fell asleep again near dawn.
It was a dreamless sleep this time.
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JAMES RAILEY QUINLAN had more energy than he’d had just twenty minutes before. His body was humming with it. That was because she was here. He was sure of it now, he could feel her here. He’d always had these feelings—more than intuition. The feelings just came to him suddenly, and he had always followed them, ever since he was a kid. The time or two he hadn’t, he’d gotten himself into deep shit. Now he was out on a very long limb, and if he was wrong he’d pay for it. But he wasn’t wrong. He could feel her presence in this very charming and well-manicured little town.
Dreadful little place, he thought, so perfect, like a Hollywood set, just like Teresa’s hometown. He remembered having the same reaction, feeling the same vague distaste when he’d traveled to that small town in Ohio to marry Teresa Raglan, daughter of the local judge.
He pulled his gray Buick Regal into a well-marked parking place in front of the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. There were two large plate-glass windows, painted all around with bright-blue trim. He could see small circular tables inside, with old-fashioned white wrought-iron chairs. Behind the counter an older woman was talking to a man while she scooped chocolate ice cream out of a carton set down into the counter. The front of the shop was painted a pristine white. It was a quaint little place, just like the rest of the town, but for some reason he didn’t like the looks of it.
He stepped out of the sedan and looked around. Next to the ice cream shop was a small general store with a sign out front in ornate type that could have come straight out of Victorian times: PURN DAVIES: YOU WANT IT—I SELL IT.
On the other side of the ice cream shop was a small clothing store that looked elegant and expensive, with that peculiar Carmel-like look that the rest of the buildings had. It was called Intimate Deceptions—a name that for James conjured up images of black lace against a white sheet or white skin.
The sidewalks looked brand-new and the road was nicely blacktopped. No ruts anywhere to hold rain puddles.
All the parking spots were marked with thick white lines. Not a faded line in the bunch. He’d seen newer houses on the drive in, apparently all built very recently. In town there was a hardware store, a small Safeway barely large enough to support the sign, a dry cleaners, a one-hour-photo place, a McDonald’s with a very discreet golden arch.
A prosperous, quaint little town that was perfect.
He slipped his keys into his jacket pocket. First thing he needed was a place to stay. He spotted a sign reading THELMA’S BED AND BREAKFAST right across the street. Nothing fancy about that sign or title. He pulled his black travel bag out of the back seat and walked over to Thelma’s big white Victorian gingerbread house with its deep porch that encircled the entire house. He hoped he could get a room up in one of those circular towers.
For an old house, it was in immaculate shape. The white of the clapboard gleamed, and the pale blue and yellow trim around the windows and on cornices seemed to be fresh. The wide wooden porch planks didn’t groan beneath his weight. The boards were new, the railing solid oak and sturdy.
He announced himself as James Quinlan to a smiling lady in her late fifties whom he found standing behind the antique walnut counter in the front hall. She was wearing an apron that had lots of flour on it. He explained he was looking for a room, preferably one in the tower. At the sound of an ancient cackle, he turned and saw a robust old lady rocking back and forth in an antique chair in the doorway of the huge living room. She was holding what appeared to be a diary in front of her nose with one hand, and in the other she held a fountain pen. Every few seconds she wet the tip of the fountain pen with her tongue, a habit that left her with a big black circle on the tip of her tongue.
“Ma’am,” he said, and nodded toward the old lady. “I sure hope that ink isn’t poisonous.”
“It wouldn’t kill her even if it was,” the lady behind the counter said. “She’s surely built up an immunity by now. Thelma’s been at that diary of hers with that black ink on her tongue ever since she and her husband first moved to The Cove back in the 1940’s.”
The old lady cackled again, then called out, “I’m Thelma Nettro. You don’t have a wife, boy?”
“That’s a bold question, ma’am, even for an old lady.”
Thelma ignored him. “So what are you doing in The Cove? You come here for the World’s Greatest Ice Cream?”
“I saw that sign. I’ll be sure to try it later.”
“Have the peach. Helen just made it up last week. It’s dandy. So if you aren’t here for ice cream, then why are you here?”
Here goes, he thought. “I’m a private detective, ma’am. My client’s parents disappeared around this area some three and a half years ago. The cops never got anywhere. The son hired me to find out what happened to them.”
“Old folk?”

“Yeah, they’d been driving all over the U.S. in a Winnebago. The Winnebago was found in a used car lot up in Spokane. Looked to be foul play, but nobody could ever find anything out.”
“So why are you here in The Cove? Nothing ever happens here, nothing at all. I remember telling my husband, Bobby—he died of pneumonia just after Eisenhower was reelected in 1956—that this little town had never known a heyday, but it just kept going anyhow. Do you know what happened then? Well, I’ll tell you. This banker from Portland bought up lots of coastal land and built vacation cottages. He built the two-laner off Highway 101 and ran it right to the ocean.” Thelma stopped, licked the end of her fountain pen, and sighed. “Then in the 1960’s, everything began to fall apart, everyone just upped and left, got bored with our town, I suppose. So, you see, it doesn’t make any sense for you to stay here.”
“I’m using your town as a sort of central point. I’ll search out from here. Perhaps you remember these old folk coming through, ma’am—”
“My name’s Thelma, I told you that. There’s lots of ma’ams in this world, but just one me, and I’m Thelma Nettro. Doc Spiver pronounced me deader than a bat some years ago, but he was wrong. Oh, Lordy, you should have seen the look on Ralph Keaton’s face when he had me all ready to lay out in that funeral home of his. I near to scared the toenails off him when I sat up and asked him what the hell he was doing. Ah, yes, that was something. He was so scared he went shouting for Reverend Hal Vorhees to protect him. You can call me Thelma, boy.”
“Maybe you remember these old folk, Thelma. The man was Harve Jensen, and his wife’s name was Marge. A nice older couple, according to their son. The son did say they had a real fondness for ice cream.” Why not, he thought. Stir the pot a bit. Be specific, it made you more believable. Besides, everyone liked ice cream. He’d have to try it.

“Harve and Marge Jensen,” Thelma repeated, rocking harder now, her veined and spotted old hands clenching and unclenching on the arms of the chair. “Can’t say I remember any old folk like that. Driving a Winnebago, you say? You go over and try one of Helen’s peach ice cream cones.”
“Soon I will. I like the sign out there at the junction of 101 and 101A. The artist really got that brown color to look just like rich chocolate ice cream. Yeah, they were driving a Winnebago.”
“It’s brought us lots of folk, that sign. The state bureaucrats wanted us to take it down, but one of our locals—Gus Eisner—knew the governor’s cousin, and he fixed it. We pay the state three hundred dollars a year to keep the sign there. Amabel repaints it every year in July, sort of an anniversary, since that’s when we first opened. Purn Davies told her the chocolate paint she used for the ice cream was too dark, but we all ignored him. He wanted to marry Amabel after her husband died, but she wouldn’t have anything to do with him. He still isn’t over it. Pretty tacky, huh?”
“I’d say so,” Quinlan said.
“You tell Amabel that you think her chocolate is perfect. That’ll please her.”
Amabel, he thought. Amabel Perdy. She was her aunt.
The stocky gray-haired woman behind the counter cleared her throat. She smiled at him when he turned back to her.
“What did you say, Martha? Speak up. You know I can’t hear you.”
Like hell, James thought. The old relic probably heard everything within three miles of town.
“And stop fiddling with those pearls. You’ve already broken them more times than I can count.”
Martha’s pearls did look a bit ratty, he thought.
“Martha, what do you want?”
“I need to check Mr. Quinlan in, Thelma. And I’ve got to finish baking that chocolate decadence cake before I go to lunch with Mr. Drapper. But I want to get Mr. Quinlan settled first.”
“Well, do it, don’t just stand there wringing your hands. You watch yourself with Ed Drapper, Martha. He’s a fast one, that boy is. I noticed just yesterday that you’re getting liver spots, Martha. I heard you got liver spots if you’d had too much sex when you were younger. Yes, you watch what you do with Ed Drapper. Oh, yes, don’t forget to put walnuts in that chocolate decadence cake. I love walnuts.”
James turned to Martha, such a sweet-looking lady, with stiff gray hair and a buxom bosom and glasses perched on the end of her nose. She was tucking her hands in her pockets, hiding those liver spots.
James laughed and said, knowing the old lady was listening, “She’s a terror, isn’t she?”
“She’s more than a terror, Mr. Quinlan,” Martha said in a whisper. “She’s a lot more. Poor Ed Drapper is sixty-three years old.” She raised her voice. “No, Thelma, I won’t forget the walnuts.”
“A mere lad,” James said and smiled at Martha, who didn’t look as if she’d ever had any sex in her life. She was tugging on those pearls again.
When she left him in the tower room, which gave him a panoramic view of the ocean, he walked to the window and stared out, not at the ocean that gleamed like a brilliant blue jewel beneath the full afternoon sun but at the people below. Across the street, right in front of Purn Davies’s store, he saw four old geezers pull out chairs and arrange them around an oak barrel that had to be as old as James’s grandfather. One of the men pulled out a deck of cards. James had a feeling he was looking at a long-standing ritual. One of the men arranged his cards, then spat off the sidewalk. Another one hooked his gnarly old fingers beneath his suspenders and leaned back in the chair. Yes, James thought, a ritual of many years. He wondered if one of them was Purn Davies, the one who’d criticized Amabel’s chocolate because she’d refused to marry him. Was one of them Reverend Hal Vorhees? No, surely a reverend wouldn’t be sitting there spitting and playing cards.
It didn’t matter. He’d find out soon enough who everybody was. So there’d be no doubt in anybody’s mind about why he was here, he would talk to this group too about Harve and Marge Jensen. He’d talk to everyone he ran into. No one would suspect a thing.
He would bet his next paycheck that those old geezers saw just about everything that went on in this town, including a runaway woman who just happened to be the daughter of a big-time lawyer who had not only gotten himself murdered but who’d also been involved in some very bad business. A woman who also happened to be Amabel Perdy’s niece.
James wished Amory St. John hadn’t gotten himself knocked off, at least not until the FBI had finally nailed him for selling arms to terrorist nations.
He turned from the window and frowned. He realized he hadn’t cared at all about Harve and Marge Jensen until ancient Thelma Nettro, who’d been pronounced dead by Doc Spiver but had risen from the table and scared Ralph Keaton shitless, had lied to him.
Investigating the fate of the Jensens had just been a cover that one of the assistants happened to find for him to use. It was a believable cover, she’d told him, because the couple really had mysteriously disappeared along a stretch of highway that included The Cove.
But why had the old lady lied? What reason could she possibly have? Now he was curious. Too bad he didn’t have time. He thrived on mystery. And he was the best of the best, at least that was what Teresa had told him in bed time and again before she’d run away with a mail bomber he himself had hunted down and arrested, only to have her defend him and get him off on a technicality.

He hung up his slacks and his shirts, laid his underwear in the top drawer of the beautiful antique dresser. He walked into the bathroom to lay out his toiletries and was pleasantly surprised. It was huge, all pink-veined marble, and totally modernized, right down to the water-saver toilet. The tub was huge and was curtained off so he could take a shower if he preferred.
Old Thelma Nettro was obviously a hedonist. No claw-footed tubs for her. He wondered how the devil she could make enough money off this place to modernize the bathrooms like this. As far as he could tell, he was the only guest.
There was one restaurant in The Cove, a pretentious little cafe called the Hinterlands that had beautiful red and white tulips in its window boxes. Unlike the rest of the buildings that lined Main Street, the Hinterlands forked off to one side, faced the ocean, and looked painfully charming with its bricked walkway and gables, which, he was certain, had been added merely for decoration.
They served cod and bass. Nothing else, just cod and bass—fried, baked, poached, broiled. James hated all kinds of fish. He ate everything the small salad bar had to offer and knew he was going to have to live at the Safeway deli. But, hell, the Safeway was so small he doubted it even had a deli.
The waitress, an older woman decked out in a Swiss Miss outfit that laced up her chest and swept the floor, said, “Oh, it’s fish this week. Zeke can’t do more than one thing at a time. He says it confounds him. Next Monday you come in and we’ll have something else. How about some mashed potatoes with all those greens?”
He nodded to Martha and Ed Drapper, who were evidently enjoying their fried cod, cole slaw, and mashed potatoes. She gave him a brilliant smile. He wondered if she recognized him. She wasn’t wearing her glasses. Her left hand was playing with her pearls.
After lunch, as James walked toward the four old men playing cards around the barrel, he saw at least half a dozen cars parked out in front of the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. Popular place. Had the place been here when Harve and Marge came through? Yeah, sure it had. That’s when old Thelma’s rheumy eyes had twitched and her old hands had clenched big time. He might as well get to know the locals before he tracked Susan St. John Brainerd down.
He wasn’t quite certain yet just what he was going to do with her when he found her. The truth, he thought. All he wanted was the truth from her. And he’d get it. He usually did. Then maybe he’d work on the other mystery. If there was another mystery.
 
Ten minutes later James walked into the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop thinking that those four old men weren’t any better liars than Thelma Nettro. Unlike Thelma, they hadn’t said a word, just shook their heads sorrowfully as they looked at each other. One of them had spat after he repeated Harve’s name. That one was Purn Davies. The old man leaning back in the chair had said he’d always fancied having a Winnebago. His name was Gus Eisner. Another one of the men said Gus could fix anything on wheels and kept them all running. The other old man wouldn’t meet his eyes. He couldn’t remember the names of those last two.
It was telling, their behavior. Whatever had happened to Harve and Marge Jensen, everyone he’d met so far knew about it. He was looking forward to trying the World’s Greatest Ice Cream.
The same older woman he’d seen upon his arrival was scooping up what looked to be peach ice cream for a family of tourists who’d probably seen that sign on the road and come west.
The kids were jumping and yelling. The boy wanted Cove Chocolate and the girl wanted French Vanilla.
“You’ve just got the six flavors?” the woman asked.

“Yes, just six. We vary them according to the season. We don’t mass-produce anything.”
The boy whined that now he wanted blueberry ice cream. The chocolate looked too dark.
The older woman behind the counter just smiled down at him and said, “You can’t have it. Either pick another flavor or shut up.”
The mother gasped and stared. “You can’t act like that toward our son, why he’s—”
The older woman smiled back, straightened her lacy white cap, and said, “He’s what, ma’am?”
“He’s a brat,” the husband said. He turned to his son. “What do you want, Mickey? You see the six flavors. Pick one now or don’t have any.”
“I want French Vanilla,” the girl said. “He can have worms.”
“Now, Julie,” the mother said, then licked the ice cream cone the woman handed her. “Oh, goodness, it’s wonderful. Fresh peaches, Rick. Fresh peaches. It’s great.”
The woman behind the counter just smiled. The boy took a chocolate triple-dip cone.
James watched the family finally leave.
“Yes, can I help you?”
“I’d like a peach cone, please, ma’am.”
“You’re new to town,” she said as she pulled the scoop through the big tub of ice cream. “You just traveling through?”
“No,” James said, taking the cone. “I’ll be here for a while. I’m trying to find Marge and Harve Jensen.”
“Never heard of them.”
James took a lick. He felt as though sweet peaches were sliding down his throat. The woman was a good liar. “The lady was right. This is delicious.”
“Thank you. This Marge and Harve—”
James repeated the story he’d told to Thelma and Martha and the old men. When he finished, he stuck out his hand and said, “My name’s James Quinlan. I’m a private investigator from Los Angeles.”
“I’m Sherry Vorhees. My husband’s the local preacher, Reverend Harold Vorhees. I have a four-hour shift here most days.”
“A pleasure, ma’am. Can I treat you to an ice cream?”
“Oh, no, I have my iced tea,” she said and sipped out of a large plastic tumbler. It was very pale iced tea.
“You know, I’d like some iced tea, if you don’t mind,” Quinlan said.
Sherry Vorhees winked at him. “Sorry, sir, but you don’t want my kind of iced tea, and we don’t have any of the other kind.”
“Just ice cream, then. You’ve never heard of this Marge and Harve? You don’t remember them coming through here some three years ago? In a Winnebago?”
Sherry thought he was handsome, just like that Englishman who’d played in two James Bond films, but this man was American and he was bigger, a lot taller. She really liked that dimple in his chin. She’d always wondered how men shaved in those tiny little holes. And now this lovely man wanted to know about these two old folk. He was standing right in front of her licking his peach ice cream cone.
“A lot of folk come to The Cove for the World’s Greatest Ice Cream,” she said, still smiling at him. “Too many to remember individuals. And three years ago . . . why, at my age I can barely remember what I cooked Hal for dinner last Tuesday.”
“Well, you think about it, please, Mrs. Vorhees. I’m staying at Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast.” He turned as the front doorbell jingled. A middle-aged woman came in. Unlike Martha, this one was dressed like a gypsy, a red scarf tied around her head, thick wool socks and Birken-stocks on her feet. She was wearing a long skirt that looked organic and a dark-red wool jacket. Her eyes were dark and very beautiful. She had to be the youngest citizen in the town.
“Hello, Sherry,” she said. “I’ll relieve you now.”
“Thanks, Amabel. Oh, this is James Quinlan. Mr. Quinlan, this is Amabel Perdy. He’s a real private detective from Los Angeles, Amabel. He’s here to try to find out what happened to an old couple who might have come through The Cove to buy ice cream. What was their name? Oh, yes, Harve and Marge.”
Amabel raised her dark gypsy eyebrows at him. She was very still, didn’t say anything, just looked at him, completely at ease.
So this was the aunt. How fortunate that she was here and not at home, where he hoped to find Sally Brainerd. Amabel Perdy, an artist, an old hippie, a former schoolteacher. He knew she was a widow, had been married to another artist she’d met in Soho many decades ago. His art had never amounted to much. He’d died some seventeen years ago. James also knew now that she’d turned down Purn Davies. He noted she didn’t look anything like her niece.
“I don’t remember any old folk named Harve and Marge,” Amabel said. “I’m going in the back to change now, Sherry. Ring out, okay?”
She was the best liar yet. He tamped down his dratted curiosity. It didn’t matter. Sally Brainerd was the only thing that mattered.
“How’s your little niece doing, Amabel?”
Amabel wished Sherry wouldn’t drink so much iced tea. It made her run off at the mouth. But she said pleasantly, “She’s doing better. She was just so exhausted from her trip.”
“Yes, of course.” Sherry Vorhees continued to sip out of that big plastic tumbler and smile at James. That English actor’s name was Timothy Dalton. Beautiful man. She liked James Quinlan even better. “There’s not much to do here in The Cove. I don’t know if you’ll last out the week.”
“Who knows?” James said, tossed his napkin into the white trash bin, and left the ice cream shop.
His next stop was Amabel Perdy’s house, the small white one on the corner of Main Street and Conroy Street. Time to get it done.
When he knocked on the trim white door, he heard a crash from inside. It sounded as though a piece of furniture had been knocked down. He knocked louder. He heard a woman’s cry of terror.
He turned the knob, found the door was locked. Well, shit. He put his shoulder against the door and pushed really hard. The door burst inward.
He saw Susan St. John Brainerd on her knees on the floor, the telephone lying beside her. He could hear the buzz of the dial tone. Her fist was stuffed in her mouth. She’d probably terrified herself when she screamed—that or she was afraid someone would hear her. Well, he had, and here he was.
She stared at him as he flew into Amabel’s small living room, huddled herself against the wall like he was going to shoot her, jerked her fist out of her mouth, and screamed again.
Really loud.
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“STOP SCREAMING,” HE yelled at her. “What the hell’s the matter? What happened?”
Sally knew this was it. She’d never seen him before. He wasn’t old like everyone else in this town. He didn’t belong here. He’d tracked her here. He was here to drag her back to Washington or force her to go back to that horrible place. Yes, he could work for Beadermeyer, he probably did. She couldn’t go back there. She stared at the big man who was now standing over her, looking at her strangely, as if he was really concerned, but she knew he wasn’t, he couldn’t be, it was just a ruse. He was here to hurt her.
“The phone,” she said, because she was going to die and it didn’t matter what she said. “It was someone who called and he scared me.”
As she spoke, she slowly rose and began backing away from him.
He wondered if she had a gun. He wondered if she’d turn and run to get that gun. He didn’t want this to turn nasty. He lunged for her, grabbed her left arm as she cried out, twisted about, and tried to jerk away from him.
“I’m not going to hurt you, dammit.”
“Go away! I won’t go with you, I won’t. Go away.”
She was sobbing and panting, fighting him hard now, and he was impressed with the way she jabbed him with her knuckles just below his ribs where it hurt really good, then raised her leg to knee him.
He jerked her back against him, then wrapped his arms around her, holding her until she quieted. She had no leverage now, no chance to hurt him. She was a lightweight, but the place where she’d gotten him below his ribs really hurt.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said again, his voice calm and low. He was one of the best interviewers in the FBI because he could modulate his voice just right, make it gentle and soothing, mean and vicious, whatever was necessary to get what he needed.
He said now, in his easy and soft tone, “I heard you cry out and thought someone was in here with you, attacking you. I was just trying to be a hero.”
She stilled, just stood there, her back pressed against his chest. The only sound breaking the silence was the dial tone from the telephone.
“A hero?”
“Yeah, a hero. You okay now?”
She nodded. “You’re really not here to hurt me?”
“Nope. I was just passing by when I heard you scream.”
She sagged with relief. She believed him. What the hell should she do now?
He let her go and took a quick step back. He leaned down and picked up the telephone, dropped the receiver into the cradle and set it back on the table.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her arms wrapped around herself. She looked as white as a cleric’s collar. “Who are you? Did you come to see Amabel?”
“No. Who was that on the phone? Was it an obscene caller?”
“It was my father.”
He tried not to stare at her, not to start laughing at what she’d said. Her father? Jesus, lady, they buried him two days ago, and it was very well attended. If the FBI weren’t investigating him, even the president would have been there. He made a decision and acted on it. “I take it that he’s not a nice guy, your father?”
“No, he’s not, but that’s not important. He’s dead.”
James Quinlan knew her file inside out. All he needed was to have her flip out on him. He’d found her, he had her now, but she was obviously close to the edge. He didn’t want a fruitcake on his hands. He needed her to be sane. He said very gently, his voice, his body movements all calm, unhurried, “That’s impossible, you know.”
“Yes, I know, but it was still his voice.” She was rubbing her hands over her arms. She was staring at that phone, waiting. Waiting for her dead father to call again? She looked terrified, but more than that she looked just plain confused.
“What did he say? This man who sounded like your dead father?”
“It was my father. I’d know that voice anywhere.” She was rubbing harder. “He said that he was coming, that he’d be here with me soon and then he’d take care of things.”
“What things?”
“Me,” she said. “He’ll come here to take care of me.”
“Do you have any brandy?”
Her head jerked up. “Brandy?” She grinned, then laughed, a small, rusty sound, but it was a laugh. “That’s what my aunt’s been sneaking into my tea since I got here yesterday. Sure, I’ve got brandy, but I promise you, even without the brandy I won’t get my broomstick out of the closet and fly out of here.”
He thrust out his hand. “That’s good enough for me. My name’s James Quinlan.”
She looked at that hand, a strong hand, one with fine black hairs on the back of it, long fingers, well-cared-for nails, buffed and neat. Not an artist’s hands, not like Amabel’s, but capable hands. Not like Scott’s hands either. Still, she didn’t want to shake James Quinlan’s hand, she didn’t want him to see hers and know what a mess she was. But there was no choice.
She shook his hand and immediately withdrew hers. “My name’s Sally St. John. I’m in The Cove to visit my aunt, Amabel Perdy.”
St. John. She’d only gone back to her maiden name. “Yes, I met her in the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. I would have thought she lived in a caravan and sat by a campfire at night reading fortunes and dancing with veils.”
She made a stab at a laugh again. “That’s what I thought too when I first got here. I hadn’t seen her since I was seven years old. I expected her to whip out some tarot cards, but I was very glad she didn’t.”
“Why? Maybe she’s good at tarot cards. Uncertainty’s a bitch.”
But she was shaking her head. “I’d rather have uncertainty than certainty. I don’t want to know what’s going to happen. It can’t be good.”
No, he wasn’t going to tell her who he was, he wasn’t going to tell her that she was perfectly right, that what would happen to her would suck. He wondered if she’d killed her father, if she hadn’t run to this town that was on the backside of the Earth to protect her mother. Others in the bureau believed it was a deal gone sour, that Amory St. John had finally screwed over the wrong people. But he didn’t believe that for a minute, never had, which was why he was here and no other agents were. “You know, I’d sure like some brandy.”
“Who are you?”
He said easily, “I’m a private investigator from Los Angeles. A man hired me to find his parents, who disappeared from around here some three years ago.”
She was weighing his words, and he knew she was trying to determine if he was lying to her. His cover was excellent because it was true, but even that didn’t matter. He was a good liar. He could tell his voice was working on her.
She was so thin, her face still had that bloodless look, the color leached out by the terror of that phone call. Her father? He was coming to take care of her? This was nuts. He could handle sane people. He didn’t know what he’d do if she flipped out.
“All right,” she said finally. “Come this way, into the kitchen.”
He followed her to a kitchen that was straight out of the 1940’s—the brownish linoleum floor with stains older than he was. It was clean but peeling up badly near the sink area. All the appliances were as old as the floor, and just as clean. He sat down at the table as she said, “Don’t lean on it. One of the legs is uneven. See, Aunt Amabel has magazines under it to make it steady.”
He wondered how long the table had been like that. What an easy thing to fix. He watched Susan St. John Brainerd pour him some brandy in a water glass. He watched her pause and frown. He realized she didn’t know how much to pour.
“That’s just right,” he said easily. “Thank you.” He waited until she’d poured herself a bit, then gave her a salute. “I need this. You scared the bejesus out of me. Nice to meet you, Susan St. John.”
“And you, Mr. Quinlan. Please call me Sally.”
“All right—Sally. After all our screams and shouts, why not call me James?”
“I don’t know you, even if I did scream at you.”
“The way you gouged me in the ribs, I’d give up before I’d let you attack me like that again. Where’d you learn to do that?”
“A girl at boarding school taught me. She said her brother was the meanest guy in junior high and he didn’t want a wuss for a sister so he taught her all sorts of self-defense tricks.”
He found himself looking down at her hands. They were as thin and pale as the rest of her. She said, “I never tried it before—seriously, I mean. Well, I did, several times, but I didn’t have a chance. There were too many of them.”
What the hell was she talking about? He said, “It worked. I wanted to die. In fact, I’ll be hobbled over for the next couple of days. I’m glad you missed my groin.”
He sipped his brandy, watching her. What to do? It had seemed so simple, so straightforward before, but now, sitting here, facing her, seeing her in the flesh as a person and not just as his key to the murder of Amory St. John, things weren’t so clear anymore. He hated it when things weren’t clear. “Tell me about your father.”
She didn’t say anything, just shook her head.
“Listen to me, Sally. He’s dead. Your damned father is dead. That couldn’t have been him on the phone. That means that it must have been either a recording of his voice or a person who could mimic him very well.”
“Yes,” she said, still staring into the brandy.
“Obviously someone knows you’re here. Someone wants to frighten you.”
She looked up at him then, and remarkably, she smiled. It was a lovely smile, free of fear, free of stress. He found himself smiling back at her. “That someone succeeded admirably,” she said. “I’m scared out of my mind. I’m sorry I attacked you.”
“I would have attacked me too if I had burst through the front door like that.”
“I don’t know if the call was long distance. If it was long distance, then I’ve got some time to decide what to do.” She paused, then stiffened. She didn’t move, but he got the feeling that she’d just backed a good fifteen feet away from him. “You know who I am, don’t you? I didn’t realize it before, but you know.”
“Yes, I know.”
“How?”
“I saw your photo on TV, also some footage of you with your father and your mother.”
“Amabel assures me that no one in The Cove will realize who I am. She says no one besides her has a TV except for Thelma Nettro, who’s older than dust.”
“You don’t have to worry that I’ll shout it around. In fact, I promise to keep it to myself. I was in the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop when I met your aunt. A Sherry Vorhees mentioned that you were visiting. Your aunt didn’t say a word about who you were.” Lying was an art, he thought, watching her assess his words. The trick was always to lean as much as possible toward the exact truth. It was a trick some of the town’s citizens could benefit from.
She was frowning, her hands clasped around the glass. Her foot was tapping on the linoleum.
“Who is after you?”
Again she gave him a smile, but this one was mocking and underlaid with so much fear he fancied he could smell it. She fiddled with the napkin holder, saying while she straightened the napkins that had dumped onto the table, “You name someone and he’d probably be just one in a long line.”
She was sitting across from one of those someones. Damnation, he hated this. He’d thought it would be so easy. When would he learn that people were never what they seemed? That smile of hers was wonderful. He wanted to feed her.
She said suddenly, “The strangest thing happened the first night I was here, just two nights ago. I woke up in the middle of the night at the sound of a person’s cry. It was a person, I know it was. I went into the hall upstairs to make sure something wasn’t happening to Amabel, but when the cry came again I knew it was from outside. Amabel said I’d imagined it. It’s true that I’d had a horrible nightmare, a vivid memory in the form of a dream, actually, but the screams pulled me out of the dream. I know that. I’m sure of it. Anyway, I went back to bed, but I know I heard Amabel leave the house after that. You’re a private detective. What do you make of that?”

“You want to be my client? It’ll cost you big bucks.”
“My father was rich, not me. I don’t have a cent.”
“What about your husband? He’s a big tycoon lawyer, isn’t he?”
She stood up like a shot. “I think you should leave now, Mr. Quinlan. Perhaps it’s just because you’re a private detective and it’s your job to ask questions, but you’ve crossed the line. I’m none of your business. Forget what you saw on TV. Very little of it was true. Please go.”
“All right,” he said. “I’ll be in The Cove for another week. You might ask your aunt if she remembers two old folk named Harve and Marge Jensen. They were in a new red Winnebago, and they probably drove into town to buy some of the World’s Greatest Ice Cream. Like I told you, the reason I’m here is because their son hired me to find them. It’s been over three years since they disappeared.” Although he’d already asked Amabel himself, he wanted Sally to ask her as well. He’d be interested to see if she thought her aunt was lying.
“I’ll ask her. Good-bye, Mr. Quinlan.”
She dogged him to the front door, which, thankfully, was still attached to its ancient hinges.
“I’ll see you again, Sally,” he said, gave her a small salute, and walked up the well-maintained sidewalk.
The temperature had dropped. A storm was blowing in. He had a lot to do before it hit. He quickened his step. So her husband was off-limits. Was she scared of him? She wasn’t wearing a wedding band, but the evidence of one had been in that thick white line on her finger.
He’d really blundered—that wasn’t like him. Usually he was very cautious, very careful, particularly with someone like her, someone fragile, someone who was teetering right on the brink.
Nothing seemed straightforward now that he’d met Susan St. John, that thin young woman who was terrified of a dead man who had called her on the phone.

He wondered how long it would be before Susan St. John discovered he’d lied through his teeth. It was possible she would never find out. Just about everything he knew was in the file the FBI had assembled on her. If she found out he knew more than had ever been dished out to the public, would she take off? He hoped not. He was curious now about those human cries she’d heard in the middle of the night. Maybe her aunt had been right and she had dreamed it—being in a new place, she had every reason to be jumpy. And she had admitted to having a nightmare. Who the hell knew?
He looked around at the beautiful small houses on either side of the street. There were flowers and low shrubs planted just about everywhere, all protected from the ocean winds with high-sided wooden slats on the western side. He imagined that storms off the ocean could devastate just about any plant alive. The people were trying.
He still didn’t like the town, but it didn’t seem so much like a Hollywood set anymore. Actually it didn’t look at all like Teresa’s hometown in Ohio. There was an air of complacency about it that didn’t put him off. He had a sense that everyone who lived here knew their town was neat and lovely and quaint. The townspeople had thought about what they wanted to do and they’d done it. The town had genuine charm and vitality, he’d admit that, even though he hadn’t seen a single child or young person since he’d driven in some three hours before.
 
It was late at night when the storm blew in. The wind howled, rattling the windows. Sally shivered beneath the mound of blankets, listening to the rain slam nearly straight down, pounding the shingled roof. She prayed there were no holes in the roof, even though Amabel had said earlier, “Oh, no, baby. It’s a new roof. Had it put on just last year.”
How long could she remain here with Amabel? Now that she was safe, now that she was hidden, she was free to think about the future, at least a future of more than one day’s duration. She thought about next week, about next month.
What was she going to do? That phone call—it had yanked her right back to the present, and to the past. It had been her father’s voice, no question about that. A tape, just like James Quinlan had said, a tape of a mimic.
Suddenly there was a scream, long and drawn out, starting low and ending on a crescendo. It was coming from outside the house.
She ran toward her aunt’s bedroom, not feeling the cold wooden floor beneath her bare feet, no, just running until she forced herself to draw up and tap lightly on the door.
Amabel opened the door as if she’d been standing right there, waiting for her to knock. But that wasn’t possible, surely.
She grabbed her aunt’s arms and shook her. “Did you hear the scream, Amabel? Please, you heard it, didn’t you?”
“Oh, baby, that was the wind. I heard it and knew you’d be frightened. I was coming to you. Did you have another nightmare?”
“It wasn’t the wind, Amabel. It was a woman.”
“No, no, come along now and let me help you back to bed. Look at your bare feet. You’ll catch your death of something. Come on now, baby, back to bed with you.”
There was another scream, this one short and high-pitched, then suddenly muffled. It was a woman’s scream, like the first one.
Amabel dropped her arm.
“Now do you believe me, Amabel?”
“I suppose I’ll just have to call one of the men to come and check it out. The problem is, they’re all so old that if they go out in this weather, they’ll probably catch pneumonia. Maybe it was the wind. What woman would be screaming outside? Yes, it’s this bloody wind. It’s impossible, Sally. Let’s just forget it.”

“No, I can’t. It’s a woman, Amabel, and someone is hurting her. I can’t just go back to bed and forget it.”
“Why not?”
Sally just stared at her.
“You mean when your papa hit your mama you tried to protect her?”
“Yes.”
Amabel sighed. “I’m sorry, baby. You did hear the wind this time, not your mama being punched by your papa.”
“Can I borrow your raincoat, Amabel?”
Amabel sighed, hugged Sally close, and said, “All right. I’ll call Reverend Vorhees. He’s not as rickety as the others, and he’s strong. He’ll check it out.”
When Reverend Hal Vorhees arrived at Amabel’s house, he had three other men with him. “This is Gus Eisner, Susan, a fellow who can fix anything with wheels and a motor.”
“Mr. Eisner,” Sally said. “I heard a woman scream, twice. It was an awful scream. Someone was hurting her.”
Gus Eisner looked as if he would have spat if there’d been a cuspidor in the corner. “The wind, ma’am,” he said, nodding, “it was just the wind. I’ve heard it all my life, all seventy-four years, and it makes noises that sometimes have made my teeth ache. Just the wind.”
“But we’ll look around anyway,” Hal Vorhees said. “This here is Purn Davies, who owns the general store, and Hunker Dawson, who’s a World War II vet and our flower expert.” Sally nodded, and the reverend patted her shoulder, nodded to Amabel, and followed the other men out the front door. “You ladies stay safe inside now. Don’t let anyone in unless it’s us.”
“The little females,” Sally said. “I feel like I should be barefoot and pregnant, making coffee in the kitchen.”
“They’re old, baby, they’re just old. That generation gave their wives an allowance. Gus’s wife, Velma, wouldn’t know a bank statement if it bit her ankle. But things balance out, you know. Old Gus is night-blind. Without Velma, he’d be helpless after dark. Don’t mind their words. They care, and that’s a good feeling, isn’t it?”
Just as she opened her mouth to reply, there was a third scream, this one fast and loud, and then it ended, cut off abruptly. It was distant, hidden, and now it was over.
Sally knew deep down that there wouldn’t be another scream. Ever again. She also knew it wasn’t the damned wind.
She looked at her aunt, who was straightening a modern painting over the sofa, a small picture painted in patternless swirls of ocher, orange, and purple. It was an unsettling painting, dark and violent.
“The wind,” Sally said slowly. “Yes, no more than the wind.” She wanted to ask Amabel if Gus were night-blind, what good would he be out searching for a victim in the dark?
 
The next morning dawned cool and clear, the sky as blue in March as it would be in August. Sally walked to Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast. Mr. Quinlan, Martha told her, was having his breakfast.
He was seated in isolated splendor amid the heavy Victorian furnishings in Miss Thelma’s front room. On the linen-covered table was a breakfast more suited to three kings than just one man.
She walked straight to him, waited until he looked up from his newspaper, and said, “Who are you?”
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IT HAD NEVER occurred to him that she would confront him, not after he’d seen her huddled on the floor when he burst into her aunt’s living room. But she had tried to knee him and she’d also punched him just below the ribs. She had fought back. And here she was today, looking ready to spit on him. For some obscure reason, that pleased him. Perhaps it was because he didn’t want his prey to be stupid or cowardly. He wanted a chase that would challenge him.
How could she have found out so quickly? It didn’t make sense.
“I’m James Quinlan,” he said. “Most people call me Quinlan. You can call me whatever you want to. Won’t you sit down, Sally? I assure you there’s enough food, though when I finish one plate Martha just brings in another one. Does she do the cooking?”
“I don’t know. Who are you?”
“Sit down and we’ll talk. Or would you like a section of the newspaper? It’s the Oregonian, a very good paper. There’s a long article in here about your father.”
She sat down.
“Who are you, Mr. Quinlan?”
“That didn’t last long. It was James yesterday.”
“I have a feeling that nothing lasts very long with you.”
She was right about that, he thought, as he had a fleeting image of Teresa laughing when he’d whispered to her as he’d come inside her that if she ever had another man she would find out what it meant to be half empty.
“What other feelings do you have, Sally?”
“That you love problems, that you get a problem in your hands and shape and mold and twist and do whatever you have to do to solve that problem. Then you lose interest. You look for another problem.”
He stared at her and said aloud, though he didn’t realize he was doing so, “How the hell do you know that?”
“Mr. Quinlan, how did you know my husband is a lawyer? That wasn’t on TV. There was no reason for it to be. Or if he had been shown, they certainly would have had no reason to discuss his profession or anything else about him.”
“Ah, you remembered that, did you?”
“Delaying tactics don’t become you. What if I told you I have a Colt. 45 revolver in my purse and I’ll shoot you if you don’t tell me the truth right now?”
“I’d probably believe you. Keep your gun in your purse. It was on TV—your good old husband escorting your mother to your dad’s funeral. You just didn’t see it.” Thank God he’d heard Thelma and Martha discussing it yesterday. Thank God they hadn’t really been interested. Washington, D.C., was light-years from their world. “If you think there’s anything private about you now, forget it. You’re an open book.”
She had seen it, she’d forgotten, just plain forgotten. She’d made a mistake, and she couldn’t afford to make any more. She remembered eating that wonderful ham sandwich the first day she’d arrived, sitting with Amabel, watching her black-and-white set, listening and watching and knowing that Scott was with her mother. She hadn’t watched TV before or since. She prayed she wasn’t an open book. She prayed no one in The Cove would ever realize who she was.
“I forgot,” she said and picked up a slice of unbuttered toast. She bit into it, chewed slowly, then swallowed. “I shouldn’t have, but I did.”
“Tell me about him.”
She took another bite of toast. “I can’t afford you, remember, James?”
“I sometimes do pro bono.”
“I don’t think so. Have you discovered anything about the old couple?”
“Yes, I have. Everyone I’ve spoken to is lying through their collective dentures. Marge and Harve were here, probably at the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. Why doesn’t anyone want to admit it? What’s to hide? So they had ice cream—who cares?”
He pulled up short, staring at the pale young woman sitting across from him. She took another bite of the dry toast. He lifted the dish of homemade strawberry jam and handed it to her. She shook her head. He’d never in his life told anyone about his business. Of course, old Marge and Harve weren’t really his business, not really, but then again, why the hell had everyone lied to him?
More to the point, why had he said anything about that case to her? She was a damned criminal, or at least she knew who had offed her father. If there was one thing he was sure of, it was that.
Whatever else she was—well, he’d find out. She had come to him. Confronted him. It saved him the trouble of seeking her out again.
“You’re right. That doesn’t make any sense. You’re sure folk lied to you?”
“Positive. It’s interesting, don’t you think?”
She nodded, took another bite of toast, and chewed slowly. “Why don’t I ask Amabel why no one admits to remembering them?”
“No, I don’t think so. I’m the private investigator here. I’ll do the asking. It’s not your job.”
She just shrugged.
“It’s too early for the World’s Greatest Ice Cream,” he said. “Maybe you’d like to go for a walk on the cliffs? You look pale. A walk would put some color in your cheeks.”
She gave it a lot of thought. He said nothing more, just watched her eat the rest of that dry toast that had to be cold as a stone. She stood, brushed the crumbs from the legs of her brown corduroy slacks, and said, “I need to put on my sneakers. I’ll meet you in front of Amabel’s house in ten minutes.”
“Excellent,” he said, and meant it. Now he was getting somewhere. He’d open her up soon enough, just like a clam. Soon she would tell him all about her husband, her mother, her dead father, who hadn’t called her on the phone. No, that was impossible.
She also seemed perfectly normal, and that bothered him as well. When he’d found her hysterical and frightened yesterday, it had been what he’d expected. But this calm, this open smile that, to his critical eye, held no malice or guile, made him feel he’d missed the last train to Saginaw.
When he met her in front of her aunt’s house, she smiled at him. Where the hell was her guile?
Fifteen minutes later she was talking as if there wasn’t a single black cloud in her world. “. . . Amabel told me that The Cove was nothing until a developer from Portland bought up all the land and built vacation cottages. Everything went smoothly until the sixties, then everyone just forgot about the town.”
“Someone sure remembered, someone with lots of money. The place is a picture postcard.” He remembered old Thelma Nettro had told him the same thing.
“Yes,” she said, kicking a small pebble out of her path. “It’s odd, isn’t it? If the town died, then how was it resurrected? There’s no local factory to employ everyone, no manufacturing of any kind. Amabel said the high school closed back in 1974.”
“Maybe one of them has discovered how to tap into the Social Security computer system.”
“That would only work in the short term. The fund only has money for, what is it? Fifteen months? It’s scary. No one would want to count on that.”
They stood on the edge of a narrow promontory and looked down at the fierce white spume, fanning upward when the waves hit the black rocks.
“It’s beautiful,” she said as she drew in a deep breath of the salt air.
“Yes, it is, but it makes me nervous. All that unleashed power. It has no conscience. It can kill you so easily.”
“What a romantic thing to say, Mr. Quinlan.”
“Not at all. But I’m right. It doesn’t know the good guys from the bad guys. And it’s James. You want to climb down? There’s a path just over there by that lone Cypress tree that doesn’t look too dangerous.”
“I don’t want you fainting on me, Quinlan, if you get too close to all that unleashed power.”
“Threaten to knee me and I’ll forget about fainting for the rest of my life.”
She laughed and walked ahead of him. She quickly disappeared around a turn in the trail. It was a narrow path, strewn with good-sized rocks, snaggled low brush, and it was too steep. She slipped, gasped aloud, and grabbed at a root.
“Be careful, dammit!”
“Yes, I will be. No, don’t say it. I don’t want to go back. We’ll both be very careful. Just another fifty feet.”
The trail just stopped. From the settled look of all the brush and rocks, there’d been an avalanche some years before. They could probably climb over the rocks, but Quinlan didn’t want to take the chance. “This is far enough,” he said, grabbing her hand when she took another step. “Nope, Sally, this is it. Let’s sit here and commune with all that unleashed power.”
There was no beach below, just pile upon pile of rocks, forming strange shapes as richly imagined as the cloud formations overhead. One even made a bridge from one pile to another, with water flowing beneath. It was breath-taking, and James was right, it was a bit frightening.
Seagulls whirled and dove overhead, squawking and calling to each other.
“It isn’t particularly cold today.”
“No,” she said. “Not like last night.”
“I’m in the west tower room at Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast. The windows shuddered the whole night.”
Suddenly she stood up, her eyes fixed on something just off to the right. She shook her head, whispering, “No, no, it can’t be.”
He was on his feet in an instant, his hand on her shoulder. “What the hell is it?”
She pointed.
“Oh, my God,” he said. “Stay here, Sally. Just stay here and I’ll check it out.”
“Oh, go to hell, Quinlan. No, I don’t like Quinlan. I’ll call you James. I won’t stay put.”
But he just shook his head at her. He set her aside and made his way carefully through the rocks until he was standing just five feet above the body of a woman, the waves washing her against the rocks, then tugging her back, back and forth. There was no blood in the water. “Oh, no,” he said aloud.
She was at his side, staring down at the woman. “I knew it,” she said. “I was right, but nobody would listen to me.”
“We’ve got to get her out before there’s nothing left of her,” he said. He sat down, took off his running shoes and socks, and rolled up his jeans. “Stay here, Sally. I mean it. I don’t want to have to worry about you falling into the water and washing out to sea.”
Quinlan finally managed to haul her in. He wrapped the woman, what was left of her, in his jacket. His stomach was churning. He waved to Sally to start climbing back up the path. He didn’t allow himself to think that what he was carrying had once been a living, laughing person. God, it made him sick. “We’ll take her to Doc Spiver,” Sally called over her shoulder. “He’ll take care of her.”
“Yeah,” he said to himself, “I just bet he will.” An old man in this one-horse town would probably say that she’d been killed accidentally by a hunter shooting curlews.
Doc Spiver’s living room smelled musty. James wanted to open the windows and air the place out, but he figured the old man must want it this way. He sat down and called Sam North, a homicide detective with the Portland police department. Sam wasn’t in, so James left Doc Spiver’s number. “Tell him it’s urgent,” he said to Sam’s partner, Martin Amick. “It’s really urgent.”
He hung up and watched Sally St. John Brainerd pace back and forth over a rich wine-red Bokhara carpet. It was fairly new, that beautiful carpet. “What did you mean when you said you knew it?”
“What? Oh, I heard her scream last night. There were three screams, and at the last one I knew someone had killed her. It was just cut off so quickly, like someone just hit her hard and that was it.
“Amabel thought it was the wind because it was howling—no doubt about that, but I knew it was a woman’s scream, just like the one the first night I was here. I told you about that. Do you think it was the same woman?”
“I don’t know.”
“Amabel called Reverend Vorhees and he came with three other men and they went on a search. When they came back they said they hadn’t found anything. It was the wind, they said. Reverend Vorhees patted me again, like I was a child, an idiot.”
“Or worse, a hysterical woman.”
“Exactly. Someone killed her, James. It couldn’t have been an accident. I heard her scream the night I arrived—three nights ago—and then last night. Last night, they killed her.”

“What do you mean, ‘they’?”
She shrugged, looking a bit confused. “I don’t know. It just seems right.”
The phone rang and James answered it. It was Sam North calling him back. Sally listened to his end of the conversation.
“Yes, a woman anywhere from young to middle aged, I guess. The tide washed her in, and she’d been battered against the rocks for a good number of hours. I don’t know how long. What do you want to do, Sam?”
He listened, then said, “A little town called The Cove about an hour or so southwest of you. You know it? Good. The local doctor is looking her over now, but they have no law enforcement, nothing like that. Yes? All right. Done. His name is Doc Spiver, on the end of Main Street. You’ve got the number. Right. Thanks, Sam.”
He said as he hung up the phone, “Sam’s calling the county sheriff. He says they’ll send someone over to handle things.”
“Soon, I hope,” Doc Spiver said, walking into the small living room, wiping his hands—an obscene thing to be doing, Sally thought, staring at those old liver-spotted hands, knowing what those hands had been touching. There was a knock on the front door and Doc Spiver called out, “Come along in!”
It was Reverend Hal Vorhees. On his heels were the four old men who spent most of their time sitting around the barrel playing cards.
“What the hell’s going on, Doc? Excuse me, ma’am, but we heard you’d found a body at the bottom of the cliffs.”
“It’s true, Gus,” Doc Spiver said. “Do all of you know Mr. Quinlan and Sally, Amabel’s niece?”
“Yes, we do, Doc,” Purn Davies, the man who’d wanted to marry Amabel, said. “Now what’s happening? Be quick telling us. I don’t want the ladies to hear about it and be distressed.”

“Sally and Mr. Quinlan found a woman’s body.”
“Who is she? Do you recognize her?” This from Hal Vorhees.
“No. She’s not from around here, I don’t think. I couldn’t find anything on her clothes either. You find anything, Mr. Quinlan?”
“No. The county sheriff is sending someone over soon. A medical examiner as well.”
“Good,” Doc Spiver said. “Look, she could have been killed by anything. Me, I’d say it was an accident, but who knows? I can’t run tests, and I haven’t the tools or equipment to do an autopsy. As I said, I vote for accident.”
“No,” Sally said. “No accident. Someone killed her. I heard her screaming.”
“Now, Sally,” Doc Spiver said, holding out his hand to her, that hand he’d been wiping, “you’re not thinking that the wind you heard was this poor woman screaming.”
“Yes, I am.”
“We never found anything,” Reverend Vorhees said. “We all looked a good two hours.”
“You just didn’t look in the right place,” Sally said.
“Would you like something to calm you?”
She stared at the old man who had been a doctor for many more years than her mother had been alive. She’d met him the previous day. He’d been kind, if a little vague. She knew he didn’t want her here, that she didn’t belong here, but as long as she was with Amabel, he would continue being kind. Come to think of it, all the folk she’d met had been kind, but she still felt they didn’t want her here. It was because she was a murdered man’s daughter—that had to be it. She wondered if they would turn her in now that she and James had found the woman’s body, the woman Sally had heard screaming.
“Something to calm me,” she repeated slowly, “something to calm me.” She laughed, a low, very ugly laugh that brought Quinlan’s head up.

“I’d better get you something,” Doc Spiver said, turned quickly, and ran into an end table. The beautiful Tiffany lamp crashed to the floor. It didn’t break.
He didn’t see it, James realized. The damned old man is going blind. He said easily, “No, Doc. Sally and I will be on our way now. The detective from the Portland police will tell the sheriff to come here. If you’d let them know we’ll be at Amabel’s house?”
“Yes, certainly,” Doc Spiver said, not looking at them. He was on his knees, touching the precious Tiffany lamp, feeling all the lead seams to make certain it wasn’t cracked.
They left him still on the floor. All the other men were silent as death in the small living room with its rich wine-red Bokhara carpet.
“Amabel told me he was blinder than a bat,” Sally said as they stepped out into the bright afternoon sunlight. She stopped cold.
“What’s wrong?”
“I forgot. I can’t have the police knowing I’m here. They’ll call the police in Washington, they’ll send someone to get me, they’ll force me to go back to that place or they’ll kill me or they’ll—”
“No, they won’t. I already thought of that. Don’t worry. Your name is Susan Brandon. They’ll have no reason to question that. Just tell them your story and they’ll leave you be.”
“I have a black wig I wore here. I’ll put it on.”
“Couldn’t hurt.”
“How can you know they’ll just want to hear my story? You don’t know what’s going on here any more than I do. Oh, I see. You don’t think they’ll believe I heard a woman screaming those two nights.”
He said patiently, “Even if they don’t believe you, it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense that they’d then have a murdered woman on their hands, does it? You heard a woman’s screams. Now she’s dead. I don’t think there’s a whole lot of other possible conclusions. Get a grip, Sally, and don’t fall apart on me now. You’re going to be Susan Brandon. All right?”
She nodded slowly, but he didn’t think he had ever seen such fear on a face in all his years.
He was glad she had a wig. No one could forget her face, and the good Lord knew it had been flashed on TV enough times recently.
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DAVID MOUNTEBANK HAD hated his name ever since he’d looked it up in the dictionary and read it meant boastful and unscrupulous. Whenever he met a big man, a big man who looked smart, and he had to introduce himself, he held himself stiff and wary, waiting to see if the guy would make a crack. He braced himself accordingly as he introduced himself to the man before him now.
“I’m Sheriff David Mountebank.”
The man stuck out his hand. “I’m James Quinlan, Sheriff Mountebank. This is Susan Brandon. We were together when we found the woman’s body two hours ago.”
“Ms. Brandon.”
“Won’t you be seated, Sheriff?”
He nodded, took his hat off, and relaxed into the soft sofa cushions. “The Cove’s changed,” he said, looking around Amabel’s living room as if he’d found himself in a shop filled with modern prints that gave him indigestion. “It seems every time I come here, it just keeps looking better and better. How about that?”
“I wouldn’t know,” Quinlan said. “I’m from L.A.”
“You live here, Ms. Brandon? If you do, you’ve got to be the youngest sprout within the town limits, although there’s something of a subdivision growing over near the highway. Don’t know why folks would want to live near the highway. They don’t come into The Cove except for ice cream, leastwises that’s what I hear.”

“No, Sheriff. I’m visiting my aunt. Just a short vacation. I’m from Missouri.”
Sheriff Mountebank wrote that down in his book, then sat back, scratched his knees, and said, “The medical examiner’s over at Doc Spiver’s house checking out the dead woman. She’d been in the water a good while, at least eight hours, I’d say.”
“I know when she died,” Sally said.
The sheriff merely smiled at her and waited. It was a habit of his, just waiting, and sure enough, everything he ever wanted to hear would pop out of a person’s mouth just to fill in the silence.
He didn’t have to wait long this time because Susan Brandon couldn’t wait to tell him about the screams, about how her aunt had convinced her it was just the wind that first night, but last night she’d known—just known—it was a woman screaming, a woman in pain, and then that last scream, well, someone had killed her.
“What time was that? Do you remember, Ms. Brandon?”
“It was around 2:05 in the morning, Sheriff. That’s when my aunt went along with me and called Reverend Vorhees.”
“She called Hal Vorhees?”
“Yes. She said he was just about the youngest man and the most physically able. He brought over three elderly men with him. They searched but couldn’t find anything.”
“That was probably the same group that’s over at Doc Spiver’s. They were all just sitting around looking at each other. This kind of thing hits a small town like The Cove real hard.”
David Mountebank took down their names. He said without preamble, without softening, “Why are you wearing a black wig, Ms. Brandon?”
Without pause she said, “I’m having chemotherapy, Sheriff. I’m nearly bald.”
“I’m sorry.”

“That’s all right.”
At that moment, Quinlan knew he would never again underestimate Sally Brainerd. He wasn’t particularly surprised that the sheriff could tell it was a wig. She was frankly ludicrous in that black-as-sin wig that made her look like Elvira, Mistress of the Dark. No, she was even paler than Elvira. He was impressed that the sheriff had asked her about the wig. Just maybe there’d be a prayer of finding out who the woman was and who had killed her. He could see that David Mountebank wasn’t stupid.
“Doc Spiver thinks this is all a tragic accident,” the sheriff said, writing with his pencil on his pad even as he spoke.
James said, “The good doctor is nearly blind. He could have just as easily been examining the table leg and not the dead woman.”
“Well, it appears the doctor admitted that readily enough. He said he just couldn’t imagine who could have killed her, not unless it was someone from the outside. That means beyond Highway 101A. The four other fellows there didn’t know a blessed thing. I guess they were there for moral support. Now, Mr. Quinlan, you’re here on business?”
Quinlan told him about the old couple he was looking for. He didn’t say anything about the townspeople lying to him.
“Over three years ago,” the sheriff said, looking at one of Amabel’s paintings over Sally’s head, this one all pale yellows and creams and nearly blueless blues, no shape or reason to any of it, but it was nice.
“Yeah, probably too long a time to turn anything up, but the son wanted to try again. I’m using The Cove as my headquarters, checking here first, then fanning out.”
“Tell you what, Mr. Quinlan, when I get back to my office I’ll do some checking. I’ve been sheriff only two years. I’ll see what the former sheriff had to say about it.”

“I’d appreciate that.”
There was a knock at the front door. Then it opened and a small, slender man came into the living room. He was wearing wire-rim glasses and a fedora. He took off his hat, nodded to the sheriff, and bowed to Sally. “Sheriff, ma’am.” He then looked at Quinlan, just looked at him, like a little dog ready to go after the mastodon if his master gave the command.
Quinlan stuck out his hand. “Quinlan.”
“I’m the medical examiner. We’re removing the body now, Sheriff. I just wanted to give you a preliminary report.” He paused, a dramatic pause, Quinlan knew, and grinned. He’d seen it many times before. Medical examiners hardly ever had the limelight. It was their only chance to shine, and this man was trying his best to light up the room.
“Yes, Ponser? Get on with it.”
That wasn’t as good a name as Mountebank, but it was close. Quinlan looked over at Sally, but she was staring at her shoes. She was listening, though; he could see the tension in her body, practically see the air quiver around her.
“Someone strangled her,” Ponser said cheerfully. “It’s pretty obvious, but I can’t say for sure until I’ve done the autopsy. Perhaps the killer believed it wouldn’t be evident after she’d been in the water, but he was wrong. On the other hand, if the tide hadn’t washed her in, then her body would never have been found and it would have been academic.”
“That’s what they wanted,” Sally said. “They didn’t want her found. Even with the tide washing her up, how many people ever go down there? They’re all old. It’s dangerous. James and I finding her, that was just plain bad luck for them.”
“Yes, it certainly was,” the sheriff said. He rose. “Ms. Brandon, could you try to pinpoint the direction and the distance of those screams you heard? Were they from the same direction and distance both nights?”
“That’s an awfully good question,” Sally said slowly. “It would help, yes, it would. Both nights the screams were close, that or she really screamed loudly. I think they came both times from across the way. It was close, so very close—at least I think it was.”
“Ah, there’s a nice long row of neat little cottages lining the street across from this house. Surely someone must have heard something. If you remember anything else, here’s my card. Call me anytime.”
He shook Quinlan’s hand. “You know, what I can’t figure out is why someone was holding the woman prisoner.”
“Prisoner?” Sally said, just staring at the sheriff.
“Naturally, ma’am. If she wasn’t being held against her will, then why would you have heard the screams two different nights? The killer was holding her for some reason, a reason so powerful he only killed her that second night when she got loose and screamed again. But I’ve gotta ask myself, why keep someone prisoner if you’re not planning on doing away with her anyway? Or maybe he was thinking of ransom and that’s why he kept her alive. Maybe he was planning on killing her all along. Maybe he’s a real psycho. I don’t know, but I’ll find out. I haven’t heard a thing about anyone missing.
“Questions, I’m filled with them. As soon as we can get a photograph of the woman, then my deputies will be crawling all over the subdivision like army ants. I hope she’s local, I really do.”
“It would make your job a whole lot easier,” Quinlan said. “Give me a relative or a husband any day and I’ll find you a dozen motives.”
“Yes, Mr. Quinlan, that’s surely the truth.”
“Nothing like a good mystery to stir a man’s blood.”
“I prefer mine to yours, Mr. Quinlan. Finding two missing people after three years isn’t likely. Well, I’ll be on my way now. A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Brandon.”

He said to Quinlan as they walked to the door, “Now, this murdered woman, I’ll find out who was holding her and then we’ll see what kind of motive we’ve got for a brutal murder. I wonder why they threw her body over the cliff?”
“Instead of burying her?”
“Yeah. You know what I think now? I think someone was furious that she got loose and made a racket. I think someone was so furious he killed her and just threw her away like so much trash. I want to catch him badly.”
“I would too, Sheriff. I think you might just be right.”
“You in town long, Mr. Quinlan?”
“Another week or so.”
“And Ms. Brandon?”
“I don’t know, Sheriff.”
“A shame about the cancer.”
“Yes, a real shame.”
“She gonna be all right?”
“That’s what her doctors believe.”
Sheriff David Mountebank shook Quinlan’s hand, nodded back at Sally—who’d heard everything they said, even though they’d been speaking low—and took his leave.
Sally wondered why her aunt had left before the sheriff came. Amabel had said only, “Why would a sheriff want to talk to me? I don’t know anything.”
“But you heard the screams, Amabel.”
“No, baby, you did. I never did think they were screams. You don’t want me calling you a liar in front of the law, do you?” And with that, she took off.
Sally said now to Quinlan, “The sheriff isn’t dumb.”
“No, he isn’t. But you got him, Sally, with that chemo business. Where is your aunt?”
“I don’t know. She left.”
“But she knew the sheriff would be here.”
“Yes, but she said she didn’t know anything. She said she didn’t hear any screams and didn’t want to make me look bad if she had to tell him that.”
“You mean like a hysterical girl or a liar?”
“That’s about it. When she does talk to him, she’ll probably lie. She loves me. She wouldn’t want to hurt me.”
But she hadn’t loved her enough to lie for her this time, Quinlan thought. Strange family.
“Any more phone calls?”
Sally shook her head, her eyes going automatically to the telephone, sitting next to a lamp on an end table.
“But someone knows you’re here.”
“Yes, someone.”
He dropped it. He didn’t want to push anymore, at least not right now. She’d been through quite enough for one day. But she hadn’t lost it. She’d hung in there. “I’m proud of you,” he said, without thinking.
She blinked as she looked up at him. He was still standing by the front door, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. “You’re proud of me? Why?”
He shrugged and walked over to her. “You’re a civilian, but you didn’t fall apart.”
If only he knew, she thought, as she rubbed where that ring had been, so tight on her finger, paralyzing her.
“Sally, what’s wrong?”
She jumped to her feet. “Nothing, James, nothing at all. It’s lunchtime. You hungry?”
He wasn’t, but she had to be, if that single piece of dry toast was all she’d eaten so far today. “Let’s go back to Thelma’s and see what’s cooking,” he said, and she agreed. She didn’t want to be alone. She didn’t want to be in this house alone.
The old lady was sitting in the dining room slurping minestrone soup, her diary open and facedown in her lap, the old-fashioned fountain pen beside her plate. What the hell did she write in that diary? What could be so bloody interesting? When she saw them, she yelled, “Martha, bring me my teeth. I can’t be a proper hostess without my teeth.”
She shut her mouth, not saying another word until poor Martha hurried into the dining room and slipped the old lady her teeth. Thelma turned, then turned back, giving them a big porcelain smile.
“Now, what’s all this I hear about you two finding a dead body?”
James said, “We’re hungry. Any chance for some of your soup?”
Thelma yelled, “Martha, bring two more bowls of your minestrone!”
She waved them to two seats across from her. She stared at Sally, who was no longer wearing her wig. “So you’re Amabel’s niece, are you?”
Sally nodded. “Yes, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
The old lady snorted. “You just wonder why I’m not dead yet. But I’m not, and I make sure I see Doc Spiver every day to tell him so. He pronounced me dead three years ago, did you know that?”
Quinlan did. He imagined everybody did, many times over. He just smiled and shook his head. He reached beneath the table and squeezed Sally’s hand. She went rigid, then slowly he felt her relax. Good, he thought, she was beginning to trust him. Then he felt like a shit.
Martha set two places in front of them, then served two bowls of soup.
“Martha always had men hanging around her, but they were rotters, all of them. They just wanted her cooking. What did you do with young Ed, Martha? Did you cook for him or demand that he go to bed with you first?”
Martha just shook her head. “Now, Thelma, you’re embarrassing poor little Miss Sally here.”
“And me, too,” Quinlan said and spooned some of the soup into his mouth. “Martha,” he said, “I’m not a rotter and I’d surely marry you. I’d do anything for you.”

“Go along, Mr. Quinlan.”
“A big man like you embarrassed, James Quinlan?” Thelma Nettro laughed. Sally was thankful she was wearing her teeth. “I think you’ve been around several blocks, boy. I bet I could take off my clothes and it wouldn’t faze you.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it, ma’am,” Quinlan said.
“I’ll bring in the chicken parmigiana,” Martha said. “With garlic toast,” she said over her shoulder.
“She keeps me alive,” Thelma said. “She should have been my daughter but wasn’t. It’s a pity. She’s a good girl.”
This was interesting, Quinlan thought, but not as interesting as the soup. They all gave single-minded concentration to the minestrone until Martha reappeared with a huge tray covered with dishes. The smells nearly put Quinlan under the table. He wondered how long he’d have a hard stomach if Martha cooked all his meals.
Thelma took a big bite of chicken parmigiana, chewed like it was her last bite on earth, sighed, then said, “Did I tell you that my husband, Bobby, invented a new, improved gyropilot and sold it to a huge conglomerate in San Diego? They were hot for it, it being the war and all. Yep, that’s what happened. I know it made airplanes fly even more evenly at the same height on a set course than before. With that money, Bobby and I moved here to The Cove. Our kids were grown and gone by then.” She shook her head, smiled, and said, “I’ll bet that body was a real mess when you found it.”
“Yes,” Sally managed to say, reeling just a bit. “The poor woman had been thrown over the cliff. Evidently she was caught in the tide.”
“So who is she?”
“No one knows yet,” Quinlan said. “Sheriff Mountebank will find out. Did you hear a woman screaming, Ms. Nettro?”
“You can call me Thelma, boy. My sweet Bobby died in the winter of 1956, just after Eisenhower was elected died—he called me Hell’s Bells, but he always smiled when he said it, so I didn’t ever get mad at him. A woman screaming? Not likely. I like my TV loud.”
“It was in the middle of the night,” Sally said. “You would have been in bed.”
“My hair curlers are so tight, I can’t hear a thing. Ask Martha. If she’s not trying to find herself a man, she’s lying in bed thinking about it. Maybe she heard something.”
“All right,” Quinlan said. He took a bite of garlic toast, shivered in ecstasy at the rich garlic and butter taste, and said, “The woman was screaming close by, perhaps just across the way from Amabel’s house. She was someone’s prisoner. Then that someone killed her. What do you think?”
Thelma chewed another bite of chicken, a string of mozzarella cheese hanging off her chin. “I think, boy, that you and Sally here should go driving some place and neck. I’ve never before seen a girl in such a twitter as poor Sally here. She’s a mess. Amabel won’t say anything except that you’ve had a rough time and you’re trying to get over a bad marriage. She said none of us were to say a word to anybody, that you needed peace and quiet. You don’t have to worry, Sally, no one from The Cove will call and tell on you.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“Call me Thelma, Sally. Now, how much does either of you know about that big-time murdered lawyer back in Washington?”
James thought Sally would faint and fall into her chicken parmigiana. She looked whiter than death. He said easily, “No more than anybody else, I suspect. What do you know, Thelma?”
“Since I’m the only one with a real working TV, I know a world more than anybody else in this town. Did you know the missing daughter’s husband was on TV, pleading for her to come home? He said he was worried she wasn’t well and didn’t know what she was doing. He said she wasn’t responsible, that she was sick. He said he was real concerned about her, that he wanted her back so he could take care of her. Did you know that? Isn’t that something?”
She wouldn’t faint into the parmigiana now. Quinlan felt her turn into stone. “Where did you hear that, Thelma?” he asked mildly, even as he doubted he ever wanted another bite of chicken parmigiana in his life.
“It was on CNN. You can find out everything on CNN.”
“Do you remember anything else he said?”
“That was about it. He pleads real well. Looked very sincere. A handsome man, but there’s something too slick about him. From what I could tell he’s got a weak chin. What do you two think about that?”
“Not a thing,” Sally said, and James was pleased that her voice didn’t sound scared, though he knew she had to be.
Thelma didn’t seem to realize that her audience had stopped eating. She cackled, saying, “I like James. He’s not all soft and smooth like that poor girl’s husband. No, James doesn’t put all that mousse in his hair. I bet that poor girl’s husband wouldn’t use that nice big gun James has under his coat. No, he’d have one of those prissy little derringers. No, he’s too slick for my tastes.
“Now that James is here, Sally, I recommend that you use him. That’s what my husband always said to me. ‘Thelma,’ he’d say, ‘men loved to be used. Use me.’ I still miss Billy. He caught pneumonia, you know, back in 1956. Killed him in four days. A pity.” She sighed and took another bite of chicken parmigiana.
“I feel like I just swallowed five cloves of garlic,” Quinlan said after they managed to escape, Sally pleading a stomachache.

“Yes, but it was delicious until Thelma mentioned Scott.”
“He wants to take care of you.”
“Oh, I’m sure he does.”
He wished she’d tell him about her husband and what he’d done to her. The fear in her voice wasn’t as strong as the bitterness. When she’d gotten that phone call from someone pretending to be her father—now, that was fear. She turned to face him. She looked paler, if that were possible, and pinched, as if the life were being drained out of her. “You’ve been kind to me and I appreciate it, but I’ve got to be leaving now. I can’t stay here any longer. Now that he’s gotten on TV about me, someone will have seen it. Someone will call. I’ve got to leave. And you know what else? Thelma knows. She was just playing with me.”
“No one will call because no one saw him. If he’d offered a reward, then I’d bet on Thelma calling up in a flash, cackling all the while. Yes, Thelma knows, but she’ll stop at enjoying the hell out of taunting you. Look, Sally, no one else knows who you are. All you are is Amabel’s niece. I’d even wager that if anyone did find out they wouldn’t say a word. Loyalty—you know what I mean?”
“Actually,” she said, “I don’t.”
Dear God, he thought as he stepped along with her, what the hell had her life been like? He didn’t remember a TV in his tower bedroom. He hoped there was one. He wanted to see Scott Brainerd pleading to his wife to return to him.
“Don’t go,” he said to her when they reached Amabel’s cottage. “You know, it isn’t all that hard to be loyal if it doesn’t cost you anything. There’s no need to. Let things spin out, just stay out of it. Besides, you don’t have any money, do you?”
“I have credit cards, but I’m afraid to use them.”
“They’re very easy to trace. I’m glad you didn’t use them. Look, Sally, I’ve got some friends back in Washington. Let me put in a couple of calls and see what’s really happening, okay?”
“What friends?”
He smiled down at her. “I can’t put a thing over on you, can I?”
“Not when it hits me in the nose,” she said, and smiled back at him. “It doesn’t matter, James. If you want to talk to some people, go ahead. Just remember, though, I don’t have any money to pay you.”
“Pro bono,” he said. “I hear even government agencies do some work for free.”
“Yeah, just like they use our taxes to pay for midnight volleyball.”
“Basketball. That was a while back.”
“Your friends work for the feds?”
“Yep, and they’re good people. I’ll let you know what’s cooking—if they know anything, of course.”
“Thank you, James. But you know, there’s still the person who called me pretending to be my father. That person knows where I am.”
“Whoever comes, if he comes, has my big gun to contend with. Don’t worry.”
She nodded, wished he could touch her hand, squeeze it, pat her cheek, anything, to make her feel less threatened, less hunted. But he couldn’t, she knew that, just as she knew she didn’t know him at all.
So he was her protector now, Quinlan realized, shaking his head at himself. He would protect her from any guy who came here wanting to drag her back or hurt her.
That was a good joke on him, he thought, as he walked back to Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast.
He was her main hunter.
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WHEN THE PHONE rang, Sally was in the kitchen slicing a turkey breast Amabel had brought home from Safeway. Her aunt called out, “It’s for you, Sally.”
James, she thought, smiling, as she wiped her hands. She walked into the living room to see Martha with her aunt, the two of them smiling at her, saying nothing now, which was only polite since they’d probably been talking about her before she’d come into the room.
“Hello?”
“How’s my little girl?”
She froze. Her heart pounded fast and painfully hard. It was him. She remembered his voice too well to believe now that it was someone pretending to be Amory St. John.
“You don’t want to talk to me? You don’t want to know when I’m going to come get you, Sally?”
She said clearly, “You’re dead. Long dead. I don’t know who killed you, but I wish I had. Go back to hell where you belong.”
“Soon, Sally. I can’t wait, can you? Very soon now I’ll have you with me again.”
“No, you won’t,” she screamed and slammed down the receiver.
“Sally, what is going on? Who was that?”
“It was my father,” she said and laughed. She was still laughing as she walked up the stairs.
Amabel called after her, “But Sally, that couldn’t have been someone trying to make you believe it was your father. That was a woman on the line. Martha said she sounded all fuzzy, but it was a woman. She even thought it sounded a bit like Thelma Nettro, but that couldn’t be. I didn’t know of any woman who knew you were here.”
Sally stopped on the second step from the top. The steps were narrow, the distance between the steps too steep. She turned slowly and looked back downstairs. She couldn’t see her aunt or Martha. She didn’t want to see them. A woman? Maybe Thelma Nettro? No way.
She ran back down the stairs into the living room. Placid Martha was looking distressed, her hands clasping and unclasping her pearls, her glasses sliding down her nose.
“My dear,” she began, only to stop at the ferocious look of anger on the girl’s face. “Whatever is wrong? Amabel’s right. It was a woman on the phone.”
“When I answered it wasn’t a woman on the phone. It was a man pretending to be my father.” It had been her father. She knew it, knew it deep down. She was so scared she wondered if a person could die of just being scared, nothing else, just being scared.
“Baby,” Amabel said, rising, “this is all very confusing. I think you and I should talk about this later.”
Sally turned without another word and walked slowly upstairs. She was leaving now. She didn’t care if she had to walk and hitchhike. She knew all the stories about the dangers of a woman alone, but they didn’t come close to the danger she felt bearing down on her now. How many people knew she was here? The man pretending to be her father, and now a woman? She thought of that nurse. She’d hated that nurse so much. Sally couldn’t even remember her name now. She didn’t want to. Could it have been that nurse?
She stuffed her clothes in her duffel bag and then realized she had to wait. She didn’t want to fight with Amabel. She heard Amabel lock up the cottage. She heard her walk up the stairs, her step brisk and solid. Sally got quickly into bed and pulled the covers up to her chin.
“Sally?”
“Yes, Amabel. Oh, goodness, I was nearly asleep. Good night.”
“Yes, good night, baby. Sleep well.”
“All right.”
“Sally, about that phone call—”
She waited, not saying a word.
“Martha could have been mistaken. It’s quite possible. Her hearing isn’t all that good anymore. She’s getting old. It could even have been a man disguising his voice like a woman’s just in case you didn’t answer the phone. I can’t imagine that it could have been Thelma. Baby, nobody knows who you are, nobody.”
Amabel paused. Sally could see her silhouetted in the doorway from the dim light in the corridor. “You know, baby, you’ve been through a lot, too much. You’re frightened. I would be too. Your mind can do funny things to you when you’re frightened. You know that, don’t you?”
“Yes, I understand that, Amabel.” She wasn’t about to tell Amabel that Thelma knew who she was.
“Good. You try to sleep, baby.” She didn’t come in to kiss her good night, for which Sally was grateful. She lay there, waiting, waiting.
Finally, she slipped out of bed, pulled on her sneakers, picked up her duffel bag, and tiptoed to the window. It slid up easily. She poked her head out and scanned the ground as she’d done earlier. This was the way out. It wasn’t far to the ground, and she knew there was no way she could get down those stairs without Amabel hearing her.
No, she’d be just fine. She climbed out the window and sat on the narrow ledge. She dropped the duffel bag and watched it bounce off the squat, thick bushes below. She drew a deep breath and jumped.
She landed on James Quinlan.

They both went down, James rolling, holding her tight against him.
When they came to a stop, Sally reared up on her hands and stared down at him. There was a half moon, more than enough light to see his face clearly.
“What are you doing here?”
“I knew you’d run after that telephone call.”
She rolled off him and rose, only to collapse again. She’d sprained her damned ankle. She cursed.
He laughed. “That’s not good enough for a girl who didn’t go to finishing school in Switzerland. Don’t you know some down and dirty street curses?”
“Go to hell. I sprained my damned ankle and it’s all your fault. Why couldn’t you just mind your own damned business?”
“I didn’t want you out on the road hitchhiking with some lowlife who could rape you and cut your throat.”
“I thought of that. I’d rather take that risk than stay here. He knows I’m here, James, you know that. I can’t just stay here and wait for him to come and take me. That’s what he said. He said soon he’d be here for me.”
“I was reading a newspaper when Martha came in all worried and told Thelma about a woman calling you, a woman you said wasn’t a woman but your father. She said you were really distressed. She didn’t understand why you’d be so upset to hear from your father. I knew you’d probably try to run, that’s why I’m here, having you crush me into the ground.”
She sat there on the ground next to him, rubbing her ankle, just shaking her head. “I’m not crazy.”
“I know that,” he said patiently. “There’s an explanation. That’s why you’re not going to run away. Now that’s crazy.”
She came up on her knees, leaning toward him, her hands grasping his jacket lapels. “Listen to me, James. It was my father. No fake, no imitation. It was my father. Amabel said it could have been a man disguising his voice as a woman’s if I hadn’t been the one to answer the phone. Then she turned around and told me how much strain I’d been under. In other words, I’m crazy.”
He took her hands in his, just held them, saying nothing. Then he spoke. “As I said, there’s always an explanation. It probably was a man. We’ll find out. If it wasn’t, if it truly was a woman who asked for you, then we’ll deal with that too. Trust me, Sally.”
She sat back. Her ankle had stopped throbbing. Maybe it wasn’t sprained after all.
“Tell me something.”
“Yes?”
“Do you think someone could be trying to gaslight you?”
What did he know? She searched his face for the lie, for knowledge, but saw none of it.
“Is it possible? Could someone be trying to make you crazy? Make you doubt your sanity?”
She looked down at her clasped hands, at her fingernails. She realized that she hadn’t chewed her nails since she’d been in The Cove. No, since she’d met him. They didn’t look so ragged. She said finally, not looking at him, because it was awful, what she was, what she had been, perhaps what she still was today, right now. “Why?”
“I’d have to say that someone’s afraid of you, afraid of what you might possibly know. This someone wants to eliminate you from the game, so to speak.” He paused, looking toward the ocean, fancying he could hear the crashing waves, but he couldn’t, Amabel’s cottage was just a bit too far for that. “The question is why this someone would go this route. You’re about the sanest person I know, Sally. Who could possibly think he could make you believe you were nuts?”
She loved him for that. Loved him without reservation, without any question. She gave him a big grin. It came from the deepest part of her, a place that had been empty for so long she’d forgotten that it was possible to feel this good, this confident in herself, and in someone else.
“I was nuts,” she said, still grinning, feeling the incredible relief of telling someone the truth, of telling him. “At least that’s what they wanted everyone to believe. They kept me drugged up for six months until I finally got it together enough to hide the medication under my tongue and not swallow it. The nurse always forced my mouth open and ran her fingers all inside to make sure I’d taken the pills. I don’t know how I managed to keep the pill hidden, but I did. I did it for two days, until I was together enough. Then I escaped. And then I got the ring off my finger and threw it in a ditch.”
He knew she’d been in a sanitarium, a very expensive posh little resort sanitarium in Maryland. All very private. But this? She’d been a prisoner? Drugged to her gills?
He looked at her for a long time. Her smile faltered. He just shook his head at her, cupped her face in his hand, and said, “How would you like to come back to Thelma’s place and share my tower room with me? I’ll take the sofa and you can have the bed. I won’t make any moves on you, I swear. We can’t just sit here for the rest of the night. It’s damp and I don’t want either of us to get sick.”
“And then what?”
“We’ll think more about that tomorrow. If it was a woman who put the call through, then we need to figure out who it could have been. And I want to know why you were in that place for six months.”
She was shaking her head even as he spoke. He knew she regretted spilling it to him now. After all, she didn’t know him, didn’t have a clue if she could trust him or not. She said, “You know, I have another question. Why did Martha answer Amabel’s phone and not Amabel?”
“That’s a good one, but the answer’s probably just as simple as that Martha happened to be standing next to the phone when it rang. Don’t get paranoid, Sally.”
He carried her duffel bag, his other hand under her arm. She was limping, but it wasn’t bad, not a sprain, as she’d feared. He didn’t want to haul her over to Doc Spiver’s. Only the good Lord knew what that old man might do. Probably want to give her artificial respiration.
He had a key to the front door of Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast. All the lights were out. They walked to his tower room without waking Thelma or Martha. James knew there was only one other guest, who had come in just today, an older woman who’d been nice and smiling and had said that she was here to visit her daughter in the subdivision, but she’d always wanted to stay here, in one of the tower rooms. Thank God, she’d said, that there were two. Which meant she was on the other side of the huge house.
He switched the bedside lamp on low only after he closed the venetian blinds. “There. It’s charming, isn’t it? There’s no TV.”
She wasn’t looking at him or the window. She was moving as fast as a shot toward the door. She knew she didn’t remotely love him anymore. She was afraid. She was in this man’s room, a man she didn’t know, a man who was sympathetic. She hadn’t known sympathy in so long that she’d fallen for it without thought, without question. James Quinlan was quite wrong. She was as nuts as they came.
“Sally, what’s wrong?”
She was tugging on the doorknob, trying to turn it, but the door didn’t open. She realized the key was still in the lock. She felt like a fool.
He didn’t make any movement of any kind. He didn’t even stretch out his hand to her. He just said in his calm, deep voice, “It’s all right. I know you’re scared. Come now and sit over here. We’ll talk. I won’t hurt you. I’m on your side.”
A lie, he thought, another damned lie. The chance of his ever being anywhere near her side were just about nil.
She walked slowly away from the door, stumbled against a small end table, and sat down heavily on the sofa. It was chintz with pale-blue and cream flowers.
She was rubbing her hands together, just like Lady Macbeth, she thought. She raised her face. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be dumb. Now, would you like to try to sleep or talk a while?”
She’d already told him too much. He was probably reconsidering his comment that she was the sanest person he knew. And he wanted to know why she’d been in that place? God, she couldn’t bear that. Thinking about it was too much. She couldn’t imagine talking about it. If she did, he’d know she was paranoid, delusional.
“I’m not crazy,” she said, staring at him, knowing he was in the shadows and so was she, and neither of them could read the other’s expression.
“Well, I just might be. I still haven’t found out what happened to Harve and Marge Jensen, and you know what? I’m not all that interested anymore. Now, I called a friend at the FBI. No, don’t look like you’re going to dive for the door again. He’s a very good friend, and I just got some information from him.” Lies mixed with truth. It was his business, his lies having to be better than the bad guy’s lies.
“What’s his name?”
“Dillon Savich. He told me that the FBI is looking high and low for you, but no sign as yet. He said they’re convinced you saw something the night of your father’s murder, that you probably saw the person who killed him, that it was probably your mother, and you ran to protect her. If it wasn’t your mother, then it was someone else, or you.
“Your dad wasn’t a nice man, Sally. Turns out he was being investigated by the FBI for selling weapons to terrorist countries on our No Way List, like Iraq and Iran. In any case, they’re convinced you know something.” He didn’t ask her if it was true. He just sat there on the other end of that chintz sofa with its feminine pale-blue and cream flowers and waited.

“How do you know this Dillon Savich?”
He realized then that she might be scared half out of her mind, but she wasn’t stupid. He’d managed to say everything that needed to be said without blowing his cover. But she hadn’t responded. She still didn’t trust him, and he admired her for that.
“We went to Princeton together in the mid-eighties. He always wanted to be an agent, always. We’ve kept in touch. He’s good at his job. I trust him.”
“It’s difficult to believe he just spilled all this out to you.”
Quinlan shrugged. “He’s frustrated. They all are. They want you, and you’re gone without a trace. He was probably praying that I knew something and would tell him if he whetted my appetite.”
“I didn’t know about my father being a traitor. But on the other hand, I’m not surprised. I guess I’ve known for a very long time that he was capable of just about anything.”
She was sitting very quietly, looking toward the door every couple of seconds but not saying anything. She looked exhausted, her hair was ratty, there was a smudge of dirt on her cheek from her jump and a huge grass stain on the leg of her blue jeans. He wished she’d tell him what she was thinking. He wished she’d just come clean and tell him everything.
Then, he thought, it might be a good idea to take her to dinner.
He laughed. He was the crazy one. He liked her. He hadn’t wanted to. He’d only wanted to see her as the main piece to his puzzle, the linchpin that would bring it all together.
“Did you tell this Dillon Savich anything?”
“I told him I wouldn’t go out with his sister-in-law again. She’s always popping bubble gum in her mouth.”
She blinked at him, then smiled—a small, tight smile, but it was a smile.

He rose and offered her his hand. “You’re exhausted. Go to bed. We can deal with this in the morning. The bathroom’s through there. It’s a treat, all marble and a water-saver toilet in pale pink. Take a nice long shower, it’ll help bring down the swelling in your ankle. Thelma even provides those fluffy white bathrobes.”
He had let her off the hook, even though he guessed he could have gotten more out of her if he’d tried even a little bit. But she was near the edge, and not just with that damned phone call.
Who the hell was the dead woman they’d found being pulled in and out by the tide at the base of the cliff?
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THEY WERE EATING breakfast the next morning, alone in the large dining room. The woman who’d checked in the day before wasn’t down yet, nor was Thelma Nettro.
Martha had said as she took their order, “Thelma sometimes likes to watch the early talk shows in bed. She also writes in that diary of hers. Goodness, she’s kept a diary for as long as I can remember.”
“What does she write in it?” Sally asked.
Martha shrugged. “I guess just the little things that happen every day. What else would she write?”
“Eat,” Quinlan told Sally when Martha placed a plate stacked with blueberry pancakes in front of her. He watched her butter them, then pour Martha’s homemade syrup over the top. She took one bite, chewed it slowly, then carefully laid her fork on the edge of the plate.
Her fork was still there when Sheriff David Mountebank walked in, Martha at his heels offering him food and coffee. He took one look at Sally’s pancakes and Quinlan’s English muffin with strawberry jam and said yes to everything.
They made room for him. He looked at them closely, not saying anything, just looking from one to the other. Finally he said, “You’re a fast worker, Mr. Quinlan.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You and Ms. Brandon are already involved? Sleeping together?”

“It’s a long story, Sheriff,” Quinlan said, then laughed, hoping it would make Sally realize how silly it was.
“I think you’re a damned pig, Sheriff,” Sally said pleasantly. “I hope the pancakes give you stomach cramps.”
“All right, so I’m a jerk. But what the hell are you doing here? Amabel Perdy called my office real early and told me you’d disappeared. She was frantic. Incidentally, your hair sure grew back fast.”
No black wig. Face him down, she thought, just face him down. She said, “I was going to call her after breakfast. It’s only seven in the morning. I didn’t want to wake her. Actually, I’m surprised Martha didn’t call her to tell her I was here.”
“Martha must have assumed that Amabel already knew where you were. Now what’s going on here?”
“What did her aunt tell you, Sheriff?”
David Mountebank recognized technique when he saw it. He didn’t like to have it used on him, but for the moment, he knew he should play along. For a simple PI this man was very good.
“She just said you’d gotten an obscene phone call last night and panicked. She thought you must have run away. She was worried because you don’t have a car or any money.”
“That’s right, Sheriff. I’m sorry she worried you all for nothing.”
Quinlan said, “I rescued the damsel, Sheriff, and let her sleep—alone—in my bed. She liked the tower room. She ignored me. Have you found out anything about the murdered woman?”
“Yes, her name was Laura Strather. She lived in the subdivision with her husband and three kids. They thought she was visiting her sister up in Portland. That’s why no missing person report was filed on her. The question is, Why was she being held a prisoner over here in The Cove and who the hell killed her?”

“Have your people checked all the houses across from Amabel Perdy’s cottage?”
The sheriff nodded. “Depressing, Quinlan, depressing. No one knows a thing. No one heard a thing—not a TV, not a telephone, not a car backfiring, not a woman screaming. Not on either night. Not a bloody thing.” He looked over at Sally, but couldn’t speak until Martha delivered his pancakes.
She looked at each of them, then smiled and said, “I’ll never forget my mama showing me an article in The Oregonian written by this man called Qumquat Jagger way back in the early fifties. ‘The Cove sunsets are a dramatic sight as long as one has a martini in the right hand.’ I’ve long agreed with him on that.” She added easily, “It’s too early for a martini or a sunset—how about a Bloody Mary? All of you look on edge.”
“I’d love one,” Sheriff Mountebank said, “but I can’t.” Quinlan and Sally shook their heads. “Thank you, though, Martha,” Quinlan said.
She checked to see that they had everything they could possibly want, then left the dining room.
After David Mountebank had eaten half the pancakes, he looked at Sally again and said, “If you had called me about hearing that woman screaming, I’m not certain I would have believed you. I would have searched, naturally, but I’d probably have thought you’d had a nightmare. But then you and Quinlan found a woman’s body. Was she the woman you heard screaming? Probably so. You were telling the truth then, and all the old folk in this town are deaf. Either of you have any ideas?”
“I didn’t even think about calling a sheriff,” Sally said. “But I probably wouldn’t have. My aunt wouldn’t have wanted that.”
“No, probably not. The folk in The Cove like to keep things to themselves.” The sheriff grinned at her then. “I don’t know if you’re my best witness in any case, Ms. Brandon, since I find you’ve slept in Quinlan’s tower room. And you lied to me about your hair.”
“I have several wigs, Sheriff. I like wigs. I thought you were impertinent to ask me, so I said I had cancer to guilt you.”
David Mountebank sighed. Why did everybody have to lie? It was exhausting. He looked at her again. This time he frowned. “You look familiar,” he said slowly.
“James tells me I look like his former sister-in-law. Amabel thinks I look like Mary Lou Retton, although I’m nearly a foot taller. My mom said I was the image of her Venezuelan nanny. Don’t tell me, Sheriff, that I remind you of your Pekinese.”
“No, Ms. Brandon, be thankful you don’t look like my dog. His name is Hugo and he’s a Rottweiler.”
Sally waited, trying not to clench her hands, trying to look amused, trying to look like she was all together and not ready to fall apart if he poked his finger at her and said he was taking her in. She watched his frown smooth away as he turned to James.
“I checked the files from the previous sheriff. Her name was Dorothy Willis, and she was very good. Her notes on those missing old folks were very thorough. I made copies and brought them to you.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a thick envelope.
“Thank you, Sheriff,” Quinlan said, not knowing for several moments who the hell David Mountebank was talking about. Then he remembered Harve and Marge Jensen.
“I read over them last night. Everybody believed there was foul play, what with their Winnebago being found in a used car lot in Spokane. It’s just that nobody knew anything. She wrote that she spoke to nearly everybody in The Cove but came up with nothing. Nobody knew a thing. Nobody remembered the Jensens. She even sent off the particulars to the FBI just in case something like this had happened elsewhere in the country. That’s it, Quinlan. Sorry, but there’s no more. No leads of any kind.” He ate another helping of pancakes, drank his black coffee down, then shoved back his chair. “Well, you’re all right, Ms. Brandon, so at least I don’t have to worry about you. It’s strange, you know? Nobody else heard that woman scream. Real strange.”
He shook his head and walked out of the dining room, saying over his shoulder, “You look best with your own hair, Ms. Brandon. Lose the wigs. Trust me. My wife says I’ve got real good taste.”
“Sheriff, what happened to Dorothy Willis?”
David Mountebank stopped then. “A bad thing, a very bad thing. She was shot by a teenage boy who was robbing a local 7-Eleven. She died.”
When Thelma Nettro made her appearance some ten minutes later, looking for all the world like a relic from Victorian days, her teeth in her mouth, white lace at her parchment throat, the first words out of her mouth were, “Well, girl, is James here a decent lover?”
“I don’t know, ma’am. He wouldn’t even kiss me. He said he was too tired. He even hinted at a headache. What could I do?”
Old Thelma threw her head back, and that scrawny neck of hers worked ferociously to bring out fat, full laughs. “Here I thought you were a wimp, Sally. That’s good. Now, what’s this Martha tells me about how a woman who was really your dead daddy called you at Amabel’s last night?”
“There was no woman when I got on the line.”
“This is very strange, Sally. Why would anyone do this? Now, if it had been James on the phone, well, that would have been another matter. But if he gets all that tired, well, then maybe you’d just best forget him.”
“How many husbands did you have, Thelma?” Quinlan asked, knowing that Sally was reeling, giving her time to get herself together.
“Just Bobby, James. Did I tell you Bobby invented a new improved gyropilot? Yes, well, that’s why I’ve got more money than any of the other poor sods in this place. All because of Bobby’s invention.”
“It looks to me like everyone has money,” Sally said. “The town is charming. Everything looks new, planned, like everyone put money in a pot and decided together what they wanted to do with it.”
“It was something like that,” Thelma said. “It’s all barren by the cliffs now. I remember back in the fifties there were still some pines and firs, even a few poplars close to the cliffs, all bowed down, of course, from the violent storms. They’re all gone now, like there’d never been anything there at all. At least we’ve managed to save a few here in town.”
She then turned in her chair and yelled, “Martha, where’s my peppermint tea? You back there with young Ed? Leave him alone and bring me my breakfast!”
James waited two beats, then said easily, “I sure wish you’d tell me about Harve and Marge Jensen, Thelma. It was only three years ago, and you’ve got the sharpest mind in town. Hey, maybe there was something interesting about them and you wrote about it in your diary. Do you think so?”
“That’s true enough, boy. I’m sure smarter than poor Martha, who doesn’t know her elbow from the teakettle. And she just never leaves those pearls of hers alone. I’ve replaced them at least three times now. I even let her think for a while that I was the one who called Sally. I like to tease her, it makes life a bit more lively when she’s twisting around like a sheet in a stiff wind. I’m sorry, but I don’t remember any Harve or Marge.”
“You know,” Sally said, “that phone call could have been local. The voice was so clear.”
“You think maybe I called you, girl, then pretended to be your daddy? I like it, but there’s no way I could have gotten a tape of your daddy’s voice. Who cares, anyway?”
“So you admit you know who I am?”

“Sure I do. It took you long enough to catch on. No need to worry, Sally, I won’t tell a soul. No telling what some of these young nitwits around town would do if they found out you were that murdered big-shot lawyer’s daughter. No, I won’t tell anybody, not even Martha.”
Martha brought in the peppermint tea and a plate filled with fat browned sausages, at least half a dozen of them. They were rolling on the plate in puddles of grease. Sally and Quinlan both stared at that plate.
Thelma cackled. “I want the highest cholesterol in history when I croak. I made Doc Spiver promise that when I finally shuck off this mortal snakeskin, he’ll check. I want to be in the book of records.”
“You must be well on your way,” Quinlan said.
“I don’t think so,” Martha said, hovering by Thelma’s left hand. “She’s been eating this for years now. Sherry Vorhees says she’ll outlive us all. She says her husband, Reverend Hal, doesn’t have a chance against Thelma. He’s already wheezing around and he’s only sixty-eight, and he isn’t fat. Strange, isn’t it? Thelma wonders who’s going to do her service if Reverend Hal isn’t around.”
“What does Sherry know?” Thelma demanded, talking while she chewed on one of those fat sausages. “I think she’d be happier if Reverend Hal would pass on to his just reward, although I don’t know how just he’d find it. He might find himself plunked down in hell and wonder how it could happen to him since he’s so holy. He’s reasonable most of the time, is Hal. It’s just when he’s near a woman alone that he goes off the deep end and starts mumbling about sin and hell and temptations of the flesh. It appears he believes sex is a sin and rarely touches his wife. No wonder they don’t have any kids. Not a one, ever. Fancy that. It’s hard to believe, since he is a man, after all. But still, all poor Sherry does is drink her iced tea, fiddle with her chignon, and sell ice cream.”
“What’s wrong with that?” Sally asked, thinking that the Mad Hatter’s tea party couldn’t have been weirder than Thelma Nettro at breakfast. “If she were unhappy, wouldn’t she just leave?” Yeah, like you did, but just not in time. Some of the grease around the sausages was beginning to congeal.
“Her iced tea is that cheap white wine. I don’t know how her liver is still holding up after all these years.”
Sally swallowed, looking away from those sausages. “Amabel told me that when you first opened the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop, you stored the ice cream in Ralph Keaton’s caskets.”
“That’s right. It was Helen’s idea. She’s Ralph’s wife and the one who had the recipe. It was her idea that we start the ice cream shop. She used to be a shy little thing, looked scared whenever she had to say anything. If Ralph said boo she’d fade behind a piece of furniture. She’s changed now, speaks right up, tells Ralph to put a sock in it whenever she doesn’t like something he does. All because of that recipe. She’s really blossomed with her ice cream success.
“Poor old Ralph. He needs business, but none of us will die for him. I think he’s hoping the husband of that dead woman will ask him to lay her out.”
Sally couldn’t stand it anymore. She rose, tried to smile, and said, “Thank you for breakfast, Thelma. I’ve got to go home now. Amabel must be worried about me.”
“Martha called her and told her you were here with James. She didn’t have a word to say to that.”
“I’ll thank Martha,” Sally said politely. She waited for James to join her. It was raining outside, a dark, miserably gray day.
“Well, damn,” James said. He walked back into the foyer and fetched an umbrella from the stand. He said as they walked down the street, “I’ll bet you the old men are playing cards in Purn Davies’s store. I can’t imagine them missing the ritual.”
“Sheriff Mountebank will realize who I am, James. It’s just a matter of time.”

“I don’t think so. He probably saw your picture on TV, but that would have been last week at the latest. He won’t make the connection.”
“I’m sure the authorities would have sent photos out to everyone.”
“This is a backwater, Sally. It costs too much to fax photos to every police and sheriff office in the country. Don’t worry about it. The sheriff doesn’t have a clue. The way you answered him polished it off.”
His eyes were as gray as the rain that was pouring down. He wasn’t looking at her, but straight ahead, his hand cupping her elbow. “Watch the puddle.”
She took a quick step sideways. “The town doesn’t look quite so charming in this rain, does it? Main Street looks like an old abandoned Hollywood set, all gray and forlorn, like no one’s lived here forever.”
“Don’t worry, Sally.”
“Maybe you’re right. Are you married, James?”
“No. Watch your step here.”
“Okay. Have you ever been married?”
“Once. It didn’t work out.”
“I wonder if any marriages ever work out.”
“You an expert?”
She was surprised at the sarcasm but nodded, saying, “A bit. My parents didn’t do well. Actually . . . no, never mind that. I didn’t do well, either. That’s just about one hundred percent of my world, and it’s all bad.”
They were walking past Purn Davies’s general store. Quinlan grinned and took her hand. “Let’s go see what the old guys are up to. I’d like to ask them firsthand if it’s true that nobody heard anything the night that poor woman was murdered.”
Purn Davies, Hunker Dawson, Gus Eisner, and Ralph Keaton were seated around the barrel, a game of gin rummy under way. There was a fire in a wood-burning stove that looked to be more for show than for utility, a handsome antique piece. A bell over the door rang when Quinlan and Sally came through.
“Wet out there,” Quinlan said, shaking the umbrella. “How you all doing?”
There were two grunts, one okay, and Purn Davies actually folded his cards facedown and got up to greet them. “What can I do for you folks?”
“You meet Amabel Perdy’s niece, Sally St. John?”
“Yep, but it weren’t much of a meeting. How you doin’, Miz Sally? Amabel all right?”
She nodded. She just hoped she could keep her fake names straight. Brandon for Sheriff Mountebank and St. John for everyone else.
There was more than polite interest in his question about Amabel, and it made Sally smile. “Amabel’s just fine, Mr. Davies. We didn’t have any leaks during the storm. The new roof’s holding up really well.”
Hunker Dawson, who was sitting there pulling on his suspenders, said, “You had us all out looking for that poor woman who went and fell off that cliff. It was cold and windy that night. None of us liked going out. There weren’t nothing to find anyway.”
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SALLY’S CHIN WENT up. “Yes, sir. I heard her scream and of course I would alert you. I’m just sorry you didn’t find her before she was murdered.”
“Murdered?” The front legs of Ralph Keaton’s chair hit hard against the pine floor. “What the dickens do you mean, murdered? Doc said she must have fallen, said it was a tragic accident.”
Quinlan said mildly, “The medical examiner said she’d been strangled. Evidently whoever killed her didn’t count on her body washing back up to land. More than that, whoever killed her didn’t even consider that if she did wash up there would be anyone around down there to find her. The walk down that path is rather perilous.”
“You saying that we’re too rickety to walk down that path, Mr. Quinlan?”
“Well, it’s a possibility, isn’t it? You’re certain none of you heard her scream during the night? Cry out? Call for help? Anything that wasn’t just a regular night sound?”
“It was around two o’clock in the morning,” Sally said.
“Look, Miz Sally,” Ralph Keaton said, rising now, “we all know you’re all upset about leaving your husband, but that don’t matter. We all know you came here to rest, to get your bearings again. But you know, that kind of thing can have some pretty big effects on a young lady like yourself, like screwing up how you see things, how you hear things.”
“I didn’t imagine it, Mr. Keaton. I would think that I had if Mr. Quinlan and I hadn’t found the woman’s body the very next day.”
“There is that,” Purn Davies said. “Could be a coincidence. You havin’ a dream because of you leaving your husband—that’s what Amabel told us—or hearing the wind howling, and the woman jumping off that cliff. Yeah, all a coincidence.”
Quinlan knew there was nothing more to be gained. They’d all dug in their heels. Both he and Sally were outsiders. They weren’t welcome, just tolerated, barely. He thought it was interesting that Amabel Perdy seemed to have enough control over the townspeople so none of them had revealed to the cops that Sally was here, no matter how much she was obviously upsetting them. He prayed that Amabel’s hold on them would last. Maybe he should tone things down, just to be on the safe side. “Mr. Davies is right, Sally,” Quinlan said easily. “Who knows? We sure don’t. But, you know, I just wish you’d remember something about Harve and Marge Jensen.”
Hunker Dawson turned so fast he fell off his chair. There was pandemonium for a minute. Quinlan was beside him in an instant, making sure that he hadn’t hurt himself. “I’m a clumsy old geek,” Hunker said, as Quinlan carefully helped him to his feet.
“What the hell happened to you?” Ralph Keaton shouted at him, all red in the face.
“I’m a clumsy old geek,” Hunker said again. “I wish Arlene were still alive. She’d massage me and make me some chicken soup. My shoulder hurts.”
Quinlan patted his arm. “Sally and I will drop by Doc Spiver’s house and tell him to come over here, all right? Take two aspirin. He shouldn’t be long.”
“Naw, don’t do that,” Ralph Keaton said. “No problem. Hunker here is just whining.”

“It’s no problem,” Sally said. “We were going to walk by his house anyway.”
“Well, all right, then,” Hunker said and let his friends lower him back into his chair. He was rubbing his shoulder.
“Yes, we’ll get Doc Spiver,” Quinlan said. He shook open the umbrella and escorted Sally out of the general store. He paused when he heard the old men talking quietly. He heard Purn Davies say, “Why the hell shouldn’t they go to Doc’s house? You got a problem with that, Ralph? Hunker doesn’t, and he’s right. Listen to me, it don’t matter.”
“Yeah,” Gus Eisner said. “I don’t think Hunker could make it over there, now could he?”
“Probably wouldn’t be smart,” Purn Davies said slowly. “No, let Quinlan and Sally go. Yeah, that’s best.”
The rain had become a miserable drizzle, chilling them to the bone. He said, “None of them is a very good liar. I wonder what all that talk of theirs meant?”
All that he was implying blossomed in her mind, and she felt more than the chill, damp air engulfing her. “I can’t believe what you’re suggesting, James.”
He shrugged. “I guess I shouldn’t have said anything. Just forget it, Sally.”
She couldn’t, of course. “They’re old. If they do remember the Jensens, it’s just that they’re afraid to admit it. As for the other, it was harmless.”
“Could be,” James said.
They walked in silence to Doc Spiver’s house, and Quinlan knocked on the freshly painted white door. Even in the dull morning light, the house looked well cared for. Just like all the other houses in this bloody little town.
No answer.
Quinlan knocked again, calling out, “Doc Spiver? It’s Quinlan. It’s about Hunker Dawson. He fell and hurt his shoulder.”
No answer.

Sally felt something hard and dark creep over her. “He must be out with someone else,” she said, but she was shivering.
Quinlan turned the doorknob. To his surprise it wasn’t locked. “Let’s see,” he said and pushed the door open. The house was warm, the furnace going full blast.
There were no lights on, and there should have been, what with all the dull gray outside. It was just as gray inside the house, the corners just as shadowy, as it was outdoors.
“Doc Spiver?”
Suddenly James turned, took her by the shoulders, and said, “I want you to stay here in the hallway, Sally. Don’t budge.”
She just smiled up at him. “I’ll look in the living room and dining room. Why don’t you check upstairs? He’s just not here, James.”
“Probably not.” He turned and headed up the stairs. Sally felt the impact of the heat. It was hotter now, almost burning, making her mouth dry. She quickly switched on the hallway light. Odd, but it didn’t help. It was still too dark in here. Everything was so still, so motionless. There didn’t seem to be any air. She tried to draw in a deep breath but couldn’t. She looked at the arch that led into the living room.
Suddenly she didn’t want to go in there. But she forced herself to take one step at a time. She wished James were right beside her, talking to her, dispelling the horrible stillness. For God’s sake, the old man just wasn’t here, that was all.
She tried to take another deep breath. She took another step. She stood in the open archway. The living room was just as dim and gray as the hallway. She quickly switched on the overhead lights. She saw the rich Bokhara carpet, the Tiffany lamp that Doc Spiver had knocked over because he hadn’t seen it. It wasn’t broken or cracked, as far as she could tell. She took a step into the living room.

“Doc Spiver? Are you here?”
There was no answer.
She looked around, not wanting to go further, to take one more step into that room. She saw a blur, something moving quickly. She heard a loud thump on the hardwood floor, then the raucous sound of a rocking chair. There was a loud, indignant meow, and a huge gray cat leaped off the back of the sofa to land at her feet. Sally shrieked. Then she laughed, a horrible laugh that made her sound crazy. “Good kitty,” she said, her voice so thin she was surprised she could breathe. The cat skittered away.
She heard the rocking chair moving, back and forth, back and forth, creaking softly now. She stifled the scream in her throat. The cat had hit the rocking chair and made it move, nothing more. She drew a deep breath and walked quickly to the far side of the living room. The rocker was moving slowly, as if someone were putting pressure on it, somehow making it move. She walked around to the front of the chair.
The air was as still and dead as the old man slumped low in the old bentwood rocker, one arm hanging to the floor, his head bowed to his chest. His fingernails scraped gently against the hardwood floor. The sound was like a gun blast. She stifled a scream behind the fist pressed against her mouth. Then she took several fast breaths. She stared in fascination at the drops of blood that dripped slowly, inexorably, off the end of his middle finger. She turned on her heel and ran back into the hallway.
She yelled, her voice hoarse with terror and the urge to vomit, “James! Doc Spiver is here! James!”
 
“One wonders—if you weren’t here, Ms. Brandon, would there have been two deaths?”
Sally sat on the edge of Amabel’s sofa, her hands clasped in her lap, rocking gently back and forth, just like old Doc Spiver had in that rocking chair. James was sitting on the arm of the sofa, as still as a man waiting in the shadows for his prey to pass by. Now where, David Mountebank wondered, had that thought come from? James Quinlan was a professional, he knew that for sure now, knew it from the way Quinlan had handled the scene at Doc Spiver’s house more professionally than David would have, the way he had kept calm, detached. All of it screamed training that had been extensive, had been received by someone who already had all the necessary skills—and that easy, calm temperament.
Quinlan was worried about Sally Brandon, David could see that, but there was something else, something more that was hidden, and David hated that, hated the not knowing.
“Don’t you agree, Ms. Brandon?” he asked again, pressing now, gently, because he didn’t want her to collapse. She was too pale, too drawn, but he had to find out what the devil was going on here.
She said finally, with great simplicity, “Yes.”
“All right.” He turned to Quinlan and gave him a slow smile. “Actually, you and Sally arrived at nearly the same time. That’s rather an odd coincidence, isn’t it?”
He was too close, James thought, but he knew David Mountebank couldn’t possibly know anything. All he could do was guess.
“Yes,” he said. “It’s also one that I would have willingly forgone. Amabel should be back soon. Sally, would you like some tea?”
“His fingernails scraped against the hardwood floor. It scared me silly.”
“It would scare me silly, too,” David said. “So, both of you were there just because Hunker Dawson fell off his chair and hurt his shoulder.”
“Yes,” James said. “That’s it. Nothing sinister, just being good neighbors. Nothing more except what a couple of the old men said when we were leaving. Something about it didn’t matter. That Hunker shouldn’t go. To let us go, that it was time.”

“You aren’t saying that they knew he was dead and wanted you and Sally to be the ones to find him?”
“I have no idea. It doesn’t make any sense, really. I just thought I’d pour out everything.”
“Do you think he killed himself?”
Quinlan said, “If you look at the angle of the shot, at how the gun fell, at how his body crumpled in, I think it could go either way. Your medical examiner will find out, don’t you think?”
“Ponser is good, but he isn’t that good. He didn’t have the greatest training. I’ll let him have a go at it, and if it turns out equivocal, then I’ll call Portland.”
Sally looked up then. “You really think he could have killed himself, James?”
He nodded. He wanted to say more, but he knew he couldn’t, even if the sheriff weren’t here. He had to rein in all the words that wanted to speak themselves to her. It was too much.
“Why would he do that?”
Quinlan shrugged. “Perhaps he had a terminal illness, Sally. Perhaps he was in great pain.”
“Or maybe he knew something and couldn’t stand it. He killed himself to protect someone.”
“Where did that come from, Ms. Brandon?”
“I don’t know, Sheriff. It’s all just hideous. Amabel told me after we found that poor woman that nothing ever happened here, at least nothing more than Doc Spiver’s cat, Forceps, getting stuck in that old elm tree in his back yard. What will happen to the cat?”
“I’ll make sure Forceps has a new home. Hell, I’ll just bet one of my kids will beg me to bring the damned cat home.”
“David,” Quinlan said, “why don’t you just break down and call her Sally?”
“All right, if you don’t mind. Sally.” When she nodded, he was struck again at how familiar she looked to him. But he couldn’t nail it down. More likely, she just looked like someone he’d known years ago, perhaps.
“Maybe James and I should leave so nothing else will happen.”
“Well, actually, ma’am, you can’t leave The Cove. You found the second body. There are so many questions and just not enough answers. Quinlan, why don’t you and I make Sally some tea?”
Sally watched them walk out of the small living room. The Sheriff stopped by one of Amabel’s paintings, this one of oranges rotting in a bowl. Amabel had used globs of paint on those parts of the oranges that were rotting. It was a disturbing painting. She shivered. What did the sheriff want to talk to James about?
 
David Mountebank watched Quinlan pour water in the old kettle and turn on the heat beneath it. “Who are you?” he asked.
James stilled. Then he took down three cups and saucers from the cabinet. “You like sugar or milk, Sheriff?”
“No.”
“How about brandy? That’s what I’m putting in Sally’s tea.”
“No, thank you. Answer me, Quinlan. There’s no way you’re a PI, no way in hell. You’re too good. You’ve had the best training. You’re experienced. You know how to do things that normal folk just wouldn’t know.”
“Well, shit,” James said. He pulled out his wallet and flipped it open. “Special Agent James Quinlan, Sheriff. FBI. A pleasure to meet you.”
“Hot damn,” David said. “You’re here undercover. What the hell is going on?”
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JAMES POURED A finger of brandy into the cup of tea. He grinned when the sheriff held out his hand. “No, hold on a second. I want to give this to Sally. I want to make sure she’s hanging in there. She’s a civilian. This has been incredibly tough on her. Surely you can understand that.”
“Yes. I’ll wait for you here, Quinlan.”
James returned after just a moment to see the sheriff staring out the kitchen window over the sink, his hands on the counter. He was a tall man, a runner, rangy and lean. He was probably only a few years older than James. He had a quality of utter concentration about him, something that made people want to talk to him. James admired that, but he wasn’t about to talk. He was beginning to like David Mountebank, but he wasn’t about to let that sway him, either.
Quinlan said quietly, not wanting to startle him, “She’s asleep. I covered her with one of Amabel’s afghans. But let’s keep it down, all right, Sheriff?”
He turned slowly and gave Quinlan a glimpse of a smile. “Call me David. What the hell’s going on? Why are you here?”
Quinlan said calmly, “I’m not really here to find out about Marge and Harve Jensen. They’re just my cover. But their disappearance remains a mystery. And it’s not just them. You were right. The former sheriff sent everything off to the FBI, including reports on two more missing persons—a biker and his girlfriend. Other towns up and down the coast have done the same thing. There’s a nice fat file now on folks who have simply disappeared around here. The Jensens were the first, evidently, so I’m just sticking to them. I’ve told everyone I’m a PI because I don’t want to scare these old folks. They’d freak if they knew an FBI agent was in their midst doing God knows what.”
“It’s a good cover, since it’s real. I don’t suppose you’ll tell me what’s really going on?”
“I can’t, at least not right now. Can you be satisfied with that?”
“I guess I’ll just have to be. You discover anything yet about the Jensens?”
“Yeah—all these respectable old folk are lying to me. Can you beat that? Your parents or grandparents lying through their teeth over something as innocuous as a pair of old people in a Winnebago probably coming into town just to buy the World’s Greatest Ice Cream?”
“Okay, then. They do remember Harve and Marge, but they’re afraid to talk, afraid to get involved. Why didn’t you come talk to me right away? Tell me who you were and that you were undercover?”
“I wanted to keep things under wraps for as long as possible. It makes it easier.” Quinlan shrugged. “Hey, then if I didn’t find anything, well, no harm done and who knows? I just might discover something about all these old folks who have disappeared.”
“You would have succeeded in keeping your cover from me if two people weren’t dead. You’re just too good, too well trained.” David Mountebank sighed, took a deep drink of the brandied tea James handed him, shuddered a bit, then grinned as he patted his belly. “That’ll put optimism back in your pecker.”
“Yeah,” Quinlan said.
“What are you doing with Sally Brandon?”
“I just sort of hooked up with her the first day I was here. I like her. She doesn’t deserve all this misery.”
“More than misery. Seeing that poor woman’s body banging up against the rocks at the base of those cliffs was enough to give a person nightmares for the rest of her life. But finding Doc Spiver with half his head blown off was even worse.”
David took another drink of his tea. “I sure won’t forget this remedy. You think that by any wild chance these two deaths are related in any way to the FBI missing persons files, to this Harve and Marge Jensen and all the others?”
“That’s far-fetched for even my devious brain, but it makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”
He was doing it to him again, David thought, without rancor. He was smooth, he was polite, he wasn’t about to spill anything he didn’t want to spill. It would be impossible to rattle him. He wondered why the devil he was really here. Well, Quinlan would tell him when he was good and ready.
David said slowly, “I know you won’t tell me why you’re really here, but I’ve got enough on my plate right now, so I don’t plan to stew about it. You keep doing what you’re doing, and if you can help me at all, or I can help you, I’ll be here.”
“Thanks, David. I appreciate it. The Cove is an interesting little town, don’t you think?”
“It is now. You should have seen it three or four years ago. It was as ramshackle as you could imagine, everything run-down, only old folks here. All the young ones hightailed it out of town as soon as they could get. Then prosperity. Whatever they did, they did it well and with admirable planning.
“Maybe some relative of one of them died and left a pile of money, and that person gave it to the town. Whatever, the place is a treat now. Yep, it shows that folk can pull themselves out of a ditch if they put their minds to it. You’ve got to respect them.”

David set his empty cup in the sink. “Well, I’m back to Doc Spiver’s house. I’ve got exactly nothing, Quinlan.”
“If I uncover something, I’ll call.”
“I won’t hold the lines open. I just realized that these two deaths have got to be real hard on the townsfolk. Here I am, just about accusing one of them of holding the woman prisoner before killing her. Hey, I was even thinking those four old men already knew that Doc Spiver was dead when you volunteered to go fetch him for Hunker Dawson, that maybe they’d had something to do with it. That’s just crazy. They’re good people. I want to get this cleared up as soon as possible.”
“As I said, I’ll tell you if I find something.”
David didn’t know if that was the truth, but Quinlan sounded sincere enough. Well, he should. He’d been trained by the best of the best. David had a cousin, Tom Neibber, who had washed out of Quantico back in the early eighties, only gotten through the fourth week out of sixteen. He’d thought his cousin had what it took, but he hadn’t made it.
David turned in the kitchen doorway. “It’s funny, but inescapable. Sally wasn’t expected here. Whoever killed Laura Strather was already holding her prisoner. If Sally hadn’t heard the woman scream that first night she was here, you can bet no one else would have—but that’s exactly what happened. If you and Sally hadn’t been out there on the cliffs, that woman’s body would never have been found. There would never have been a crime. Nothing, just another missing persons report put out by the husband.
“Now, Doc Spiver, that’s different. The killer didn’t care if Doc was found, just didn’t care.”
“Don’t forget, it could be suicide.”
“I know, but it doesn’t smell right, you know?”
“No, I don’t know, but you keep smelling, David. I do wonder that nobody heard a blessed thing. Hardly seems possible, does it? People are just too contrary to all agree with each other. Now, that must smell big time to you.”
“Yeah, it does, but I still think the old folk are just afraid. I’ll be around, Quinlan. Take care of Sally. There’s something about her that makes you want to put her under your coat and see that nothing happens to her.”
“Maybe right now, but I imagine that usually if you tried that she’d punch your lights out.”
“I get the same feeling—probably she would have some time ago, but not now. No, there’s something wrong there, but I fancy you’re not going to tell me what.”
“I’ll be talking to you, David. Good luck with that autopsy.”
“Oh, yeah, I got to call my wife. I think she can forget me being home for dinner.”
“You married?”
“You saw my wedding ring first thing, Quinlan. Don’t be cute. I even mentioned one of my kids. I’ve got three little ones, all girls. When I come through the front door, two of them climb up my legs and the third one drags a chair over to jump into my arms. It’s a race to see who gets her arms around my neck first.”
David gave him a lopsided grin, a small salute, and left.
 
No one could talk about anything else. Just Doc Spiver and how two outsiders had found him lying in his rocking chair, blood dripping off his fingertips, half his head blown off.
He’d killed himself—everyone agreed to that—but why?
Terminal cancer, Thelma Nettro said. Her own grandpa had had cancer, and he would have killed himself if he hadn’t died first.
He was nearly blind, Ralph Keaton said. Everybody knew he was pleased because when they got the body back, Ralph would lay him out. Yeah, Ralph said, Doc couldn’t stand it that he wasn’t really an honest-to-goodness doctor anymore.
He was hurt because some woman rejected him, Purn Davies said. Everyone knew that Amabel had turned Purn down some years before and he was still burning with resentment.
He just got tired of life, Helen Keaton said, as she scooped out a triple-dip chocolate pecan cone for Sherry Vorhees. Lots of old people just got tired of living. He just did something about it and didn’t sit around whining for ten years until the devil finally took him.
Just maybe, Hunker Dawson said, just maybe Doc Spiver had something to do with that poor woman’s death. It made sense he’d kill himself then, wouldn’t it? The guilt would drive a fine man like Doc Spiver to shoot himself.
There were no lawyers in town, but the sheriff found Doc Spiver’s will soon enough. He had some $22,000 in a bank in South Bend. He left it all to what he called the Town Fund, headed by Reverend Hal Vorhees.
Sheriff David Mountebank was surprised when he was told about the Town Fund. He’d never heard about such a thing. What effect would this Town Fund have had on people’s motives? Of course, he didn’t know yet if someone had put the .38-caliber pistol in Doc’s mouth and pulled the trigger, then pressed the butt into Doc’s hand.
Premeditated murder, that was. Or Doc Spiver had put the gun in his own mouth. Ponser called David at eight o’clock that evening. He’d finished the autopsy and now he was equivocating, damn him. David pushed him, and he ended up saying it was suicide. No, Doc Spiver didn’t have any terminal illness—at least Ponser hadn’t seen anything.
Amabel said to Sally that same evening, “I’m thinking you and I should go to Mexico and lie on a beach.”
Sally smiled. She was still wearing Amabel’s bathrobe because she just couldn’t seem to get warm. James hadn’t wanted to leave her, but then it seemed he remembered something that had made him go back to Thelma’s. She’d wanted to ask him what it was, but she hadn’t. “I can’t go to Mexico, Amabel. I don’t have my passport.”
“Alaska, then. We could lie around on the snowbanks. I could paint and you could do—what, Sally? What did you do before your daddy got killed?”
Sally got colder. She pulled the bathrobe tighter around her and moved closer to the heat register. “I was Senator Bainbridge’s senior aide.”
“Didn’t he retire?”
“Yes, last year. I didn’t do anything after that.”
“Why not?”
Vivid, frenzied pictures went careening through her mind, shrieking as loudly as the wind outside. She clutched the edge of the kitchen table.
“It’s all right, baby, you don’t have to tell me. It really doesn’t matter. Goodness, what a day it’s been. I’m going to miss Doc. He’s been here forever. Everyone will miss him.”
“No, Amabel, not everyone.”
“So you don’t think it was suicide, Sally?”
“No,” Sally said, drawing a deep breath. “I think there’s a madness in this town.”
“What a thing to say! I’ve lived here for nearly thirty years. I’m not mad. None of my friends is mad. They’re all down-to-earth folk who are friendly and care about each other and this town. Besides, if you were right, then the madness didn’t begin until after you arrived. How do you explain that, Sally?”
“That’s what the sheriff said. Amabel, do you really believe that Laura Strather, the woman James and I found, was brought into town by a stranger and held somewhere before he murdered her?”
“What I think, Sally, is that your brain is squirreling around, and it’s just not healthy for you, not with everything else upside down in your life. Just don’t think about it. Everything will be back to normal soon. It’s got to be.”
That night, at exactly three o’clock in the morning, a blustery night with high winds but no rain, something brought Sally awake. She lay there a moment. Then she heard a soft tap on the window. At least it wasn’t a woman screaming.
A branch from a tree, she thought, turning over and pulling the blanket up to her nose. Just a tree branch.
Tap.
She gave up and slid out of bed.
Tap.
She didn’t remember that there wasn’t a tree high enough until she’d pulled back the curtain and stared into her father’s ghastly white, grinning face.
Amabel found her on her knees in the middle of the floor, her arms wrapped around herself, the window open, the curtains billowing outward, pulled by the wind, screaming and screaming until her throat closed and no sound came from her mouth.
 
Quinlan made a decision then and there. “I’m taking her back to Thelma’s. She’ll stay with me. If something else happens, I’ll be there to deal with it.”
She’d called him thirty minutes before, gasping out her words, begging him to come and make her father leave her alone. He’d heard Amabel in the background telling her she was in no shape to be on the phone to anybody, much less to that man she didn’t even know, to put down the phone, she was just excited, there hadn’t been anyone there, it had just been her imagination. Just look at all she’d been through.
And she was still saying it, ignoring Quinlan. “Baby, just think. You were sound asleep when you heard the wind making strange noises against the window. You were dreaming, just like those other times. I’ll bet you weren’t even awake when you pulled the curtains back.”

“I wasn’t asleep,” Sally said. “The wind had awakened me. I was lying there. And then came the tapping.”
“Baby—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Quinlan said, impatient now, knowing that Sally would soon think that she was crazy, that she’d imagined it all. He prayed to God that she hadn’t. But she had been in that sanitarium, for six months. She’d been paranoid, that’s what was in the file. She’d also been depressed and suicidal. They’d been worried that she would harm herself. Her doctor hadn’t wanted her released. Her husband had agreed. They wanted her back. Her husband was first in line. He wondered about the legalities of getting a person committed if that person didn’t volunteer.
Why hadn’t Sally’s parents done anything about it? Had they believed her to be nuts too? But she was a person with legal rights. He had to check on how they’d gotten around it.
He said now, “Amabel, could you please pack Sally’s things? I’d like all of us to get some sleep before morning.”
Amabel had pursed her lips. “She’s a married woman. She shouldn’t be going off with you.”
Sally started laughing, a low, hoarse, very ugly laugh.
Amabel was so startled that she didn’t say anything more. She went upstairs to pack the duffel bag.
Thirty minutes later, after four o’clock in the morning, Quinlan let Sally into his tower room.
“Thank you, James,” she said. “I’m so tired. Thank you for coming for me.”
He’d come for her, all right. He’d been off like a shot to get her. Damnation, why couldn’t anything turn out the way it was supposed to, the way he’d planned? He was in the middle of a puzzle, and all he had was scattered pieces that didn’t look like they would ever fit together. He put her to bed, tucked the covers around her, and without thinking about it, kissed her lightly on the mouth.

She didn’t respond, just looked up at him.
“Go to sleep,” he said, gently pushing her hair back from her face. He pulled the string on the bedside lamp. “We’ll work it all out. Just don’t worry anymore.”
That was a promise and a half. It scared the hell out of him.
“That’s what he said on the phone, that he was coming for me. Soon, he said, very soon. He didn’t lie, did he? He’s here, James.”
“Someone’s here. We’ll deal with it tomorrow. Go to sleep. I’m sure as hell here, and I won’t leave you alone, not anymore.”
 
She was usually alone. At the beginning some of the patients had tried to talk to her, in their way, but she’d turned away from them. It didn’t matter really, because most of the time her brain was fuzzy, so completely disconnected from anything she could identify either outside herself or inside that she was as good as lost in a deep cave. Or she was floating up in the ether. There was no reality here, no getting up at six in the morning to run up Exeter Street over to Concord Avenue, covering a good two miles, then run home, jump in the shower, and think about all she had to do that day while she washed her hair.
Senator Bainbridge went to the White House at least twice a week. Many times she was with him, keeping together all his notes for the topics to be discussed. It was easy for her to do that, since she’d written most of the notes and knew more than he did about his stands on his committee projects. She’d done so much, been involved in so many things—press releases, huddling with staff and the senator when a hot story broke and they tried to determine the best position for the senator to take.
There were always fund-raisers, press parties, embassy parties, political parties. So much, and she’d loved it, even when she would fall exhausted into bed.

At first Scott had told her how proud he was of her. He’d seemed excited to be invited to all the parties, to meet all the important players. At first.
Now she did nothing. Someone washed her hair twice a week. She scarcely noticed unless they let water run down her neck. She didn’t have any muscles anymore, even though someone took her for long walks every day, just like a dog. She’d wanted to run once, just run and feel the wind against her face, feel her face chapping, but they didn’t let her. After that they gave her more drugs so she wouldn’t want to run again.
And he came, at least twice a week, sometimes more. The nurses adored him, saying behind their hands how devoted he was. He would sit with her in the common room a few minutes, then take her hand and lead her back to her room. It was a stark white room with nothing in it to use in attempting suicide—nothing sharp, no belts.
He had furnished it for her, she’d heard once, with the advice of Dr. Beadermeyer. It was a metal bed covered with fake wood, fake so that it wouldn’t splinter so she could stick a fragment through her own heart. Not that such a thing would ever occur to her, but he talked about it and laughed, saying as he cupped her face in his hand that he would take care of her for a very long time.
Then he’d strip off her clothes and make her lie on her back on the bed. He would walk around the bed, looking at her, talking to her about his day, his work, about the woman he was currently sleeping with. Then he’d unzip his trousers and show her himself, tell her how lucky she was to get to see him, that he would let her touch him but he didn’t quite trust her yet.
He’d touch her all over. He’d rub himself. Just before he came, he’d hit her at least once, usually in the ribs.
Once when his head was thrown back in his orgasm, she saw through the fog in her eyes that there were two people at the window opening in the door, staring at them, talking even as they looked. She’d tried to push him away, but it hadn’t worked. She had so little strength. He’d finished, then leaned down, seen the hatred in her eyes, and struck her face. It was the only time he had ever hit her in the face.
She remembered once how he’d turned her onto her belly, pulling her back toward him and how he’d said that maybe one day he’d let her have him, let her feel him going into her, deep, and it would hurt because he was big, didn’t she agree? But no, she didn’t deserve him yet. And who cared? They had years ahead of them, years to do all sorts of things. And he’d told her about when he finally allowed his mistresses to have him and what they did to please him.
She hadn’t said anything. He’d struck her for that, with his belt, on her buttocks. He hadn’t stopped for a very long time. She remembered screaming, begging, screaming some more, trying to wriggle away from him, but he’d held her down. He hadn’t stopped.
 
It was five a.m. when Quinlan was jerked out of a deep sleep by her scream, loud, piercing, so filled with pain and helplessness that he couldn’t bear it. He was at her side in an instant, pulling her against him, trying to soothe her, saying anything that came to mind, just talking and talking to bring her out of the dreadful nightmare.
“God, it hurt so much, but he didn’t care, he just kept hitting and hitting, holding me down so I couldn’t move, couldn’t escape. I screamed and screamed, but nobody cared, nobody came, but I know those faces were looking in the window and they loved it. Oh, God, no, make it stop. STOP IT!”
So it was a nightmare about her time in that sanitarium—at least that’s what it sounded like. It sounded sadistic and sexual. What the hell was going on here?
His hand was busy in her hair, stroking up and down her back, talking to her, talking, talking.
Her horrible gasping breaths slowed. She hiccupped. She leaned back, wiping her hand across her nose. She closed her eyes a moment, then began to tremble.
“No, Sally, just stop it. I’m here, it’s all right. Just relax against me, that’s it. Just breathe real slow. Good, that’s just fine.” He stroked her back, felt the shivering slowly ease. God, what had she dreamed? A memory distorted by the unconscious could be hideous.
“What did he do to you?” He spoke slowly, softly against her temple. “You can tell me. It’ll make it go away faster if you talk about it.”
She whispered against his neck, “He came, at least twice a week, and every time he took off my clothes and looked at me and touched me and told me things he’d done that day, the women he’d taken.
“People watched through that window in the door, the same people, as if they had season tickets or something. It was horrible, but most of the time I just lay there because my brain wasn’t working. But that one time, it hurt so badly, I remember having my thoughts and feelings come together enough to feel the humiliation, so I tried to get away from him, to fight him, but he just kept hitting me and hitting me, first with his hand, then with his belt. It pleased him that he’d made me bleed. He told me maybe sometime in the future, when I’d earned the honor, he’d come into me. I wouldn’t have to worry because he wasn’t HIV-positive, not that I would anyway because I was fucking crazy. That’s what he said, ‘You won’t remember a thing, will you, Sally, because you’re fucking crazy?”’
Even though Quinlan was so tense he imagined that if someone hit him he would just shatter into myriad pieces, Sally was now leaning limp against him, her breathing low, calmer. He’d been right. Talking about it out loud had eased her, but not him, good Lord, not him.
Could she have imagined it all? For the longest time he couldn’t speak. Finally he said, “Was it your husband who did this to you, Sally?”

She was asleep, her breath even and slow against his chest. He realized then that he was wearing only shorts. Who the hell cared? He pushed her back and tried to pull away from her. To his pleasure and consternation, she clutched her arms around his back. “No, please, no,” she said. She sounded asleep.
He eased down beside her, lying on his back, pressing her face against his shoulder. He hadn’t planned on this, he thought, staring up at the dark ceiling. She was breathing deeply, her leg across his belly now, her palm flat on his chest. Any lower with that hand or any lower with her thigh and he would be in big trouble.
He was already in big trouble. He kissed her forehead, squeezed her more closely against him, and closed his eyes. At least the bastard hadn’t raped her. But he’d beat her.
Surprisingly, he fell asleep.
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“YEAH, RIGHT,” QUINLAN said to himself as he got to his feet. There were two nice male footprints below Sally’s bedroom window at Amabel’s house and, more important, deep impressions where the feet of the ladder had dug into the earth.
There were small torn branches on the ground, ripped away by someone who had moved quickly, dragging that damned long ladder with him. He dropped to his haunches again and measured the footprints with his right hand. Size eleven shoe, just about his own size. He took off his loafer and set it gently into the indentation. Nearly a perfect fit. All right, then, an eleven and a half.
The heels were pretty deep, which meant he wasn’t a small man, perhaps about six feet and one hundred eighty pounds or so. Close enough. He looked more carefully, measuring the depth of the indentations with his fingers. One went deeper than the other, which was odd. A limp? He didn’t know. Maybe it was just an aberration.
“What have you got, Quinlan?” It was David Mountebank. He was in his uniform, looking pressed and well shaved, and surprisingly well rested. It was only six-thirty in the morning. “You thinking about eloping with Sally Brandon?”
Well, hell, Quinlan thought, rising slowly, as he said in an easy voice, “Actually someone tried to get into the house last night and really scared Sally. And yes, if you’re interested, she should still be sleeping in Thelma’s tower room, my room.”
“Someone tried to break in?”
“Yeah, that’s about it. Sally woke up and saw the man’s face in the window. It scared the bejesus out of her. When she screamed, it must have scared the bejesus out of the guy as well, because he was out of here.”
David Mountebank leaned against the side of Amabel’s cottage. It looked like it had been freshly painted not six months ago. The dark-green trim around the windows was very crisp. “What the hell’s really going on, Quinlan?”
He sighed. “I can’t tell you. Call it national security, David.”
“I’d like to call that bullshit.”
“I can’t tell you,” Quinlan repeated. He met David’s eye. He never flinched. David could have drawn a gun on him and he wouldn’t have flinched.
“All right,” David said finally. “Have it your way, at least for now. You promise me it doesn’t have anything to do with the two murders?”
“It doesn’t. The more I mull it over, the more I think the woman’s murder is somehow connected to Harve and Marge Jensen’s disappearance three years ago, even though just yesterday I told you I couldn’t imagine it. I don’t know how or why, but you’ve got things that don’t smell right. Well, I have things that just twist and turn in my gut. That’s my intuition. I’ve learned over the years never to ignore it. Things are somehow connected. I just have no idea how or why or if I’m just plain not thinking straight.
“As for Sally, just let it go, David. I’d consider that I owed you good if you’d just let it go.”
“It was two murders, Quinlan.”
“Doc Spiver?”
“Yeah. I just got a call from the M.E. in Portland, a woman who was trained down in San Francisco and really knows her stuff. Would that there were M.E.s everywhere who knew what they were doing. I got his body to her late last night, and she agreed to do the autopsy immediately, bless her. She determined there was no way in hell he would have sat himself down in the rocking chair, put the gun in his mouth, and pulled the trigger.”
“That takes care of the theory that Doc Spiver murdered the woman and then felt so guilty that he killed himself.”
“Blows it straight to hell.”
“You know what it sounds like to me? Just maybe the person really believed everyone would think Doc Spiver killed himself. Maybe an older person who doesn’t know all about things a good M.E. can determine. Your man, Ponser, didn’t know, after all. You could say you just lucked out because of how good the M.E. is in Portland.”
“That sounds right to me.” He sighed. “What we’ve got is a killer loose, Quinlan, and I’m so stuck I don’t know what to do.
“My men and I have been questioning every damned person in this beautiful little town, and just like with Laura Strather, no one knows a damned thing. I still can’t buy it that one of the local folk is involved in this.”
“One of them is, David, no way around it.”
“You want me to take plaster casts of those footprints?”
“No, don’t bother. But take a look, one impression goes deeper than the other. You ever see anything like that?”
David was down on his hands and knees, studying the footprints. He measured the depth with his pinky finger, just as Quinlan had done. “Strange,” he said. “I don’t have a clue.”
“I was thinking the guy had a limp, but it wouldn’t look like that if he did. There’d be more of a rolling to one side, but there’s not.”
“You got me, Quinlan.” David stood up and looked toward the ocean. “It’s going to be a beautiful day. I used to bring my kids here at least twice a week for the World’s Greatest Ice Cream. I haven’t wanted them to get near The Cove since that first murder.”
And, Quinlan knew, besides that killer, there was another man here who was out to make Sally believe she was crazy. It had to be her husband, Scott Brainerd.
He dusted his hands off on his dark-brown corduroy pants. “Oh, David, which one got to you first?”
“What?”
“Which of your daughters got her arms around your neck first?”
David laughed. “The littlest one. She climbed right up my leg like a monkey. Her name’s Deirdre.”
James left David Mountebank and returned to Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast.
When he opened the door to his tower room, Sally was standing in the doorway of the bathroom. Her hair was wet and plastered to her head, strands falling to her shoulders. She had a towel in her left hand. She stared at him.
She was stark naked.
She was so damned thin and so damned perfect, and he realized it in just the split second before she pulled the towel in front of herself.
“Where did you go?” she asked, still not moving, just standing there, wet and thin and perfect, and covered with a white towel.
“He wears an eleven-and-a-half shoe.”
She tightened the towel, rolling it over above her breasts. She just stared at him.
“The man pretending to be your father,” he said, watching her closely.
“You found him?”
“Not yet, but I found his footprints beneath your bedroom window and the indentations of the ladder feet. Yeah, our man was there. What size shoe does your husband wear, Sally?”

She was very pale. Now she was so colorless that he imagined even her hair was fading as he looked at her. “I don’t know what size. I never asked, I never bought him shoes. My father wears an eleven and a half.”
“Sally, your father is dead. He was murdered more than two weeks ago. He was buried. The cops saw the body. It was your father. The man last night, it wasn’t your father. If you can’t think of any other man who’s trying to drive you nuts, then it has to be your husband. Did you see him the night your father was murdered?”
“No,” she whispered, backing away from him, retreating into the bathroom, shaking her head, wet strands of hair slapping her cheeks. “No, no.”
She didn’t slam the door, just quietly pushed it closed. He heard the lock click on the other side.
He knew he would never look at her quite in the same way again. She could be wearing a bear coat and he knew he would still see her standing naked in the bathroom doorway, so pale and beautiful that he’d wanted to pick her up and very gently lay her on his bed. But that would never happen. He had to get a grip.
“Hi,” he said when she came out a while later, wrapped in one of the white robes, her hair dry, her eyes not meeting his.
She just nodded, her eyes still on her bare feet, and began to collect her clothing.
“Sally, we’re both adults.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
At least she was looking at him now, and there wasn’t an ounce of fear in her voice or in her eyes. He was pleased. She trusted him not to hurt her.
“I didn’t mean as in consenting adults. I just meant that you’re no more a kid than I am. There’s no reason for you to be embarrassed.”
“I suppose you’d be the one to be embarrassed since I’m so skinny and ugly.”
“Yeah, right.”

“What does that mean?”
“It means I think you’re very—no, never mind that. Now, smile.”
She gave him a ghastly smile, but again, there was no fear in it. She did trust him not to rape her. He heard himself say, completely unplanned, “Was it your husband who humiliated you and beat you in that sanitarium?”
She didn’t move, didn’t change expressions, but she withdrew from him. She just shut down.
“Answer me, Sally. Was it your damned husband?”
She looked at him straight on and said, “I don’t know you. You could be the man calling me, mimicking my father, you could be the man last night at my window. He could have sent you. I want to leave now, James, and never come back here. I want to disappear. Will you help me do that?”
Jesus, he wanted to help her. He wanted to disappear with her. He wanted—He shook his head. “That’s no answer to anything. You couldn’t run forever, Sally.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it.” She turned, clutching her clothes to her chest, and went back into the bathroom.
He started to shout through the bathroom door that he liked the small black mole on the right side of her belly. But he didn’t. He sat down on the chintz sofa and tried to figure things out.
 
“Thelma,” he said after he’d swallowed a spoonful of the lightest, most beautifully seasoned scrambled eggs he’d ever tasted in his life, “if you were a stranger and you wanted to hide here in The Cove, where would you go?”
Thelma ate one of her fat sausages, wiped the grease off her chin, and said, “Well, let me see. There’s that dilapidated little shack just up on that hillock behind Doc Spiver’s house. But I tell you, boy, I’d have to be real desperate to hole up in that place. All filled with dirt and spiders and probably rats. Nasty place that probably leaks real bad when it rains.” She ate another sausage, just forked the whole thing up and stuffed it into her mouth.
Martha came up beside her and handed her a fresh napkin. Thelma gave her a nasty look. “You think I’m one of those old ladies who will dribble on themselves if a handmaiden isn’t right on the spot to keep her clean?”
“Now, Thelma, you’ve been twisting the other napkin around until it’s a crumpled ball. Here, take this one. Oh, look, you got some sausage grease on your diary. You’ve got to be more careful.”
“I need more ink. Go buy me some, Martha. Hey, you got young Ed back there in the kitchen? You’re feeding him, aren’t you, Martha? You’re buying my food with my money and you’re feeding him just so he’ll go to bed with you.”
Martha rolled her eyes and looked at Sally’s plate. “You don’t like the toast? It’s a little on the pale side. You want it better toasted?”
“No, no, it’s fine, truly. I’m just not hungry this morning.”
“No man wants a skinny post, Sally,” Thelma said, taking a noisy bite of toast. “A man’s got to have something he can hang on to. Just look at Martha, bosom so big young Ed can’t even walk past without seeing her poking out at him.”
“Young Ed has prostate trouble,” Martha said, raising a thick black eyebrow, and she left the dining room, saying over her shoulder, “I’ll buy you some black ink, Thelma.”
 
“I’m coming with you.”
“But—”
Sally just shook her head and walked across the street toward the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. She was limping only slightly today. A bell tinkled when she opened the door.
Amabel, dressed like a gypsy with a cute white apron, stood behind the counter, scooping up a French Vanilla double-dip cone for a young woman who was talking a mile a minute.
“. . . I heard that two people have been murdered here in the last several days. That’s incredible! My mama said The Cove was the quietest little place she knew about, she said nothing ever happened here, that it had to be one of those gangs from down south come up here to stir up misery.”
“Hello, Sally, James. How are you this morning, baby?”
As she spoke, she handed the cone to the young woman, who immediately began licking and moaning in ecstasy.
“I’m fine,” Sally said.
“That will be two dollars and sixty cents,” Amabel said.
“Oh, it’s wonderful,” the young woman said. She alternately dug in her wallet and ate the ice cream.
Quinlan smiled at her. “It is excellent ice cream. Why don’t you just keep eating and I’ll treat you?”
“Taking ice cream from a stranger is okay,” Sally said. “Besides, I know him. He’s harmless.”
Quinlan paid Amabel. Nothing else was said until the young woman left the shop.
“There hasn’t been another call,” Amabel said. “Either from Thelma or from your father.”
“He knows that I’ve left your house,” Sally said thoughtfully. “That’s good. I don’t want you in any danger.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Sally. There’s no danger for me.”
“There was for Laura Strather and Doc Spiver,” Quinlan said. “You be careful, Amabel. Sally and I are going exploring. Thelma told us about this shack up the hill behind Doc Spiver’s house. We’re going to check it out.”
“Watch out for snakes,” Amabel called after them.
Which kind, Quinlan wondered.

Once they were rounding the corner to Doc Spiver’s house, Sally said, “Why did you tell Amabel where we were going?”
“Seeding,” he said. “Watch your step, Sally. You’re not all that steady on your ankle just yet.” He held back the stiff, gnarly branch of a yew tree. There was a barren hill behind the house, and tucked into a shallow recess was a small shack.
“What do you mean, seeding?”
“I don’t like the fact that your dear auntie has treated you like you’re so high-strung no one should trust what you say. I told her that just to see if perhaps something might happen. Then if it does—”
“Amabel would never hurt me, never.”
He looked down at her and then at the shack. “Is that what you believed about your husband when you married him?”
He didn’t wait for her to answer him, just pushed open the door. It was surprisingly solid. “Watch your head,” he said over his shoulder as he stooped down and walked into the dim single room.
“Yuck,” Sally said. “This is pretty bad, James.”
“Yeah, I’d say so.” He didn’t say anything else, just began to look around as he imagined the sheriff had done only days before. He found nothing. The small space was empty. There were no windows. It would be pitch black when the door was closed. Just plain nothing. A modicum of hope, that was all he’d had, but still, he was more than a modicum disappointed. “I’d say that if Laura Strather was kept prisoner here, the guy holding her was very thorough cleaning up. There’s nothing, Sally, not a trace of anything. Well, hell.”
“He’s not hiding in here, either,” she said. “And that’s what we’re really doing here, isn’t it?”
“Both, really. I have a feeling that your father wouldn’t lower himself to stay in this place. There aren’t even any free bathrobes.”

 
* * *
 
That afternoon they ate lunch at the Hinterlands. This week Zeke was serving Spam burgers and variations on meat loaf.
They both ordered Zeke’s original-recipe meat loaf.
“The smells make me salivate,” Quinlan said, inhaling enthusiastically. “Zeke puts garlic in his mashed potatoes. Breathe deeply enough and no vampire will come near you.”
Sally was toying with the curved slice of carrot in her salad. “I like garlic.”
“Tell me about that night, Sally.”
She’d picked up the carrot and was chewing on it. She dropped it. Then she picked it up again and slowly began eating it. “All right,” she said finally. She smiled at him. “I might as well trust you. If you’re going to betray me, then I might as well hang it up. The cops are right. I was there that night. But they’re wrong about everything else. I don’t remember a thing, James, not a blessed thing.”
Well, hell, he thought, but he knew she was telling him the truth. “Do you think someone struck you?”
“No, I don’t think so. I’ve thought and thought about it and all I can figure out is that I just don’t want to remember, can’t bear to, I guess, so my brain just closed it down.”
“I’ve heard about hysterical amnesia and even seen it a couple of times. What usually happens is that you will remember, if not tomorrow, then next week. Your father wasn’t killed in a horrific way. He was shot neatly through the heart, no muss, no fuss. So, it would seem to me that the people involved in his death shook you so much that’s the reason you’ve blocked it all out.”
“Yes,” she said slowly, then turned around and saw the waitress bringing their plates. The smell of garlic, butter, roasted squash, and the rich aroma of the meat loaf filled the air around them.

“I couldn’t live here and stay trim,” James said. “It smells delicious, Nelda.”
“Catsup for the meat loaf?”
“Does a shark have a fin?”
Nelda, the waitress, laughed and set a Heinz ketchup bottle between them. “Enjoy,” she said.
“Nelda, how often do young Ed and Martha eat here?”
“Oh, maybe twice a week,” she said, looking a bit startled. “Martha says she gets tired of her own cooking. Young Ed is my older brother. Poor man. Every time he wants to see Martha, he has to endure Thelma’s jokes. Can you believe that old woman is still alive, writing in that diary of hers every day and eating that sausage?”
“That’s interesting,” James said when Nelda left them. “Eat, Sally. That’s right. You’re perfect, but I’d be worried for you in a strong wind.”
“I used to run every day,” she said. “I used to be strong.”
“You will be again. Just stick with me.”
“I can’t imagine running in Los Angeles. All I ever see is pictures of horrible fog and cars stacked up on the freeways.”
“I live in a canyon. It’s got healthy air and I run there as well.”
“Somehow I can’t imagine you living in Southern California. You just don’t seem the type. Does your ex-wife still live there?”
“No, Teresa is back east. She married a crook, interestingly enough. I hope she doesn’t have kids with the guy. Their genetic potential is hair-raising.”
She laughed, actually laughed. It felt as wonderful to her as it felt to James hearing it.
“You have any idea how beautiful you are, Sally?”
Her fork stilled over the meat loaf. “You’re into crazy freaks?”
“If you ever say anything like that again, you’ll piss me off. When I get pissed off I do strange things, like take off all my clothes and chase ducks in the park.” The tension fell away from her. He had no idea why he’d told her she was beautiful; it had just slipped out. Actually, she was more than beautiful—she was warm and caring, even while she was living this nightmare. He wished he knew what to do.
“You said you didn’t remember about that night your father was killed. Do you have other gaps in your memory?”
“Yes. Sometimes when I think about that place, very sharp memories will come to me, but I couldn’t swear if they are truly memories or just weird images stewed up by my brain. I remember everything very clearly until about six months ago.”
“What happened six months ago?”
“That’s when everything went dim.”
“What happened six months ago?”
“Senator Bainbridge retired suddenly, and I was out of a job. I remember that I was going to interview with Senator Irwin, but I never got to his office.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. I remember it was a sunny day. I was singing. The top was down on my Mustang. The air was sharp and warm.” She paused, frowning, then shrugged. “I always sang when the top was down. I don’t remember anything else, but I know I never saw Senator Irwin.”
She said nothing more. She was eating her meat loaf. She probably didn’t realize she was eating, but he wanted her to keep at it. He guessed he wanted her to eat more than he wanted her to talk. At least for now. What the hell had happened?
James paid their bill and walked outside while Sally went to the women’s room. He wondered how he was going to keep his hands off her when they got back to his tower bedroom.
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HE HEARD A whisper of sound that didn’t belong in that small narrow space beside the Hinterlands. He turned around, wondering if Sally had come out of the cafe without his seeing her. That was when he heard it again. There it was, just a whisper of sound. He pivoted quickly on his heel, his hand inside his jacket on the butt of his German SIG-sauer, a 9 mm semiautomatic pistol that fit his hand and his personality perfectly. He was at one with that pistol, as he’d never been with any other before in his professional life. He was pulling it out, smooth and quick, but still, he was too late. The blow struck him just over his left ear. He went down without a sound.
“James?” Sally stuck her head out the door of the cafe. There was no one around. She waved to Nelda, then turned back. Where was James? She frowned and stepped down. She heard a whisper of sound that didn’t seem like it belonged. She wheeled about to look in that sliver of space beside the building.
What she saw was James lying on his side on the ground, a trickle of blood trailing down his cheek toward his chin. She yelled his name and skidded onto her knees beside him, shaking him, then drawing back. She sucked in her breath. Gently she laid her fingers on the pulse in his throat. It was strong and slow. Thank God, he was all right. What was going on here? But then she knew.
It was her father, he’d finally come to get her, just as he’d promised he would. He’d hurt James, probably because he’d been protecting her.
She looked up for help, praying to see anyone, it didn’t matter how old he was, just anyone. There was no one around, not a single soul.
Oh, God, what should she do? She was leaning down to look at the wound when the blow crashed directly down on the back of her head and she crumpled over James.
 
She heard the sound. It came at short intervals. It was water, one drop after another, hitting metal.
Plop.
She opened her eyes but couldn’t seem to focus. Her brain felt loose, as if it were floating inside her head. She couldn’t seem to think, she could only hear that plop. She knew something wasn’t right. She tried to remember but couldn’t quite make her brain fasten onto something that would trigger a thought, any thought, anything that happened to her before she was here, wherever here was.
“You’re awake. Good.”
A voice, a man’s voice, his voice. She managed to follow the sound of his face. It was Dr. Beadermeyer, the man who had tormented her for six long months.
Yes, she remembered that, not all of it, but enough to have it burn through her sleep and terrify her over and over in nightmares that still brought vivid pain.
Suddenly she remembered. She’d been with James. Yes, James Quinlan. He’d been struck on the head. He was lying unconscious on the ground in that small sliver of land next to the Hinterlands.
“Nothing to say, Sally? I cut back on the dosage so you could talk to me.” She felt a sharp slap on her cheek.
“Look at me, Sally. Don’t pretend you’re off in outer space. I know this time you can’t be.” He slapped her again.
He grabbed her shoulders and shook her hard.
“Is James all right?”

He stopped shaking her. “James?” He sounded surprised. “Oh, that man you were with in The Cove. Yes, he’s fine. No one wanted to take the risk of killing him. Was he your lover, Sally? You only had him a bit over a week. That’s moving fast. He must have been desperate.
“Just look at you, all skinny and pathetic, your hair in strings, your clothes bagging around you. Come on, Sally, tell me about James. Tell me what you told him.”
“I told him about you,” she said. “I had a nightmare and he helped me through it. I told him what a piece of slime you are.”
He slapped her again, not too hard, but hard enough to make her shrink away from him.
“You’re rude, Sally. And you’re lying. You’ve never lied well and I can always tell. You might have dreamed, but you didn’t tell him about me. You want to know why? It’s because you’re crazy and I’m so deep a part of you that if you were to tell anyone about me, why, you’d just collapse in on yourself and die. You can’t exist without me, Sally.
“You were away from me for just two weeks, and look what happened. You’re a mess. You tried to pretend you were normal. You lost all your manners. Your mother would be appalled. Your husband would back away from you in disgust. As for your father, well—well, I suppose it’s not worth speculating now that he’s shuffled off his mortal coil.”
“Where am I?”
“Ah, that’s supposed to be the first thing out of your mouth, if books and TV stories are to be believed. You’re back where you belong, Sally. Just look around you. You’re back in your room, the very same one decorated especially for you by your dear father. I’ve kept you under for nearly a day and a half. I let up on the dosage about four hours ago. You took your time coming to the surface.”
“What do you want?”

“I have what I want; at least I have the first installment of what I want. And that’s you, my dear.”
“I’m thirsty.”
“I’ll bet you are. Holland, where are you? Bring some water to our patient.”
She remembered Holland, a skinny, furtive little man who’d been one of the two men to stare through the small square window while he was hitting her and caressing her, humiliating her. Holland had thinning brown hair and the deadest eyes she’d ever seen. He rarely said anything, at least to her.
She said nothing more until he appeared at her side, a glass of water in his hand.
“Here you are, Doctor,” he said in that low, hoarse voice of his that lay like a covering of loose gravel in all those nightmares, making her want to be drugged so she wouldn’t realize he was around her.
He was standing behind Beadermeyer, looking down at her, his eyes dead and hungry. She wanted to vomit.
Dr. Beadermeyer raised her and let her drink her fill.
“Soon you’ll want to go to the bathroom. Holland will help you with that, won’t you, Holland?”
Holland nodded, and she wanted to die. She fell back against the pillow, a hard, institutional pillow, and closed her eyes. She knew deep down she couldn’t keep herself intact in this place again. She also realized that she would never escape again. This time it was over for her.
She kept her eyes closed, didn’t turn toward him, just said, “I’m not crazy. I was never crazy. Why are you doing this? He’s dead. What does it matter?”
“You still don’t know, do you? You still have no memory of any of it. I realized that almost immediately. Well, it isn’t my place to tell you, my dear.” She felt him pat her cheek. She flinched.
“Now, now, Sally, I’m not the one who tormented you, though I must admit that I enjoyed the one tape I saw. Except you weren’t even there, you were just flopping back, your eyes closed, letting him do what whatever he wanted.
“You didn’t have any fight in you. Why, you were so out of it, you barely flinched when he hit you. But even then you weren’t afraid. I could tell. The contrast, at least, made for fascinating viewing.”
She felt gooseflesh rise on her arms as remnants of memories flooded her—the movement of his hands over hers, the pushing and slapping, the caressing that turned to pain.
She heard the bed ease up and knew that Dr. Beadermeyer was standing beside her, looking down at her. She heard him say softly, “Holland, if she gets away again, I’ll have to hurt you badly. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Doctor Beadermeyer.”
“It won’t be like last time, Holland. I made a mistake on your punishment last time. You rather liked that little shock therapy, didn’t you?”
“It won’t happen again, Doctor Beadermeyer.” Was there disappointment in that frightening little man’s voice?
“Good. You know what happened to Nurse Krider when she let her hide those pills under her tongue. Yes, of course you do. Be mindful, Holland.
“I must go now, Sally, but I’ll be with you again this evening. We’ll have to get you away from the sanitarium, probably tomorrow morning. The decision about what to do with you hasn’t been made just yet. But you can’t stay here. The FBI, this Quinlan fellow, he’s got to know all about this place. I’m sure you did tell him some things about your past. And they’ll come. But that isn’t your problem.
“Now, let me give you a little shot of something that will make you drift and really feel quite good about things. Yes, Holland, hold her arm for me.”
Sally felt the chill of the needle, felt the brief sting. Within moments, she felt herself begin to drift out of her brain, to float in nothingness. She felt the part of her that was real, the part of her that wanted life—such a small flicker, really—struggling briefly before it succumbed. She sighed deeply and was gone from herself.
She felt hands on her, taking off her clothes. She knew it was Holland. Probably Dr. Beadermeyer was watching.
She didn’t struggle. There was nothing more to care about.
 
Quinlan woke up with a roaring headache that beat any hangover he’d ever had in college. He cursed, held his head in his hands, and cursed some more.
“You’ve got the mother of all headaches, right?”
“David,” he said, and even that one word hurt. “What the devil happened?”
“Someone hit you good just above your left ear. Our doctor put three stitches in your head. Hold still and I’ll get you a pill.”
Quinlan focused on that pill. It had to help. If it didn’t, his brain would break out of his skull.
“Here, Quinlan. It’s strong stuff; you’re supposed to have just one every four hours.”
Quinlan took it and downed the entire glass of water. He lay back, his eyes closed, and waited.
“Doctor Grafft said it would kick in quickly.”
“I sure as hell hope so. Talk to me, David. Where’s Sally?”
“I’ll tell you everything. Just lie still. I found you unconscious in that narrow little strip of alley beside the Hinterlands. Thelma Nettro had reported you and Sally missing, so I started looking.
“You scared the shit out of me. When I found you lying there, I thought you were dead. I slung you over my shoulder and brought you to my house. Doctor Grafft met me here and stitched you up. I don’t know about Sally. She’s just gone, Quinlan. No trace, nothing. It’s like she was never even here.”

If he hadn’t hurt so badly, Quinlan would have yelled. Instead, he just lay there, trying to figure things out, trying to think. For the moment, it was beyond him.
Sally was gone. That was all that was real to him. Gone, not found dead. Gone. But where?
He heard children’s voices. Surely that couldn’t be right. He heard David say, “Deirdre, come here and sit on my lap. You’ve got to keep very quiet, okay? Mr. Quinlan isn’t feeling well, and we don’t want to make him feel worse.”
He heard a little girl whisper, but he couldn’t make it out. Deirdre meant sorrow. He slept.
He awoke to see a young woman with a pale complexion and very dark red hair looking at him. She had the sweetest face he’d ever seen. “Who are you?”
“I’m Jane, David’s wife. You just lie still, Mr. Quinlan.” He felt her cool palm on his forehead. “I’ve got some nice hot chicken soup for you. Doctor Grafft said to keep it light until tomorrow. You just open your mouth and I’ll feed you. That’s right.”
He ate the entire bowl and began to feel human. “Thank you,” he said, and slowly, her hand under his elbow, he sat up.
“Your head ache?”
“It’s just a dull thud now. What time is it? Rather, what day is it?”
“You were hurt early this afternoon. It’s eight o’clock in the evening now. I hope the girls didn’t disturb you.”
“No, not at all. Thank you for taking me in.”
“Let me get David. He’s tucking the girls into bed. He should be just about through with the bedtime story.”
Quinlan sat there, his head back against the cushions of the sofa, a nice comfortable sofa. The headache was gone now. He could get out of here soon. He could find Sally. He realized he was scared to his socks. What had happened to her?
Her father had come for her just as he’d promised he would. No, that was ridiculous. Amory St. John was long dead.
“You want some brandy in hot tea?”
“Nah, my pecker doesn’t need optimism.” Quinlan opened his eyes and smiled at David Mountebank. “Your wife fed me. Great soup. I appreciate you taking me in, David.”
“I couldn’t leave you with Thelma Nettro, now, could I? I wouldn’t leave my worst enemy there. That old lady gives me the willies. It’s the weirdest thing. She always has that diary of hers with her and that fountain pen in her hand. The tip of her tongue is practically tattooed from the pen tip.”
“Tell me about Sally.”
“Every man I could round up is talking to everybody in The Cove and looking for her. I’ve got an APB out on her—”
“No APB,” James said, sitting up straight now, his face paling. “No, David, cancel it now. It’s critical.”
“I won’t buy any more of this national security shit, Quinlan. Tell me why or I won’t do it.”
“You’re not being cooperative, David.”
“Tell me and let me help you.”
“She’s Sally St. John Brainerd.”
David just stared at him. “She’s Amory St. John’s daughter? The daughter who’s nuts and who ran away from that sanitarium? The woman whose husband is frantic about her safety? I knew she looked familiar. Damn, I’m slipping fast. I should have made the connection. Ah, that’s the reason for the black wig. Then she just forgot to put it on, didn’t she?”
“Yeah, that and I told her to relax, that you would never connect her to Susan Brainerd, at least I prayed you wouldn’t.”
“I wish I could say I would have, but hell, I probably never would have unless I saw her in person and then saw her again on TV. What were you doing with her, Quinlan?”
Quinlan sighed. “She doesn’t know I’m FBI. She bought that story about me being a PI and looking for those old folks who disappeared around here three years ago. I came here because I had this feeling she would run here, to her aunt. I was just going to take her back.”
“But why is the FBI involved in a homicide?”
“It’s not just a homicide at all. That’s only part of it. We’re in it for other reasons.”
“I know. You’re not going to tell me the rest of it.”
“I’d prefer not to just yet. As I was saying, I was going to take her back, but then—”
“Then what?”
“Her father phoned her twice. Then she saw his face at her window in the middle of the night.”
“And you found her father’s footprints on the ground the next morning. Her father’s dead, murdered. Jesus, Quinlan, what’s going on here?”
“I don’t know. But I’ve got to find her. Someone was trying to scare the hell out of her—make her believe she was crazy—and that aunt of hers didn’t help a bit, kept telling her in an understanding, tender voice that she’d be hearing things and seeing things too if she’d been through all that Sally had, and she had been in that sanitarium for so long, and that would make her think differently, wouldn’t it?
“Then the two murders. I’ve got to find her. Everything else is nuts, but not Sally.”
“When you feel well enough, you and I will go see her aunt. I already spoke to her, but she just said that she hadn’t seen Sally, that she was staying with you at Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast. We searched your tower bedroom. Her duffel bag was gone and all her clothes, her blow dryer, everything. It’s like she was never there. Look, Quinlan, maybe when she saw you unconscious, she got really scared and ran.”

“No,” James said, looking David straight in the eye. “I know she wouldn’t leave me, not if I were lying there unconscious. She just wouldn’t.”
“It’s like that, is it?”
“God only knows, but she has a thick streak of honor and she cares about me. She wouldn’t have left.”
“Then we’ve got to find her. Another thing—I’m an officer of the law. Now that I know who she is, it’s my duty to report her.”
“I’d appreciate it if you’d wait, David. There’s more at stake here than just Amory St. John’s murder, lots more. Trust me on this.”
David looked at him for a long time. Finally, he said, “All right. Tell me what I can do to help.”
“Let’s go see Aunt Amabel Perdy.”
 
Dr. Alfred Beadermeyer was enjoying himself. Sally didn’t know the small new mirror in her room was two-way. No one knew, at least he didn’t think so. He watched her sit up slowly, obviously trying to coordinate her arms and legs. Since her brain was fuzzy, it was difficult for her, but she just kept trying. He admired that in her, and at the same time he wanted to destroy it. It seemed to take her several moments to realize she was naked.
Then, very slowly, as if she were an old woman, she rose and walked to the small closet. She pulled out a nightgown she’d left here when she escaped before. She didn’t know it, but he had bought it for her. She slipped it over her head, teetering a bit but managing finally. Then she walked back to sit on the edge of the bed. She held her head in her hands.
He was getting bored. Wouldn’t she do anything? Wouldn’t she start yelling? Something? He had nearly turned to go when at last she raised her head and he saw tears streaming down her cheeks.
This was better. Soon she would be ready to listen to him. Soon now. He would hold off on another shot for an hour or so. He turned away and unlocked the door of the tiny room.
Sally knew she was crying. She could feel the wet on her face, taste the salt when it trickled into her mouth. Why was she crying? James. She remembered James, how he lay there, blood streaming from the wound over his left ear. He’d been so still, so very still. Beadermeyer had promised he wasn’t dead. How could she believe that devil?
He had to be all right. She looked at the soft silk gown that slithered against her skin. It was a lovely peach color with wide silk straps over her shoulders. Unfortunately it bagged on her now. She looked at the needle marks in her arm. There were five pinpricks. He’d drugged her five times. She felt her head begin to clear, slowly, so very slowly. More things, memories, began to filter through, take shape and substance.
She had to get out of here before he either killed her or took her someplace else, someplace where nobody could find her. She thought of James. He could find her if anyone could.
She forced herself to her feet. She took one step, then another. Soon she was walking slowly, carefully, but naturally. She stood in front of the narrow window and stared out onto the sanitarium grounds.
The mowed lawn stretched a good hundred yards before it butted against a heavily wooded area. Surely she could walk that far; she had before. She just had to get to those woods. She could get lost in those woods, just as she had before. Eventually she’d found her way out. She would again.
She walked back to the closet. There was a bathrobe and two more nightgowns, a pair of slippers. Nothing else. No pants, no dresses, no underwear.
She didn’t care. She would walk in her bathrobe, to the ends of the earth if necessary. Then another veil lifted in her brain, and she remembered that she’d stolen one of the nurse’s pantsuits that first time, and her shoes. Would it be possible to do that again?
Who had done this to her? She knew it wasn’t her father. He was long dead. It had to be the man pretending to be her father, the man who’d called her, who’d appeared at her bedroom window. It could have been Scott, it could have been Dr. Beadermeyer, it could have been some man either of them had hired.
But not her father, thank God. That miserable bastard was finally dead. She prayed there really was a hell. If there was, she knew he was there, in the deepest pit.
She had to get to her mother. Noelle would help her. Noelle would protect her, once she knew the truth. But why hadn’t Noelle ever come to see her during the six months here? Why hadn’t she demanded to know why her daughter was here? As far as Sally knew, Noelle hadn’t done anything to help her. Did she believe her daughter was crazy? She’d believed her husband? She’d believed Sally’s husband?
How to get out of here?
 
Amabel said, “Would either of you gentlemen care for a cup of coffee?”
“No,” Quinlan said curtly. “Tell us where Sally is.”
Amabel sighed and motioned the two men to sit down. “Listen, James, I already told the sheriff here that Sally must have gotten scared when she saw you were hurt, and she ran. That’s the only explanation. Sally’s not a strong girl. She’s been through a lot. She was even in an asylum. You don’t look shocked. I’m a bit surprised that she told you about it. Something like that shouldn’t be talked about.
“But listen, she was very ill. She still is. It makes sense that she would run again, just like she ran away from what happened in Washington. If you doubt me, just go to Thelma’s. Martha told me that all of Sally’s things were gone from James’s room. Isn’t that odd? She left not even a memory of herself in that room.
“It was like she wanted to erase her very self.” She paused a moment, then added in a faraway gypsy’s voice, “It’s almost as if she’d never really been there at all, as if we all just imagined she was here.”
Quinlan jumped to his feet and stood over her. He looked as menacing as hell, but David didn’t say a word, just waited. Quinlan stuck his face very near hers and said slowly and very distinctly, “That’s bullshit, Amabel. Sally wasn’t an apparition, nor was she nuts, as you implied to her, like you’re implying to us now. She didn’t imagine hearing a woman scream those two nights. She didn’t imagine seeing her father’s face at her bedroom window in the middle of the night. You tried to make her doubt herself, didn’t you, Amabel? You tried to make her think she was crazy.”
“That is ridiculous.”
Quinlan moved even closer, leaning over her now, forcing her to press her back against the chair. “Why did you do that, Amabel? You just said you knew she was in a sanitarium. You knew, didn’t you, that someone put her there and kept her for six months drugged to her eyebrows? You didn’t try to assure her that she was as sane as anyone—no, you kept on with the innuendos.
“Don’t deny it, I heard you do it. You tried to make Sally doubt herself, her reason. Why?”
But Amabel just smiled sadly at him. She said to David, “Sheriff, I’ve been very patient. This man only knew Sally for a little over a week. I’m her aunt. I love her. There’s no reason I would ever want to hurt her. I would always seek to protect her. I’m sorry, James, but she ran away. It’s as simple as that. I pray the sheriff will find her. She’s not strong. She needs to be taken care of.”
Quinlan was so angry he was afraid he’d pull her out of the chair and shake her like a rat. He backed off and began pacing around the small living room. David watched him for a moment, then said, “Mrs. Perdy, if Sally ran, can you guess where she would go?”
“To Alaska. She said she wanted to go to Alaska. She said she preferred Mexico, but she didn’t have her passport. That’s all I can tell you, Sheriff. Of course, if I hear from her, I’ll call you right away.” Amabel rose. “I’m sorry, James. You know who Sally is. It’s likely you’ve told Sheriff Mountebank her real name. There’s a lot for her to face, and she’ll have to face it eventually. As to her mental status, who’s to say? All we can do is pray.”
James wanted to wrap his fingers around her gypsy neck and squeeze. She was lying, damn her, but she was doing it very well. Sally wouldn’t have run away, not with him lying unconscious at her feet. She wouldn’t.
That meant that someone had her.
And that someone was the person who had pretended to be her father. James would bet on it. Now he knew what to do. He even had a good idea where she was, and it curdled his blood to think about it.
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IT WAS A black midnight, not even a sliver of moon or a single star to cast a dim light through that cauldron sky. Roiling black clouds moved and shifted, but never revealed anything except more blackness.
Sally stared out the window, drawing one deep breath after another. They would be here soon to give her another shot. No more pills, she’d heard Beadermeyer say, she just might be able to hide them again in her mouth. He announced that he didn’t want her hurt again, the bastard.
There was a new nurse—her name tag said Rosalee—and she was as blank-faced as Holland. She didn’t speak to Sally except to tell her tersely what to do and when and how to do it. She watched Sally go to the bathroom, which, Sally supposed, was better than having Holland standing there.
Dr. Beadermeyer didn’t want her hurt? That could only be because he himself wanted to be the one to hurt her. She’d seen no one except Beadermeyer and Holland and Nurse Rosalee. They’d forced her to keep to her room. She had nothing to read, no TV to watch. She didn’t know anything about her mother or about Scott. Most of the time she was so drugged she didn’t care, didn’t even know who she was, but now she knew, now she could reason, and she was getting stronger by the minute.
If only Beadermeyer would wait just a few more minutes, maybe fifteen minutes then she’d be ready.

But he didn’t give her even two more minutes. She jumped when she heard him unlock the door. No time to get into position. She stood stiffly by the window in her peach silk nightgown.
“Good evening, my dear Sally. You’re looking chipper and really quite lovely in that nightgown. Would you like to take it off for me now?”
“No.”
“Ah, so you’ve got your wits together, have you? Just as well. I’d like to have a conversation with you before I send you back into the ether. Do sit down, Sally.”
“No. I want to stay as far away from you as possible.”
“As you wish.” He was wearing a dark-blue crew sweater and black slacks. His black hair was slicked back as if he’d just had a shower. His teeth were white, the front two top teeth overlapping.
“Your teeth are ugly,” she said now. “Why didn’t you wear braces as a kid?”
She’d spoken without thinking, another indication that her mind wasn’t completely clear yet.
He looked as if he wanted to kill her. Without conscious thought, he raised his fingers to touch his teeth, then dropped his arm. There was only a thin veil of shadow separating them now, but she recognized the anger in him, knew he wanted to hurt her.
He got control of himself. “Well, you’re a little bitch tonight, aren’t you?”
“No,” she said, still watching him, her body tensed, knowing he wanted to attack her, hurt her badly. She didn’t know she could hate a person as much as she hated him. Other than her father. Other than her husband.
Finally, he sat down in the single chair and crossed his legs. He removed his glasses and put them on the small circular table beside the chair. There were a carafe of water and a single glass on the table, nothing more.
“What do you want?” The carafe was plastic—even if she struck him squarely on the head, it wouldn’t hurt him. But the table was sturdy. If only she were fast enough, she could grab it and smash him with it. But she knew she would have to be free of the drugs for at least another hour to be fast enough, strong enough, to bring him down. Could she keep him talking that long? She doubted it, but it was worth a try.
“What do you want?” she said again. She couldn’t bring herself to take a step closer to him.
“I’m bored,” he said. “I’m making so much money, but I’m never free to leave this place. I want to enjoy my money. What do you suggest?”
“Let me go, and I’ll see that you get even more money.”
“That would defeat the purpose, wouldn’t it?”
“Do you mean that you have other people in here who are perfectly sane? Other people you’re holding prisoner? Other people you’re being paid to keep here?”
“This is a very small, very private place, Sally. Not many people know about it. I gain all my patients through referrals, carefully screened referrals.
“Just listen to me. This is the first time I’ve ever talked to you as an adult. Six months I had you with me, six whole months, and you were always as interesting as a jointless doll, except for that time you jumped through the window in my office. If anything proved to your dear mother that you were nuts, that story did. That made me sit up and take notice of you, but not for long. This is much better. If only I could trust you not to try to escape me again, I would keep you just as you are now.”
“How do you imagine that I can escape?”
“Unfortunately Holland is quite stupid, and he’s the one who tends you most often. I do believe Nurse Rosalee is a bit afraid of you. Isn’t that odd? As for Holland, he begged me to let him take care of you, the pathetic creature. Yes, I can imagine you waiting behind that door for him to come in.
“What would you do, Sally? Hit him on the head with this table? That would stun him. Then you could strip off his clothes, though I doubt you’d enjoy stripping him as much as he enjoys stripping you. No, you see, I’m in a bind. And please don’t move. Remember, I’m not Holland. Stay where you are or you get a nice big shot right now.”
“I haven’t moved an inch. Why am I here? How did you find me? Amabel had to have called to tell you where I was. But why? And who wanted me back here? My husband? Were you the one who pretended to be my father or was it Scott?”
“You speak of your poor husband as if he’s a stranger to you. It’s that James Quinlan, isn’t it? You slept with him, you enjoyed him, and now you want to dump poor Scott. I would never have taken you for such a fickle woman, Sally. Wait until I tell Scott what you’ve done.”
“When you speak to Scott Brainerd, tell him I fully intend to kill him when I’m free of this place. And I will be free soon, Dr. Beadermeyer.”
“Ah, Sally, I’m sure that Scott wants me to make you more malleable. He doesn’t like women who are aggressive, all tied up in their careers. Trust me to see to it, Sally.”
“Either you or Scott called me up in The Cove pretending to be my father. Either you or Scott came to The Cove and climbed that silly ladder to scare the hell out of me, to make me think I was crazy. There’s no one else. My father is dead.”
“Yes, Amory is dead. I think personally that you killed him, Sally. Did you?”
“I don’t know if you really want the truth. I have no memory of that night. It will come back, though. It has to.”
“Don’t count on it. One of the drugs I’m giving you is excellent at suppressing memory. No one really knows yet what the long-term side effects will be. And you will be taking it forever, Sally.”

He rose and walked to her. “Now,” he said. He was smiling. She couldn’t help herself. When he reached for her, she cracked a fist as hard as she could against his jaw. His head flew back. She hit him again, kicked him in the groin with all her strength, and ran to grab that table.
But she stumbled, her head spinning, nausea flooding through her. Her legs collapsed beneath her. She fell to the floor.
She heard him panting behind her. She had to get to that table. She struggled to her feet, forced one foot in front of the other. He was close behind her now, panting, panting, he was in pain, she’d hurt him. If she didn’t knock him out, he would take great pleasure in hurting her. Please, God, please, please.
She clutched the table, lifted it, turned to face him. He was so close, his arms stretched out toward her, his fingers curved, coming toward her throat.
“Holland!”
“No,” she said and swung the table at him. But it was a puny effort, and he blocked it with his shoulder.
“Holland!”
The door flew open and Holland ran into the room.
“Hold the little bitch, hold her!”
“No, no.” She backed away from the men, but there was no room, just the narrow bed and the table she held as a shield in front of her.
Dr. Beadermeyer was holding his crotch, his face still drawn in pain. Good, she’d hurt him. Anything he did to her would be worth it. She’d hurt him.
“That’s enough, Sally.” Holland’s voice, soft and hoarse, terrifying.
“I’ll kill you, Holland. Stay away from me.” But it was an empty threat. Her arms were trembling, her stomach roiling now. She tasted bile. She dropped the table, fell to her knees, and vomited on Dr. Beadermeyer’s Italian loafers.

 
* * *
 
“You either help me or you don’t, Dillon, but you don’t tell a soul about this.”
“Damnation, Quinlan, do you know what you’re asking?” Dillon Savich leaned back in his chair, nearly tipping it over, but not quite because he knew exactly how far to go. His computer screen was bright with the photo of a man’s face, a youngish man who looked like a yuppie broker, well dressed, easy smile, well-groomed hair and clothes.
“Yes. You’re going with me to that sanitarium and we’re going to rescue Sally. Then we’re going to clean up this mess. We’ll be heroes. You won’t be gone from your computer for more than a couple of hours. Maybe three hours if you want to be a hero. Take your laptop and the modem. You can still hook in to any system you want.”
“Marvin will cut our balls off. You know he hates it when you try to go off on your own without talking to him.”
“We’ll give Marvin all the credit. The FBI will shine. Marvin will be grinning from ear to ear. He’ll give the credit to his boss, Deputy Director Shruggs, so Shruggs won’t cut Marvin’s balls off. Shruggs will be happy as a loon.
“And on and on it goes. Sally will be safe and we’ll get this damned murder solved.”
“You still ignore the fact that she might have killed her father herself. It’s a possibility. What’s wrong with you? How can you ignore it?”
“Yeah, I do ignore it. I have to. But we’ll find out, won’t we?”
“You’re involved with her, aren’t you? It was only one bloody week you were with her. What is she, some sort of siren?”
“No, she’s a skinny little blonde who’s got more grit than you can begin to imagine.”

“I don’t believe this. No, shut up, Quinlan, I’ve got to think.” Dillon leaned forward and stared fixedly at the man’s photo on the computer screen. He said absently, “This creep is probably the one who’s killing the homeless people in Minneapolis.”
“Leave the creep for the moment. Think, brood, whatever. You’re going to try to figure all the odds. You’re going to weigh every possible outcome with that computer brain of yours. Have you developed a program for that yet?”
“Not yet, but I’m close. Come on, Quinlan, my brain is why you love me. I’ve saved your ass at least three times. You wouldn’t trade me for any other agent. Shut up. I’ve got to make an important decision here.”
“You’ve got ten minutes. Not a second more. I’ve got to get to her. God knows what they’re doing to her, what they’re giving her. Jesus, she could be dead. Or they could have already moved her. If the guy who hit me bothered to check my ID, then they know I’m FBI. We haven’t got much time even if they didn’t check. I know they’ll move her, it only makes sense.”
“Why are you so sure she’s at the sanitarium?”
“They wouldn’t take the chance of taking her anywhere else.”
“‘They’ who? No, you don’t know. Ten minutes, then. No, shut up, Quinlan.”
“Thank God, you’ve already been to the gym this morning or I’d have to wait for you to lift your bloody weights. I’m getting some coffee.”
Quinlan walked down to the small lounge at the end of the hall. It wasn’t that the fifth floor was ugly and inhospitable. It couldn’t be, since they let tourists get within a floor of them. It didn’t look all that institutional, just tired. The linoleum was still pale brown with years of grit walked deep into it.
He poured a cup of coffee, sniffed it first, then took a cautious sip. Yep, it still made his Adam’s apple shudder, but it kept the nerves finely tuned. Without it an agent would probably just fold up and die.
He needed Dillon. He knew that Dillon would set up an appropriate backup in case it turned out they couldn’t handle the job. He’d been tempted to go directly from Dulles to Maryland to that sanitarium, but he’d given the matter a good deal of thought. He was in this up to his neck, and he wanted to save Sally’s neck as well.
He had no idea about the security at Beadermeyer’s sanitarium, but Dillon would find out and then they’d get over there. He couldn’t take the chance of alerting his boss, Brammer. He couldn’t take the chance that Sally could be plowed under in this damned mess.
He drank more coffee, felt the caffeine jolt hit his brain and stomach at about the same time.
He wandered back into Dillon’s office. “It’s been ten minutes.”
“I’ve been waiting for you, Quinlan. Let’s go.”
“Just like that? No more arguments? No more telling me there’s a thirteen percent chance that one of us will end up in a ditch with a knife in his throat?”
“Nope,” Dill said cheerfully, pulled several sheets out of his printer, and rose.
“Here’s the layout for the sanitarium. I think I’ve found exactly where it’s safest for us to go in.”
“You made up your mind before you even kicked me out.”
“Sure. I wanted to get a look at the plans, didn’t really know if I could get my paws on them, but I did. Come here and let me show you the best way into this place. Tell me what you think.”
 
“Did you make her brush her teeth and wash her mouth out?”
“Yes, Doctor Beadermeyer. She spit the mouthwash on me, but she did get a bit of it in her mouth.”
“I hate the smell of vomit,” Beadermeyer said as he looked down at his shoes. He’d cleaned them as best he could. Just thinking about what she’d done made him want to hit her again, but it wouldn’t gain him any pleasure. She was unconscious.
“She’ll be out of it for a good four hours. Then I’ll lighten the dose to keep her pleasantly sedated.”
“I hope the dose isn’t too high.”
“Don’t be a fool. I have no intention of killing her, at least not yet. I just don’t know yet what will happen. I’m taking her out of here tomorrow morning.”
“Yes, before he comes to get her.”
“Why do you say that, Holland? How the hell do you know anything?”
“I was sitting beside her after you gave her the shot, and she was whispering that she knew he’d come here, she knew it.”
“She’s fucking crazy. You know that, Holland.”
“Yes, Doctor.”
Damnation. Quinlan could find out everything he wanted to know about the sanitarium within computer minutes. He felt the wet of his own sweat in his armpits. Damn, this shouldn’t have happened. He wondered if he should get her out of here tonight, right now.
They should have killed that damned agent while they’d had him, and because they’d been afraid to, now he would have to deal with it.
If he was smart, if he wanted to make sure he was safe, he’d get Sally out of here now.
Where to take her? Jesus, he was tired. He rubbed the back of his neck as he walked back to his office.
Mrs. Willard hadn’t left any coffee for him, damn her. He sat down behind the mahogany desk that kept patients a good three and a half feet from him and leaned back in his chair.
When would Quinlan and his FBI buddies show up? He would show up, Beadermeyer knew it. He’d followed her to The Cove. He would come here for sure. But how soon? How much time did he have? He picked up the telephone and dialed. They would have to make a decision now. There was no more time for playing games.
 
The night was black as pitch. He and Dillon left the Oldsmobile sedan about twenty yards down the road from the wide gates of the Beadermeyer sanitarium. The words were scrolled in fancy script letters on top of the black iron gates.
“Pretentious bastard.”
“Yeah,” Dillon said. “Let me think if there’s anything more to tell you about our doctor. First of all, I don’t think many people have this information.
“He’s brilliant and unscrupulous. Word has it that if you’re rich enough and discreet enough and you want someone under wraps badly enough, then Beadermeyer will take that person off your hands. It’s just rumors, of course, but who knows? Who did Sally piss off enough to get her sent here? Look, Quinlan, maybe she’s really sick.”
“She isn’t sick. Who sent her here? I don’t know. She never would tell me. She never even mentioned Beadermeyer by name. But it has to be him. Keep the flashlight down, Dillon. Yeah, better. Who knows what kind of security he has?”
“That I couldn’t find out, but hey, the fence isn’t electrified.”
They were both wearing black, including heavily lined black gloves. The twelve-foot-high fence was no problem. They dropped lightly to the spongy grass on the other side.
“So far, so good,” Quinlan said, keeping the flashlight low and moving it in a wide arc.
“Let’s stay close to the tree line.”
The two men moved quickly, hunkered down, the flashlight sending out a low beam just in front of them.
“Oh, shit,” Dillon said.

“What? Oh, yeah.” Two German shepherds came galloping toward them.
“Damn, I don’t want to kill them.”
“You won’t have to. Just stand still, Dillon.”
“What are you going—”
Dillon watched Quinlan pull a plastic-wrapped package from inside his black jacket. He peeled it open to show three huge pieces of raw steak.
The dogs were within twelve feet of them. Still Quinlan held perfectly still, waiting, waiting.
“Just another second,” he said, then threw one piece of raw steak in one direction and a second piece in the other direction. The dogs were on the meat in an instant.
“Let’s get moving. I’m going to save this last piece as getaway meat.”
“Not a bad security system,” Dillon said.
They were running now, keeping low, the flashlight off because there were a few lights on in the long, sprawling building in front of them, enough to light their way.
“You said the patient rooms are all in the left wing.”
“Right. Beadermeyer’s office is in the far end of the right wing. If the bastard’s still here, he’s a good distance away.”
“There should just be a small night shift complement.”
“I hope. I didn’t take the time to access their personnel and administration files. I don’t know how many employees work the night shift.”
“Damned useless machine.”
Dillon laughed. “Don’t accuse me of being married to my computer when you’re at your damned club most weekends wailing away on your sax. Whoa, Quinlan, stop.”
They froze in an instant, pressed against the brick building, just behind two tall bushes. Someone was coming, walking briskly, a flashlight in his hand.
He was whistling the theme from Gone with the Wind.
“A romantic security guard,” Quinlan whispered.

The man waved the flashlight to both sides and back again to the front. He never stopped whistling. The light flowed right over their bent heads, showing the guard only black shadows.
“I just hope she’s here,” Quinlan said. “Beadermeyer has to know I’ll come here. If he’s the one who hit me, then he would have checked my ID. What if they’ve already taken her away?”
“She’s here. Stop worrying. If she isn’t, well, then, we’ll find her soon enough. Did I tell you I had a date tonight? I had a damned date and look what I’m doing. Playing Rescue Squad with you. Stop worrying. You’re smarter than Beadermeyer. She’s still here, I’ll bet you on it. I get the feeling there’s more arrogance in this Beadermeyer than in most folk. I think the bastard believes he’s invincible.”
They were moving again, bent nearly double, no flashlights, just two black shadows skimming over the well-manicured lawn.
“We’ve got to get inside.”
“Soon,” Dillon said. “Just ahead. Then it’s going to be tricky. Imagine seeing the two of us dressed like cat burglars roaming down the halls.”
“We’ll find a nurse soon enough. She’ll tell us.”
“We’re nearly to the back emergency entrance. Yeah, here we are. Help me pull up the doors, Quinlan.”
Well oiled, thank God, Quinlan thought when they gently eased the doors back down. He turned up the flashlight. They were in an enclosed space that could hold at least six cars. There were four cars there. They made their way around them, then Quinlan turned and trained his flashlight on the license plates.
“Look, Dillon. Good guess, huh? The bastard would have a luxury plate—BEADRMYR. So he’s still here. I wouldn’t mind running into him.”
“Marvin would have our balls.”
Quinlan laughed.

Dillon used one of his lock picks to get into the door. It only took a moment.
“You’re getting good at this.”
“I practiced for at least six hours at Quantico. They have about three dozen kinds of locks. They use a stopwatch on you. I came in sixth.”
“How many agents were entered?”
“Seven. Me and six women.”
“I want to hear more about this later.”
They were in a long hallway, low lights giving off a dim, mellow glow. There were no names on the doors, just numbers.
“We’ve got to get us a nurse,” Dillon said.
They turned a corner to see a nurses’ station just ahead. There was only one woman there, reading a novel. She looked up every once in a while at the TV screen in front of her. They were nearly upon her when she saw them. She gasped, her novel dropping to the linoleum floor as she tried to scoot off her chair and run.
Quinlan grabbed her arm and gently pressed his hand over her mouth. “We won’t hurt you. Just hold still. You got her chart, Dillon?”
“Yep, here it is. Room 222.”
“Sorry,” Quinlan said quietly as he struck her in the jaw. She collapsed against him and he lowered her to the floor, pushing her under the desk.
“We passed 222. Quick, Dillon, I’ve got a feeling that our charmed existence is about to be shot down in flames.”
They ran swiftly down the hallway, back the way they had come. “Here it is. No light. Good.”
Quinlan slowly pushed at the door. The damned thing was locked, just as he’d known it would be. He motioned Dillon forward. Dillon examined the lock, then pulled out a pick. He didn’t say a word, just changed to another pick. After a good three minutes, the lock slid open.
Quinlan pushed the door open. The soft light from the hallway beamed into the room, right on the face of a man who was seated on a narrow bed, leaning over a woman.
He whipped around on the bed, half rising, his mouth open to yell.
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“I DIDN’T KNOW you could move that fast,” Dillon said in admiration after Quinlan had leaped across to the bed and slammed his fist into the man’s mouth before he could let out a single sound. He dumped him off the bed to the floor.
“Is this Sally Brainerd?”
Quinlan looked briefly at the small man whose nose was flooding blood, then up at the woman on the bed. “It’s Sally,” he said, such rage in his voice that Dillon stared at him for a moment. “Let me get that door closed and then we’ll use our flashlights. Take the little guy and tie him up with something.”
Quinlan shone the flashlight in her face. He was shocked at her pallor and the slackness of her flesh. “Sally,” he said, gently slapping her face.
She didn’t respond.
“Sally,” he said, shaking her this time. The covers slid down and he saw that she was naked. He looked over at the slight man who was now tied up as well as unconscious. Had he been planning to rape her?
She was deeply unconscious. He shone the light on her bare arms. There were six needle marks.
The damned bastards. “Look, Dillon. Just look what they’ve done to her.”
Dillon ran his fingers lightly over the needle marks. “It looks like they gave her a real heavy dose this time,” he said as he leaned down and pulled up her eyelids. “Real heavy dose,” he said again. “Bloody bastards.”
“They’ll pay. See what kind of clothes are in the closet.”
Quinlan noticed that her hair was neatly brushed and smoothed back from her forehead. That little man who’d been leaning over her, he’d done that. Quinlan knew it. He felt himself shiver. Jesus, what went on in this place?
“Here’s a nightgown and a robe and a pair of slippers. Nothing more.”
Quinlan got her into the gown and robe within minutes. It was difficult dressing an unconscious person, even a small one. Finally, he lifted her over his shoulder. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
They were through the back emergency door and nearly out the garage when the sirens went off.
“The nurse,” Quinlan said. “We should have tied her up, dammit.”
“We’ve got time. We’ll make it.”
When Quinlan tired, Dillon took Sally. They were almost to the fence when the German shepherds, barking louder than the hounds of Baskerville, came racing smoothly toward them.
Quinlan tossed out the other piece of meat. They didn’t stop to see what the dogs did with it.
When they got to the fence, Quinlan climbed it faster than he’d ever climbed anything in his life. At the top, he straddled the fence on his belly and leaned back toward Dillon as far as he could. “Hand her up to me.”
“She’s like a boneless Foster Farms chicken,” Dillon said, trying to get a firm grip on her. On the third try, Quinlan got hold of her wrists. He slowly pulled her up. He held her around the waist until Dillon was on top of the fence beside him. His arms were cramping by the time Dillon swiveled around and leaped to the ground. He brought her around and began to lower her. “Hurry, Quinlan, hurry. Okay, just another couple of inches. There, I’ve got her. Get down here!”
The dogs were barking louder. The meat had stopped them for all of forty-five seconds.
They heard several men yelling.
Guns fired, one bullet sparked off the iron fence, so close to Quinlan’s head that he felt the searing heat from it.
A woman’s sharp yell sounded behind the men.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Quinlan said as he hefted Sally over his shoulder and ran as fast as he could toward the Oldsmobile.
The guns didn’t stop until they’d raced around the bend and were out of sight.
“If they let the dogs out on us, we’re in deep shit,” Dillon said.
Quinlan hoped they didn’t. He didn’t want to shoot those beautiful dogs.
He was relieved when they slammed the car doors some four minutes later. “Thank God for good-sized favors.”
“You got that right. Hey, that was fun. Now, your apartment, Quinlan?”
“Oh, no, we’re going to Delaware, just another hour up the road, Dillon. I’ll give you directions. What surprises me is that they took her back to this place at all. They must have figured I’d come here first thing. I’ll just bet you she would have been gone tomorrow morning. So, I’m not going to be as stupid. No way we’re going back to my place.”
“You’re right. When someone hit you over the head in The Cove, he would have searched your pockets. They know you’re FBI. That’s why they didn’t kill you, I’d bet my Stairmaster on it. It would have been too big a risk for them.”
“Yeah. We’re going to my parents’ lake cottage. It’s safe. No one knows about it except you. You haven’t told anyone, have you, Dillon?”
Dillon shook his head. “What are you going to do with her, Quinlan? This is highly irregular.”
Quinlan was holding her in his lap, her head cradled on his arm. He’d covered her with his black jacket. It was warm in the car. “We’re going to wait until she comes out from under this drug, then see what she knows. Then we’re going to clean everything up. How’s that sound to you?”
“Like we’ll be a couple of damned heroes.” Dillon sighed. “Brammer won’t like it. He’ll probably try to transfer us to Alaska for not being team players. But, hey, don’t sell a hero short.”
 
She woke up to see a strange man looking down at her, his nose not more than six inches from hers. It took her a moment to realize that he was indeed flesh and blood and not some specter dredged up from a drugged vision. Her lips felt cracked. It was hard to make herself talk, but she did.
“If Doctor Beadermeyer sent you, it won’t matter.” She spit on him.
Dillon jerked back, wiped the back of his hand across his nose and cheek. “I’m a hero, not a bad guy. Beadermeyer didn’t send me.”
Sally tried to sift through his words, make some sense of them. Her brain still felt like it wanted to sleep, like parts of it were numb, like an arm or leg that had been in a single position for too long. “You’re a hero?”
“Yeah, a real live hero.”
“Then James must be here.”
“You mean Quinlan?”
“Yes. He’s a hero too. He was the first hero I ever met. I’m sorry I spit on you, but I thought you were another one of those horrible men.”

“It’s okay. You just lie still and I’ll get Quinlan.”
What did he think she would do? Jump up and race out of here, wherever here was?
“Good morning, Sally. Don’t spit on me, okay?”
She stared up at him, so thirsty she could barely squeak out another word. Her brain was at last knitting itself back together, and all she could do was throw up her arms and pull him down to her. She said against his throat, “I knew you’d come, I just knew it. I’m so thirsty, James. Can I have some water?”
“You all right? Really? Let me up just a little, okay?”
“Yes. I’m so glad you’re not dead. Someone hit you and I was bending over you.” She pulled back from him, her fingers lightly tracing over the stitched wound over his left ear.
“I’m okay—don’t worry about it.”
“I didn’t know who’d done it to you. Then someone hit me over the head. I woke up with Beadermeyer leaning over me. I was back in that place.”
“I know, but you’re with me now and no one can possibly find you.” He said over his shoulder, “Dillon, how about some water for the lady?”
“It’s the drugs he gives me. They make my throat feel like a desert.”
She felt the tightening in him at her words.
“Here, I’ll hold the glass for you.”
She drank her fill, then lay back and sighed. “I’ll be back to normal in about ten more minutes—at least that’s my best guess. James, who is that man I spit on?”
“He’s a good friend of mine, name of Dillon Savich. He and I got you out of the sanitarium last night. Dillon, come and say hello to Sally.”
“Ma’am.”
“He said he was a hero, just like you, James.”
“It’s possible. You can trust him, Sally.”
She nodded, such a slight movement really, and he watched her eyes close again. “You’re not ready to eat something?”
“No, not yet. You won’t leave, will you?”
“Not ever.”
He would have sworn that the corners of her mouth turned up just a bit into a very slight smile. Without thinking, he leaned down and kissed her closed mouth. “I’m glad I’ve got you again. When I woke up in David Mountebank’s house, my head pounding like a watermelon with a stake in it, he told me you were gone. I’ve never been so scared in my life. You’re not going to be out of my sight again, Sally.”
“That sounds good to me,” she said. In the next moment, she was asleep. Not unconscious but asleep, real sleep.
Quinlan rose and looked down at her. He straightened the light blanket over her chest. He smoothed her hair back on the pillow. He thought of that little man they’d found in her room and knew that if he ever saw him again, he’d kill him.
And Beadermeyer. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on Dr. Beadermeyer.
“How does it feel to be the most important person in the whole universe, Quinlan?”
Quinlan kept smoothing down the blanket, his movements slow and calm. Finally he said, “It scares the shit out of me. You want to know something else? It doesn’t feel bad at all. How much credit am I going to have to give you?”
 
That evening, the three of them were sitting on the front veranda of Quinlan’s cottage, looking out over Louise Lynn Lake. For an evening in March, it was balmy. The cottage faced west. The sun was low on the horizon, making the water ripple with golds and startling pinks.
Quinlan said to Sally, “It’s narrow, not all that much fun for boaters unless you’re a teenager and like to play chicken. And you can see at least four different curves from here. Well, the sucker has so many curves that—”
“So many curves that what?” Dillon asked, looking up from the smooth block of maple he was carving.
“We are not a comedy routine,” Quinlan said, grinning to Sally. “Come on now, the lake has so many curves that it very nearly winds back onto itself.”
Dillon said, as he watched a curling sliver of maple drift to the wooden floor, “You sometimes don’t know if you’re coming or going.”
“You’re very good friends,” Sally said. “You know each other quite well, don’t you?”
“Yeah, but we’re not going to get married. Quinlan snores like a pig.”
She smiled. It was a good smile, Dillon thought, not a forced smile. Now, that showed she knew she was safe here.
“You want some more iced tea, Sally?”
“No, I like sucking on the ice. There’s plenty.”
Quinlan lifted his legs and put his feet on the wooden railing that circled the front veranda. He was wearing short, scuffed black boots, old faded blue jeans that looked quite lovely on him—it was surely a shock that she could even think of something like that—and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows.
He was also wearing a shoulder holster, and there was a gun in it. She hadn’t realized that all private investigators wore guns all the time. He was comfortable with it, like it was just another item of clothing. It looked part of him. He was long and solid and looked hard as nails. She remembered how she’d hauled his face down to hers when she’d come out of the drugged sleep. How he’d let her. How he’d kissed her when he thought she was asleep again. She’d never met a man like him before in her life—a man to trust, a man to believe, a man who cared what happened to her.
“Has your head cleared?” Dillon asked. She turned to see him gently rubbing his thumbs over the maple, over and over and over.
“Why are you doing that?”
“What? Oh, it warms the wood and it makes it shine.”
“What are you carving?”
“You, if you don’t mind.”
She blinked at him, swallowed a piece of ice she was sucking, and promptly fell to coughing. James leaned over and lightly slapped her between her shoulder blades.
When she got her breath, she said, “Why ever would you want to immortalize me in any way? I’m nothing at all, nothing—”
“Dammit, shut up, Sally.”
“Why, James? Someone wants me out of the way, but that doesn’t make me important. It just makes what I appear to know of interest to someone.”
“I guess maybe it’s time we got to that,” Dillon said. He set down the piece of maple and turned to face Sally.
“If we’re to help you, you must tell us everything.”
She looked from Dillon to James. She frowned down at her hands. She carefully set the glass down on the rattan table beside her.
She looked at James again, nodding at his shoulder holster. “I was just thinking that I never realized that private investigators wore guns all the time. But you do, don’t you? Another thing—it looks natural on you, like you were born wearing it. You’re not a private investigator, are you, James?”
“No.”
“Who are you?”
He was very still, then he looked at her straight in the face and said, “My name is James Quinlan, just as I told you. What I didn’t tell you was that I’m Special Agent James Quinlan, FBI. Dillon and I have worked together for five years. We’re not really partners, since the FBI doesn’t operate that way, but we’re on a lot of cases together.

“I came to The Cove to find you.”
“You’re with the FBI?” Just saying the words made gooseflesh ripple over her arms, made her feel numb and cold.
“Yes. I didn’t tell you immediately because I knew it would spook you. I wanted to get your confidence and then bring you back to Washington and clear up all the mess.”
“You certainly succeeded in gaining my confidence, Mr. Quinlan.”
He winced at her use of his surname. He saw that Dillon would say something, and held up his hand. “No, let me finish it. Look, Sally, I was doing my job. Things got complicated when I got to know you. And then there were the two murders in The Cove, your dear father calling you on the phone and then appearing at your bedroom window.
“I decided not to tell you because I didn’t know what you’d do. I knew you were in possible danger and I didn’t want you running away. I knew I could protect you—”
“You failed at that, didn’t you?”
“Yes.” Damn, but she was angry, it was sharp and clear in her voice. He wished he could change things, but he couldn’t. He just had to try to make her understand. If he didn’t get her to come around, then what would happen?
She rose slowly to her feet. She was wearing blue jeans that looked like a second skin. Dillon had misjudged and bought her a pair of girl’s jeans at the Kmart in the closest town, Glenberg. Even the blouse was tight, the buttons pulling apart.
The look on her face was remote, distant, as if she really weren’t standing on the old veranda any longer, between the two of them. She said nothing for a very long time, just stared at the lake. Finally she said, “Thank you for getting me out of that place last night. He wouldn’t leave my head clear enough so I could figure out how to escape again. I don’t think I would ever have gotten free. I owe you both a lot for that. But now I’m leaving. I have a good number of things to resolve. Good-bye, James.”
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“YOU’RE NOT LEAVING, Sally. I can’t let you leave.”
She gave him a look that was so immensely damning of what he was and what he’d done, he couldn’t stand it.
“Listen, Sally, please. I’m sorry. I did what I believed was right. I couldn’t tell you, please understand that. You were coming to trust me. I couldn’t take a chance that you’d react the way you’re reacting now.”
She laughed. Just laughed. She said nothing at all.
Dillon rose, saying, “I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back to make dinner in an hour.”
Sally watched him stride down the narrow trail toward the water. She supposed he was a fine-looking man, not as fine-looking as James, of course. She didn’t like all his bulging muscles, but she supposed some people did.
“Sally.”
She didn’t want to turn back to him. She didn’t want to speak to him anymore, give him any of her attention, listen to his damning words that made so much sense to him and had utterly destroyed her.
No, she’d rather watch Dillon, or the two boats that were rocking lazily in the smooth evening waters. It would be sunset soon. The water was beginning to be the color of cherries.
“Sally, I can’t let you leave. Besides, where would you go? I don’t know where you’d be safe. You thought you’d have a refuge in The Cove. You didn’t. Your dear auntie Amabel was in on it.”
“No, that’s impossible.”
“Believe it. I have no reason to lie to you. David and I both visited her after I got on my feet again. She claimed you’d seen me unconscious and decided to run away. She said that you had probably run to Alaska, that you couldn’t go to Mexico because you didn’t have a passport. She said that you’d been ill—in an institution—as a matter of fact and that you were still unstable, still very weak in the head. My gut tells me that your auntie is in this mess up to her eyeballs.”
“She welcomed me. She was sincere. You’re wrong, James, or you’re just plain lying.”
“Maybe she was sincere at first. But then someone got to her. What about the two murders in The Cove, Sally? The woman’s screams you heard that Amabel claimed were a result of the wind, that or the result of you being so bloody nuts.”
“So you used those old people—Marge and Harve, who drove to The Cove in their Winnebago and then disappeared—as your, what do you call it? Oh, yes, your cover. The sheriff believed you completely, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he did. And what’s more, the investigation will open again, since a whole bunch of other folk have disappeared in that area as well. Being a PI hired by their son from L.A. was my cover. It worked. After the murders happened, I didn’t know what to think. I knew it couldn’t have anything to do with you directly.”
He stopped, plowing his fingers through his hair. “Damn, we’re getting off the subject, Sally. Forget about The Cove. Just forget Amabel. She and her town are three thousand miles away. I want you to try to understand why I did what I did. I want you to understand why I had to keep silent about who I really am and why I was at The Cove.”

“You want me to agree that it was fine for you to lie to me, to manipulate me?”
“Yes. You lied to me as well, if you’ll recall. All you had to do was scream your head off when your so-called father called you, and I was manipulated up to my ears. A beautiful woman appealing to my macho side. Yeah, I was hooked from that moment.”
She was staring at him as if he’d lost his mind.
“Jesus, Sally, I came flying into the room like a madman to see you on the floor, staring at that damned phone like it was a snake ready to bite you, and I was a goner.”
She waved away his words. “Someone was after me, James. Nobody was after you.”
“It didn’t matter.”
She began to laugh. “Actually there were two someones after me, and you were the second, only I was too stupid, too pathetically grateful to you, to realize it. I’m leaving, James. I don’t want to see you again. I can’t believe I thought you were a hero. God, when will I stop being such a credulous fool?”
“Where will you go?”
“That’s none of your business, Mr. Quinlan. None of what I do is any of your business anymore.”
“The hell it isn’t. Listen, Sally. Tell me the truth about something. When Dillon and I got into your room at the sanitarium, there was this pathetic little guy who looked crazy as a loon sitting on the bed beside you, looking down at you. Did he ever hurt you? Beat you? Rape you?”
“Holland was there in my room?”
“Yeah, you were naked and he was leaning down over you. I think he’d combed and straightened your hair. Did he rape you?”
“No,” she said in a remote voice. “No one raped me. As for Holland, he did other things, that Beadermeyer told him to do. He never hurt me, just—well, that’s not important.”

“Then who the hell did hurt you? That bloody Beadermeyer? Your husband? Who was that man you told me about in your nightmare?”
She gave him a long look, and again that look was filled with quiet rage. “You are nothing more to me. None of this is any of your business. Go to hell, James.”
She turned away from him and walked down the wooden steps. It was chilly now. She wasn’t wearing anything but that too-small shirt and jeans.
“Come back, Sally. I can’t let you go. I won’t let you go. I won’t see you hurt again.”
She didn’t even slow down, just kept walking, in sneakers that were probably too small for her as well. He didn’t want her to get blisters. He’d planned to go shopping for her tomorrow, to buy her some clothes that fit her, to—damn, he was losing it.
He saw Dillon standing near the water line, unaware that she was walking away.
“Sally, you don’t know where you are. You don’t have any money.”
Then she did stop. She was smiling as she turned to face him. “You’re right, but it shouldn’t be a problem for long. I really don’t think that I’m afraid of any man anymore. Don’t worry. I’ll get enough money to get back to Washington.”
It sent him right over the edge. He slammed his hand down on the railing and vaulted over it to land lightly only three feet away from her. “No one will ever hurt you again. You will not take the chance of some asshole raping you. You will stay with me until this is over. Then I’ll let you go if you don’t want to stay.”
She began to laugh. Her body shook with her laughter. She sank slowly to her knees, hugging herself, laughing and laughing.
“Sally!”
She stared up at him, her palms on her thighs. She laughed, then said, “Let me go? You’d keep me if I didn’t want to leave? Like some sort of pathetic stray? That’s good, James. I haven’t known a single person for a very long time who cared one whit about anyone, including me, not that it mattered. Please, no more lies.
“I’m a case for you, nothing more. If you solve it, just think of your reputation. The FBI will probably make you director. They’ll kiss your feet. The president will give you a medal.”
She gasped, out of breath now, hiccupping through the laughter that welled up from her throat. “You should have believed my file, James. Yes, I’m sure the FBI had a very thick file on me, particularly my stint in the loony bin. I’m crazy, James. No one should believe I’m a credible witness, despite the fact that you want very badly to have someone to lock up, anyone.
“I won’t tell you anything. I don’t trust you, but I do owe you for rescuing me from that place. Now let me go before something horrible happens.”
He came down on his knees in front of her. Very slowly, he pulled her arms to her sides. He brought her forward until her face was resting against his shoulder. He rubbed his hands up and down her back. “It’s going to be all right, I swear it to you. I swear I won’t fuck up again.”
She didn’t move, didn’t settle against him, didn’t release the terrible rage that had been deep inside her for so long she didn’t know if she could ever confront it, or speak about it, because it could very well destroy her, and the sheer magnitude of it would destroy others as well.
It bubbled deep, that rage, and now with it was a shattering sense of betrayal. She’d trusted him and he’d betrayed her. She felt stupid for having believed him so quickly, so completely.
Sally marveled that she felt such passion, such a hideous need to hurt as she’d been hurt. She’d thought he’d drained such savage feelings out of her long ago. It felt incredible to feel rage again, to feel sweat rise on her flesh, to want to do something, to want vengeance. Yes, she wanted vengeance.
She just lay against him, thinking, wondering, calming herself, and in the end of it all, she still didn’t know what to do.
“You’ve got to help me now, Sally.”
“If I don’t, then you’ll take me to the FBI dungeon and they’ll give me more drugs to make me tell the truth?”
“No, but the FBI will get all the truth sooner or later. We usually do. Your father’s murder is a very big deal, not just his murder but lots of other things that are connected to it. Lots of folk want to be in on catching his murderer. It’s important for a lot of reasons. No more crap about you not being credible. If you’ll just help me now, you’ll be free of all this evil.”
“Funny that you call it evil.”
“I don’t know why I did. That sounds a bit melodramatic, but somehow it just came out. Is it evil, Sally?”
She said nothing, just stared ahead, her thoughts far away from him, and he hated it. He wanted to know what was going through her mind. He imagined it wasn’t pleasant.
“If you help me, I’ll get your passport and take you to Mexico.”
That brought her back for a moment. She said with a quirky smile that she probably hadn’t worn on her face in a very long time, “I don’t want to go to Mexico. I’ve been there three times and got vilely sick all three times.”
“There’s this drug you can take before going. It’s supposed to keep your innards safe from the foreign bugs. I used it once when I went down to La Paz on a fishing trip with my buddies and I never got sick and we were on the water most of the time.”
“I can’t imagine you ever getting sick from anything. No bug would want to take up residence inside you. Too little to show for it.”

“You’re talking to me.”
“Oh, yes. Talking calms me. It makes all that bile settle down a bit. And just listen to you, talking to the little victim, trying to soothe and calm her, gain her trust. You’re really very good, the way you use your voice, your tone, your choice of words.
“Forget it, James. I’ve got even more to say. In fact, I think I’ve got it all together now.
“If you’ll notice, Mr. Quinlan, I’ve got your gun pointed at your belly. Try to squeeze me or hurt me or jerk it away from me with one of your fancy moves, and I’ll pull the trigger.”
He felt then the nose of his SIG-sauer pressing against his gut. He hadn’t felt it even a second before. How the hell had she gotten it out of his shoulder holster? The fact that she’d gotten it without his realizing it scared him more than knowing the pistol had a hair trigger and her finger was on it.
He said against her hair, “I guess this means you’re still pissed at me, huh?”
“Yes.”
“I guess this means you don’t want to talk about Mexico anymore? You don’t like deep-sea fishing?”
“I’ve never done it. But no, the time for talking is over.”
He said very quietly and slowly, “That gun is perfectly balanced and will respond practically to your thoughts. Please be careful, Sally, don’t think any violent thoughts, okay?”
“I’ll try not to, but don’t push me. Now, James, just fall over onto your back and don’t even think about kicking out with your feet. No, don’t stiffen up like that or I’ll shoot you. I’ve got nothing to lose, don’t ever forget that.”
“It’s not a good idea, Sally. Let’s talk some more.”
“FALL ON YOUR BACK!”
“Well, hell.” He dropped his arms to his sides as he keeled over backward. He could have tried kicking up, but he couldn’t be sure that he wouldn’t hurt her badly. He lay on his back watching her rise to stand over him, the pistol in her hand. She looked very proficient with that damned gun. She never looked away from him, not even for an instant.
“Have you ever fired a gun before?”
“Oh, yes. You needn’t worry that I’ll shoot myself in the foot. Now, James, don’t even twitch.” She backed away from him, up the steps to the veranda. She got his jacket, felt inside the breast pocket and found his wallet. “I hope you’ve got enough money,” she said.
“I went to the cash machine just before coming to rescue you, dammit.”
“That was nice of you. Don’t worry, James.” She gave him a small salute with his gun, then threw his jacket over her arm. “Dillon will be back soon to make your dinner. I think I heard him talking about some halibut. The lake doesn’t look polluted, so maybe it won’t poison you. Did I ever tell you that my father headed up this citizens’ committee that was always haranguing against pollution?
“I even wrote a paper about it, and President Reagan even told me how excellent it was. But who cares, when it comes right down to it? No, don’t say it. I’m talking. It feels rather good actually. So you see, no matter what else the bastard did, he did accomplish some good.
“Oh, yeah, Mr. Quinlan, you wanted to know all the juicy details about who did what to me in the sanitarium. You’re dying to know who did it, who put me there. Well, it wasn’t Dr. Beadermeyer or my husband. It was my father.”
And how, she wondered, could she ever get vengeance on a dead man? She was off in a flash, running faster than he’d thought she could, dust kicking up behind her sneakers.
She was at the car when he jumped to his feet. He didn’t think, just sprinted as fast as he could toward the Oldsmobile. He saw her stop by the driver’s door and aim quickly, then he felt the dirt spray his jeans leg as a bullet kicked up not a foot from his right boot. Then she was inside. The car engine revved. God, she was fast.
He watched her throw the car in reverse, watched her back it out of the narrow driveway onto the small country road. She did it well, coming close to that elm tree but not touching the paint job on the car, which was nice of her because the government was never pleased when it had to repaint bureau cars.
He was running after her again, knowing he had to do something, but not knowing what, just accepting that he was a fool and an incompetent ass and running, running.
Her father had beat her and fondled her and humiliated her in the sanitarium? He’d been the one to put her there in the first place?
Why?
It was nuts, the whole thing. And that’s why she hadn’t told him. Her father was dead, couldn’t be grilled, and the whole thing did sound crazy.
“Rein in, Quinlan,” Dillon shouted from behind him. “Come on back. She’s well and truly gone.”
He turned to see Dillon run up behind him. “Last time I checked your speed on the track you couldn’t beat an accelerating Olds.”
“Yeah, yeah. Damn, it’s all my fault. You don’t have to say it.”
“There’s hardly any need to say it. How did she get your gun?”
Quinlan turned to his longtime friend, shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans, and said in the most bewildered voice Dillon had ever heard from him, “I was holding her against me, trying to make her understand that I’d done what I had to do and I wasn’t betraying her, really I wasn’t, and I thought perhaps she was coming around.
“Looks like I really screwed up on this one. I never felt a thing. Nothing. Then she told me she was pointing the gun in my gut. She was.”
“I don’t think I like having a partner who’s so besotted that he can’t even keep his own gun in his holster.”
“Is that some sort of weird sexual innuendo?”
“Not at all. Let’s get to the phone. I sure hope she didn’t think to cut the wire.”
“She never went inside the cottage.”
“Thank God for small favors. It’s about time we got one.”
Quinlan said, “Are your connections good enough to get us another one?”
“If not, I’ll call my aunt Paulie. Between her and Uncle Abe, they’ve got more connections than the pope.”
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SHE KNEW JAMES would come here, maybe not immediately, but soon enough. She also knew she had time. Too bad she hadn’t thought to pull the telephone cord out of the wall. That would have really slowed him up. But she had enough of a head start.
She pulled the Oldsmobile into an empty parking spot just off Cooperton Street. She locked the door and walked slowly, wearing James’s jacket, which should make her look very hip, toward number 337, the gracious Georgian red-brick home on Lark Street. Lights were on downstairs. She prayed Noelle was there and not the police or the FBI.
She huddled low and ran along the tap line of shrubbery toward the downstairs library. Her father’s office. The room where she’d first seen her father strike her mother. That had been ten years ago. Ten years. What had happened to those years? College, with nightly phone calls and more visits than she cared to make, even unexpected visits during the week to make sure her father wasn’t beating her mother.
She’d sensed the festering anger in her father at her interference, but his position, more highly visible by the year, his absolute horror of anyone finding out that he was a wife beater, kept him in line, at least most of the time. As it turned out, she found out that if he was pissed off, he would beat her mother as soon as Sally left to go back to college. Not that her mother would ever have told her.
On one visit she’d forgotten a sweater and had gone quickly back home to get it. She’d opened the front door with her key and walked into the library, in on a screaming match with her mother cowering on the floor and her father kicking her.
“I’m calling the police,” she said calmly from the doorway. “I don’t care what happens. This will stop and it will stop now.”
Her father had frozen, his leg in mid-kick, and stared at her in the doorway. “You damned little bitch. What the hell are you doing here?”
“I’m calling the police now. It’s over.” She’d walked back into the foyer to the phone that sat on the small Louis XVI table, beneath a beautiful gilt mirror.
She had dialed 9-1- when her hand was grabbed. It was her mother. It was Noelle, and she was crying, begging her not to call the police, begging, on her knees, begging and begging, tears streaming down her face.
Sally had stared down at the woman who was clutching at her knees, tears of pain grooving down her cheeks. Then she’d looked at her father, who was standing in the doorway to the library, his arms crossed over his chest, his ankles crossed, tall and slender, beautifully dressed in cashmere and wool, his hair thick and dark, with brilliant gray threading through it, looking like a romantic lead in the movies. He was watching her.
“Go ahead, do it,” he’d said. “Do it and just see what your mother will do when the cops get here. She’ll say you’re a liar, Sally, that you’re a jealous little bitch, that you don’t want her to have my affection, that you’ve always resented her, resented your own mother.
“Isn’t that why you’re coming home all the time from college? Go ahead, Sally. Do it. You’ll see.” He never moved, just spoke in that intoxicating, mesmerizing voice of his, one that had swayed his colleagues and clients for the past thirty years. He’d kept a hint of a Southern drawl, knowing it added just the right touch when he deftly slurred the word he wanted to emphasize.
“Please, Sally, don’t. Don’t. I’m begging you. You can’t. It would ruin everything. I can’t allow you to. It’s dangerous. It’s all right, Sally. Just don’t call, please, dear God, don’t call.”
She’d given her mother and her father one last look and left. She had not returned until after her graduation seven months later.
Maybe her father was beating her mother less simply because Sally wasn’t coming home anymore.
Funny that she hadn’t been able to remember that episode until now. Not until . . . not until she’d gone to The Cove and met James and her life had begun to seem like a life again, despite the murders, despite her father’s phone calls, despite everything.
She must really be nuts. The damned man had betrayed her. There was no way around that. He’d saved her too, but that didn’t count, it was just more of the job. She still marveled at her own simplicity. He was FBI. He’d tracked her down and lied to her.
She huddled down even more as she neared the library windows. She looked inside. Her mother was reading a book. She was sitting in her husband’s favorite wing chair, reading a book. She looked exquisite. Well, she should. The bastard had been dead for a good three weeks. No more bruises. No more chance of bruises.
Still, Sally waited. No one else was in the house.
 
“You’re sure she’s going home, Quinlan?”
“Not home. She’s going to her mother’s house. Not her husband’s house. You know my intuition, my gut. But to be honest about it, I know her. She feels something for her mother. That’s the first place she’ll go. I’ll bet you both her father and her husband put her in that sanitarium in the first place. Why? I haven’t the foggiest idea. I do know, though, that her father was a very evil man.”
“I assume you’ll tell me what you mean by that later?”
“Drive faster, Dillon. The house is number 337 on Lark. Yeah, I’ll tell you, but not now. Let’s get going.”
 
“Hello, Noelle.”
Noelle St. John slowly lowered her novel to her lap. Just as slowly, she looked up at the doorway to see her daughter standing there, wearing a man’s jacket that came nearly to her knees.
Her mother didn’t move, just stared at her. When she was younger, her mother was always holding her, hugging her, kissing her. She wasn’t moving now. Well, if she believed Sally was crazy, then it made sense. Did Noelle think her daughter was here to shoot her? She said in a soft, frightened voice, “Is it really you, Sally?”
“Yes. I got away from the sanitarium again. I got away from Doctor Beadermeyer.”
“But why, darling? He takes such good care of you. Doesn’t he? Why are you looking at me like that, Sally? What’s wrong?”
Then nothing mattered, because her mother was smiling at her. Her mother jumped to her feet and ran to her, enfolding her in her arms. Years were instantly stripped away. She was small again. She was safe. Her mother was holding her. Sally felt immense gratitude. Her mother was here for her, as she’d prayed she would be.
“Mama, you’ve got to help me. Everyone is after me.”
Noelle stood back, smoothing Sally’s hair, running her hands over her pale face. She hugged her again, whispering against her cheek, “It’s all right, sweetheart. I’ll take care of everything. It’s all right.” Noelle was shorter than her daughter, but she was the mother and Sally was the child, and to Sally she felt like a goddess.
She let herself be held, breathed in her mother’s fragrance, a scent she’d worn from Sally’s earliest memories. “I’m sorry, Noelle. Are you all right?”

Her mother released her, stepping back. “It’s been difficult, what with the police and not knowing where you were and worrying incessantly. You should have called me, Sally. I worried so much about you.”
“I couldn’t. I imagined that the police had your phone bugged. They could have traced me.”
“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the phones. Surely they wouldn’t dare plant devices like that in your father’s home?”
“He’s dead, Noelle. They’d do anything. Now, listen. I need you to tell me the truth. I do know that I was here the night that he was murdered. But I don’t remember anything about it. Just violent images, but no faces. Just loud voices, but no person to go with the voices.”
“It’s all right, love. I didn’t murder your father. I know that’s why you ran away. You ran away to protect me, just as you tried to protect me for all those years.
“Do you believe me? Why would you think I’d know anything about it? I wasn’t here myself. I was with Scott, your husband. He’s so worried about you. All he can talk about is you and how he prays you’ll come home. Please tell me you believe me. I wouldn’t kill your father.”
“Yes, Noelle, I believe you—although if you had shot him I would have applauded you. But no, I never really believed that you did. But I can’t remember, I just can’t remember, and the police and the FBI, they all believe I know everything that happened that night. Won’t you tell me what happened, Noelle?”
“Are you well again, Sally?’
She stared at her mother. She sounded vaguely frightened. Of her? Of her own daughter? Did she think she would murder her because she was insane? Sally shook her head. Noelle might look a bit frightened, but she also looked exquisite in vivid emerald lounging pajamas. Her light hair was pinned up with a gold clip. She wore three thin gold chains. She looked young and beautiful and vital. Perhaps there was some justice after all.
“Listen to me, Noelle,” Sally said, willing her mother to believe her. “I wasn’t ever sick. Father put me in that place. It was all a plot. He wanted me out of the way. Why? I don’t know. Maybe just plain revenge for the way I’d thwarted him for the past ten years. Surely you must have guessed something. Doubted him when he told you. You never came to see me, Mama, never.”
“Your father told me, and you’re right, I was suspicious, but then Scott broke down—he was in tears—and he told me about all the things you’d done, how you simply weren’t yourself anymore and there hadn’t been any choice but to put you in the sanitarium. I met Doctor Beadermeyer. He assured me you would be well cared for.
“Oh, Sally, Doctor Beadermeyer told me it would be better if I didn’t see you just yet, that you were blaming me for so many things, that you hated me, that you didn’t want to see me, that seeing me would just make you worse and he feared you’d try to commit suicide again.”
But Sally wasn’t listening to her. She felt something prickle on her skin, and she knew, she knew he was close. She also knew that her mother wasn’t telling her the truth about the night her father was murdered. Why? What had really happened that night? There just wasn’t time now.
Yes, James was close. There was no unnatural sound, no real warning, yet she knew.
“Do you have any money, Noelle?”
“Just a few dollars, Sally, but why? Why? Let me call Doctor Beadermeyer. He’s already called several times. I’ve got to protect you, Sally.”
“Good-bye, Noelle. If you love me—if you’ve ever loved me—please keep the FBI agent talking as long as you can. His name is James Quinlan. Please, don’t tell him I was here.”
“How do you know the name of an FBI agent?”
“It’s not important. Please don’t tell him anything, Noelle.”
 
“Mrs. St. John, we saw the car parked on Cooperton. Sally was here. Is she still here? Are you hiding her?”
Noelle St. John stared at his ID, then at Dillon’s. Finally, after an eternity, she looked up and said, “I haven’t seen my daughter for nearly seven months, Agent Quinlan. What car are you talking about?”
“A car we know she was driving, Mrs. St. John,” Dillon said.
“Why are you calling my daughter by her first name? Indeed, Sally is her nickname. Her real name is Susan. Where did you get her nickname?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Quinlan said. “Please, Mrs. St. John, you must help us. Would you mind if we looked through your house? Her car is parked just down the street. She’s probably hiding here in the house waiting for us to leave before she comes out.”
“That’s ridiculous, gentlemen, but look to your hearts’ content. None of the help sleep here, so the house is empty. Don’t worry about frightening anyone.” She smiled at them and walked with her elegant stride back into the library.
“Upstairs first,” Quinlan said.
They went methodically from room to room, Dillon waiting in the corridor as Quinlan searched, to ensure that Sally couldn’t slip between adjoining rooms and elude them. When Quinlan opened the door to a bedroom at the far end of the hall, he knew immediately that it had been hers. He switched on the light. It wasn’t a frilly room with a pink or white canopied bed and posters of rock stars plastering the walls. No, three of the walls were filled with bookshelves, all of them stuffed with books. On the fourth wall were framed awards, writing awards beginning with ones for papers she’d written in junior high school on the U.S. dependence on foreign oil and the gasoline crisis, on the hostages in Iran, on the countries that became communist during Carter’s administration and why. There was a paper that had won the Idleberg Award and appeared in the New York Times, on the U.S. hockey win against the Russians at Lake Placid at the 1980 Olympics. The high school awards were for papers that ran more toward literary themes.
Then they stopped, somewhere around the end of high school—no more awards, no more recognition for excellent short stories or essays, at least no more here in this bedroom. She’d gone to Georgetown University, majored in English. Again, no more sign that she’d ever written another word or won another prize.
“Quinlan, for God’s sake, what are you doing? Is she in there or not?”
He was shaking his head when he rejoined Dillon. He said, “Sally isn’t here. Sure, she was here, but she’s long gone. Somehow she knew we were close. How, I don’t know, but she knew. Let’s go, Dillon.”
“You don’t think her mother would have any idea, do you?”
“Get real.” But they asked Mrs. St. John anyway. She gave them a blank smile and sent them on their way.
“What now, Quinlan?”
“Let me think.” Quinlan hunched over the steering wheel, wishing he had a cup of coffee, not good coffee, but the rotgut stuff at the bureau. He drove to FBI headquarters at Tenth and Pennsylvania, the ugliest building ever constructed in the nation’s capital.
Ten minutes later, he was sipping on the stuff that could be used to plug a hole in a dike. He took Dillon a cup and set it near the mouse pad at his right hand.
“Okay, she’s got the Oldsmobile.”

“No APB, Dillon.”
Dillon swiveled around in his chair, the computer screen glowing behind his head. “You can’t just keep this a two-man hunt, Quinlan. We lost her. You and I, my friend, lost a rank amateur. Don’t you think it’s time to spread the net?”
“Not yet. She’s also got my wallet. See what you can do with that.”
“If she keeps purchases below fifty dollars, chances are no one will check. Still, if someone does check, we’ll have her almost instantly. Hold on a minute and let me set that up.”
Dillon Savich had big hands and large, blunt fingers. Quinlan watched those unlikely fingers race over the computer keys. Dillon hit a final key and nodded in satisfaction. “There’s just something about computers,” he said over his shoulder to Quinlan. “They never give you shit, they never contradict you. You tell ’em what to do in simple language and they do it.”
“They don’t love you, either.”
“In their way they do. They’re so clean, Quinlan. Now, if she uses one of your credit cards and there’s no check, then I’ve got her within eighteen hours. It’s not the best, but it’ll have to do.”
“She might have to use a credit card, but she’ll keep it below fifty dollars. She’s not stupid. Did you know she won a statewide contest for a paper she wrote about how much credit card crooks cost the American public? You’d better believe she knows she’s bought eighteen hours, and she might figure that’s just enough, thank you.”
“How do you know that? Surely you had other things to talk about with her? Jesus, you had two murders in that damned little picturesque town, and the two of you found both bodies. Surely that’s enough fodder for conversation for at least three hours.”
“When I was in her bedroom I saw that the walls are loaded with awards for papers, short stories, essays, all sorts of stuff that she wrote. That credit card essay was one of them. She must have been all of sixteen when she wrote it.”
“So she’s a good writer, even a talented writer. She’s still a rank amateur. She’s scared. She doesn’t know what to do. Everyone is after her, and we’re probably the best-meaning of the lot, but it didn’t matter to her. She still poked your own gun in your belly.”
“Don’t whine. She has around three hundred dollars in cash. That’s not going to take her far. On the other hand, she got all the way across the country on next to no money at all riding a Greyhound bus.”
“You don’t keep your PIN number in your wallet, do you?”
“No.”
“Good. Then she can’t get out any more cash in your name.”
Quinlan sat down in a swivel chair beside Dillon’s. He steepled his fingers and tapped the fingertips together rhythmically. “There’s something she said, Dillon, something that nearly tore my guts apart, something about no one she’d been around cared about anybody but himself. I think she trusted me so quickly because something inside her desperately needs to be reaffirmed.”
“You’re sounding like a shrink.”
“No, listen. She’s scared just like you said, but she needs someone to believe her and care about what happens to her, someone to accept that she isn’t crazy, someone simply to believe her, without reservation, without hesitation.
“She thought I did, and she was right, only, you know the answer to that. She was locked up in that place for six months. Everyone told her she was nuts. She needs trust, complete unquestioning trust.”
“So who the hell would give her unconditional trust? Her mother? I can’t believe that, even though Sally went to see her first. There’s something weird going on with Mrs. St. John. Sure as hell not her husband, Scott Brainerd, although I’d like to meet the guy, maybe rearrange his face a bit.”
Quinlan got out her file. “Let’s see about friends.”
He read quietly for a very long time while Dillon put all systems in place to kick in whenever Sally used one of the credit cards.
“Interesting,” Quinlan said, leaning back and rubbing his eyes. “She had several very good women friends, most of them associated with Congress. Then after she married Scott Brainerd, the friends seemed to fade away over the period before Daddy committed her to Beadermeyer’s charming resort.”
“That cuts things down, but it doesn’t help us. You don’t think she’d go to her husband, do you? I can’t imagine it, but—”
“No way in hell.”
There was a flash and a beep on the computer screen. “Well, I’ll be swiggered,” Dillon said, rubbing his hands together. He punched in several numbers and added two more commands.
“She used a credit card for gas. The amount is just $22.50, but it’s their policy to check all credit cards, regardless of the amount. She’s in Delaware, Quinlan, just outside of Wilmington. Hot damn.”
“Wilmington isn’t that far from Philadelphia.”
“It isn’t that far from anywhere, except maybe Cleveland.”
“No, that’s not what I meant. Her grandparents live on the Main Line just outside of Philadelphia. Real ritzy section. Street name’s Fisher’s Road.”
“Fisher’s Road? Doesn’t sound ritzy.”
“Don’t let the name fool you. I have a feeling Fisher’s Road will wind up being one of those streets with big stone mansions set back a good hundred feet from the road. Gates too, I’ll bet.”

“We’ll see soon enough. It’s her mother’s parents who live there. Their name is Harrison. Mr. and Mrs. Franklin Oglivee Harrison.”
“I don’t suppose Mrs. Harrison has a name?”
“Nah, if the guy is rich and old, that’s the way they do it. I’ve wondered if sometimes they just make up that highbrow middle name for effect.”
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“I MEANT TO tell you why Sally used a credit card and not some of your three hundred bucks.”
Dillon was driving, handling his Porsche with the same ease and skill he used with computers.
Quinlan was reading everything he had on the grandparents with a small penlight. He had to look up every few minutes so he wouldn’t throw up. “I hate reading in a car. My sister used to read novels all the time—in the back seat—never bothered her for an instant. I’d look at a picture and want to throw up. What did you say, Dillon? Oh, yeah, why Sally used the credit card. While you were getting your coat, I checked the rest of the information they gave on the credit card check. The license plate number was different. She bought a clunker, probably used about every cent of that three hundred bucks.”
Dillon grunted. “Hand me the coffee. Another hour and we’ll be there.”
“It took time for her to sell the Olds and buy the clunker. It cut down on her lead. Let’s say she’s got two hours on us. That’s not too bad.”
“Let’s hope she doesn’t realize you’re anywhere in the vicinity, like you seem to believe she did last time at her mother’s.”
“She did know. Listen to this. Mr. Franklin Oglivee Harrison is the president and CEO of the First Philadelphia Union Bank. He owns three clothing stores called the Gentleman’s Purveyor. His father owned the two largest steel mills in Pennsylvania, got out before the bottom fell out, and left his family millions. As for Mrs. Harrison, she comes from the Boston Thurmonds, who are all in public office, lots of old money from shipping. Two daughters, Amabel and Noelle, and a son, Geoffrey, who’s got Down’s syndrome and is kept at a very nice private place near Boston.”
“You want to stop at that gas station in Wilmington? We’ll be there in half an hour.”
“Let’s do it. Someone will remember the kind of car she was driving.”
“If she got something for three hundred bucks, it would really stand out.”
But the guy who’d sold her the gas had gone home. They drove straight on to Philadelphia.
 
Sally looked from her grandfather Franklin to her grandmother Olivia. She’d seen them two or three times a year every year of her life, except this past year.
Their downstairs maid, Cecilia, had let her in, not blinked an eye at her huge man’s coat over the too tight blouse and jeans, and calmly led her to the informal study at the back of the house. Her grandparents were watching Seinfeld on TV.
Cecilia didn’t announce her, just left her there and quietly closed the door. Sally didn’t say anything for a long time. She just stood there, listening to her grandfather give an occasional chuckle. Her grandmother had a book on her lap, but she wasn’t reading, she was watching TV as well. They were both seventy-six, in excellent health, and enjoyed the Jumby Bay private resort island off Antigua twice a year.
Sally waited for a commercial, then said, “Hello, Grandfather, Grandmother.”
Her grandmother’s head jerked around, and she cried out, “Susan!”

Her grandfather said, “Is that really you, Susan? By all that’s holy, my poor child, whatever are you doing here?”
Neither of them moved from the sofa. They seemed nailed to their seats. Her grandmother’s book slid from her lap to the beautiful Tabriz carpet.
Sally took a step toward them. “I hoped you could give me some money. There are a lot of people looking for me, and I need to hide someplace. I only have about seventeen dollars.”
Franklin Harrison rose slowly. He was wearing a smoking jacket and an ascot—she hadn’t known those things were still even made. She suddenly had an image of him wearing the same thing when she’d been a very young girl. She remembered how he’d held her and let her stroke the soft silk of the ascot. His white hair was thick and wavy, his eyes a dark blue, his cheekbones high, but his mouth was small and tight. It seemed smaller and tighter now.
Olivia Harrison rose as well, straightening the silk dress she was wearing. She held out her hand. “Susan, dear, why aren’t you with that lovely Doctor Beadermeyer? You didn’t escape again, did you? That’s not a good thing for you, dear, not good for you at all, particularly with all the scandal that your father’s death has produced.”
“He didn’t just die, Grandmother, he was murdered.”
“Yes, we know. All of us have suffered. But now we’re concerned about you, Susan. Your mother has told us how much Doctor Beadermeyer has done for you, how much better you’ve gotten. We met him once and were very impressed with him. Wasn’t that nice of him to come to Philadelphia to meet us? You are better, aren’t you, Susan? You aren’t still seeing things that aren’t there, are you? You’re not still blaming people for things they didn’t do?”
“No, Grandmother. I never did any of those things.” Strange how neither of them wanted to come close to her.
“You know, dear,” her grandmother continued in that gentle voice of hers that masked pure iron, “your grandfather and I have discussed this, and we hate to say it, but it’s possible that you’re like your uncle Geoffrey. Your illness is probably hereditary, and so it isn’t really your fault. Let me call Doctor Beadermeyer, dear.”
Sally could only stare at her grandmother. “Uncle Geoffrey was born with Down’s syndrome. It has nothing to do with mental illness.”
“Yes, but it perhaps shows that instability can be somewhat genetic, passed down from a mother or a father to the daughter. But that’s not important. What’s important is getting you back to that nice sanitarium so Doctor Beadermeyer can treat you. Before your father died, he called us every week to tell us how much better you were getting. Well, there were weeks with setbacks, but he said that in the main, you were improving with the new drug therapies.”
What could she say to that? Tell them all the truth as she remembered it and watch their faces go from disbelief to fury on her account? Not likely.
She saw the years upon years of inflexibility, the utter rigidity, in her grandmother. She remembered what Aunt Amabel had told her about when Noelle had come home, beaten by her husband, when Sally was just a baby. How they hadn’t believed Noelle.
It had always been there, of course, this rigidity, but since Sally had seen her grandmother so infrequently, she’d never had it turned on her. More clearly than ever, Sally could see now how her grandmother had treated her daughter Noelle when she’d come here begging for help. She shuddered.
“Well,” her grandfather said, all hale and hearty, so good-natured, so weak, “it’s good to see you, dear. I know you don’t have time to stay, do you? Why not let us send you back to Washington? Like your grandmother said, this Beadermeyer fellow seemed to be doing you a great deal of good.”

She looked from one to the other. Her grandfather, as tall as James, or at least he used to be, a man who had lived his life by a set of rules of his wife’s making—or perhaps his father’s—a man who didn’t mind if someone strayed from the proper course but who wouldn’t defend that person if his wife was anywhere near.
She’d always believed him so dear, so kind, but he wasn’t coming anywhere near her, either—God, she wondered what he really thought of her. She wondered why he had that tight, mean mouth. She said, “I was in The Cove. I stayed for a while with Aunt Amabel.”
“We don’t speak of her,” her grandmother said, taller now because her back had gotten stiffer. “She made her bed and now she must—”
“She’s very happy.”
“She can’t be. She disgraced herself and her family, marrying that absurd man who painted for a living, painted pictures!”
“Aunt Amabel is an excellent artist.”
“Your aunt dabbled at many things, nothing more. If she were a good painter, then why haven’t we heard of her? You see, no one has. She lives in this backwater town and exists on a shoestring. Forget about Amabel. Your grandfather and I are sorry you saw her. We can’t give you money, Susan. I’m sure your grandfather would agree. Surely you understand why.”
She looked her grandmother right in the eye. “No, I don’t understand. Tell me why you won’t give me money.”
“Susan, dear,” her grandmother said, her voice all low and soothing, “you’re not well. We’re sorry for it and a bit stunned, since this sort of thing has never before been in the family except, of course, for your uncle Geoffrey.
“We can’t give you money because you could use it to hurt yourself even more. If you would just sit down here, even stay the night, we will call Doctor Beadermeyer and he can come and get you. Trust us, dear.”

“Yes, Susan, trust us. We’ve always loved you, always wanted the best for you.”
“You mean the way you sent your daughter, my mother, back to a man who beat her?”
“Susan!”
“It’s true, and both of you know it. He beat the living shit out of her whenever he felt like it.”
“Don’t use that kind of word in front of your grandmother, Susan,” her grandfather said, and she saw that mouth of his go stern and tight.
She just looked at him, wondering why she’d even come here, but still, she had to try. She had to have money.
“I tried to protect Noelle for years, but I couldn’t save her because she let him do it—do you hear me?—Noelle let him beat her. She was just like all those pathetic women you hear about.”
“Don’t be stupid, Susan,” her grandmother said in a voice that could have crushed gravel. “Your grandfather and I have discussed this, and we know that battered wives are weak and stupid women. They’re dependent. They have no motivation. They have no desire to better themselves. They aren’t able to leave their situations because they’ve bred like rabbits and the men they’re married to drink and don’t have any money.”
“Your grandmother is perfectly correct, Susan. They aren’t our kind at all. They are to be pitied, certainly, but don’t ever put your dear mother in that class.”
“Amabel told me how Noelle came here once—it was early on in her marriage—and told you both what my father was doing. You didn’t want to hear about it. You insisted she go back. You turned her away. You were horrified. Did you even think she was making it up?”
Sally thought for a wild moment that this was surely the wrong way to go about getting money from them. She hadn’t realized all this resentment toward them was bottled up inside her.

“We will not speak of your mother to you, Susan,” her grandmother said. She nodded slightly to her husband, but Susan saw it. He took a step toward her. She wondered if he would try to hold her down and tie her up and call Doctor Beadermeyer. In that moment, she truly wanted him to try. She wouldn’t mind hitting that tight, mean mouth of his that masked weakness and preached platitudes.
She took a step back, her hands in front of her. “Listen, I need some money. Please, if you have any feeling for me at all, give me some money.”
“What are you wearing, Susan? That’s a man’s jacket. What have you done? You haven’t harmed some innocent person, have you? Please, what have you done?”
She’d been a fool to come here. What had she expected? They were so set in their ways that a bulldozer couldn’t budge them. They saw things one way, only one—her grandmother’s way.
“You’re not well, are you, Susan? If you were, you wouldn’t be wearing those clothes that are so distasteful. Would you like to lie down for a while and we can call Doctor Beadermeyer?”
Her grandfather was moving toward her again now, and she knew then that he would try to hold her here.
She had a trump card, and she played it. She even smiled at the two old people who perhaps had loved her once, in their way. “The FBI is after me. They’ll be here soon. You don’t want the FBI to get me, do you, Grandfather?”
He stopped cold and looked at his wife, whose face had paled.
She said, “How could they possibly know you were coming here?”
“I know one of the agents. He’s smarter than anyone has a right to be. He also has this gut instinct about things. I’ve seen him in action. Count on it. He’ll be here soon now with his partner. If they find me here, they’ll me back. Then everything will come out. I’ll tell the world how my father—that larger-than-life, very rich lawyer take—beat my mother and how you didn’t care, how you ignored it, how you pretended everything was fine, happy to bask in the additional glory that such a successful son-in-law brought you.”
“You’re not a very nice girl, Susan,” her grandmother said, two spots of bright red appearing on her very white cheeks. Anger, probably. “It’s because you’re ill, you know. You didn’t used to be this way.”
“Give me money and I’ll be out of here in a flash. Keep talking, and the FBI will be here and haul me off.”
Her grandfather didn’t look at his wife this time. He pulled out his wallet. He didn’t count the money, just took out all the bills, folded them, and thrust them toward her. He didn’t want to touch her. She wondered about that again. Was he afraid he’d go nuts if he did?
“You should immediately drive back to Doctor Beadermeyer,” he said to her, speaking slowly, as if she were an idiot. “He’ll protect you. He’ll keep you safe from the police and the FBI.”
She stuffed the bills into her jeans pocket. It was a tight fit. “Good-bye, and thank you for the money.” She paused a moment, her hand on the doorknob. “What does either of you know about Doctor Beadermeyer?”
“He came highly recommended, dear. Go back to him. Do as your grandfather says. Go back.”
“He’s a horrible man. He held me prisoner there. He did terrible things to me. But then again, so did my father. Of course, you wouldn’t believe that, would you? He’s so wonderful—rather, he was so wonderful. Doesn’t it bother you that your son-in-law was murdered? That’s rather low on the social ladder, isn’t it?”
They just stared at her.
“Good-bye.” But before she could leave the room, her grandmother called out, “Why are you saying things like this, Susan? I can’t believe that you’re doing this. Not just to us but to your poor mother as well. And what about your dear husband? You’re not telling lies about him, are you?”
“Not a one,” Sally said and slipped out of the room, closing the door behind her. She grinned briefly.
Cecilia was standing there in the hall. She said, “I didn’t call the cops. No one else is here. You don’t have to worry. But hurry, Miss Susan, hurry.”
“Do I know you?”
“No, but my mama always took care of you when your parents brought you here every year. She said you were the brightest little bean and so sweet. She told me how you could write the greatest poems for birthday cards. I still have several cards she made me that have your poems on them. Good luck, Miss Susan.”
“Thank you, Cecilia.”
 
“I’m Agent Quinlan and this is Agent Savich. Are Mr. and Mrs. Harrison here?”
“Yes, sir. Come with me, please.” Cecilia led them to the study, just as she’d led Sally Brainerd here thirty minutes before. She closed the door after they’d gone in. She thought the Harrisons were now watching the Home Shopping Network. Mr. Harrison liked to see how the clothes hawked there compared with his.
She smiled. She wasn’t about to tell them that Sally Brainerd now had money, although she didn’t know how much she’d gotten from that niggardly old man. Only as much as Mrs. Harrison allowed him to give her. She wished Sally good luck.
 
Sally stopped at an all-night convenience store and bought herself a ham sandwich and a Coke. She ate outside, well under the lights in front of the store. She waited until the last car had pulled out, then counted her money.
She laughed and laughed.
She had exactly three hundred dollars.

She was so tired she was weaving around like a drunk. The laughter was still bubbling out. She was getting hysterical.
A motel, that was what she needed, a nice, cheap motel. She needed to sleep a good eight hours, then she could go on.
She found one outside of Philadelphia—the Last Stop Motel. She paid cash and endured the look of the old man who really didn’t want to let her stay but couldn’t bring himself to turn away the money she was holding in her hand.
Tomorrow, she thought, she would have to buy some clothes. She’d do it on a credit card and only spend $49.99. Fifty dollars was the cutoff, wasn’t it?
She wondered, as she finally fell asleep on a bed that was wonderfully firm, where James was.
 
“Where to now, Quinlan?”
“Let me stop thinking violent thoughts. Damn them. Sally was there. Why wouldn’t they help us?”
“They love her and want to protect her?”
“Bullshit. I got cold when I got within three feet of them.”
“It was interesting what Mrs. Harrison said,” Dillon said as he turned on the ignition in the Porsche. “About Sally being ill and she hoped soon she would be back with that nice Doctor Beadermeyer.”
“I’ll bet you a week’s salary that they called the good doctor the minute Sally was out of there. Wasn’t it strange the way Mrs. Harrison tried to make Mr. Harrison look like the strong, firm one? I’d hate to go toe-to-toe with that old battle-ax. She’s the scary one in that family. I wonder if they gave her any money.”
“I hope so,” James said. “It makes my belly knot up to think of her driving a clunker around without a dime to her name.”
“She’s got your credit cards. If they didn’t give her any money, she’ll have to use them.”
“I’ll bet you Sally is dead on her rear. Let’s find a motel, and then we can take turns calling all the motels in the area.”
They stayed at a Quality Inn, an approved lodging for FBI agents. Thirty minutes later, Quinlan was staring at the phone, just staring, so surprised he couldn’t move.
“You found her? This fast?”
“She’s not five miles from here, at a motel called the Last Stop. She didn’t use her real name, but the old man thought she looked strange, what with that man’s coat she was wearing and those tight clothes he said made her look like a hooker except he knew she wasn’t, and that’s why he let her stay. He said she looked scared and lost.”
“Glory be,” Dillon said. “I’m not all that tired anymore, Quinlan.”
“Let’s go.”
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SALLY TOOK OFF her clothes—peeled the jeans off, truth be told, because they were so tight—and lay on the bed in her full-cut girl’s cotton panties that Dillon had bought for her. She didn’t have a bra, which was why she had to keep James’s coat on. The bra Dillon had bought—a training bra—she could have used when she was eleven years old.
The bed was wonderful, firm—well, all right, hard as a rock, but that was better than falling into a trough. She closed her eyes.
She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. Through the cheap drapes she could see an all-night flashing neon sign: HOT HARVEY’S TOPLESS GIRLS.
Great part of town she’d chosen.
She closed her eyes again, turned on her side, and wondered where James was. In Washington? She wondered what Noelle had said to him and Dillon. Why hadn’t Noelle told her the truth about that night? Maybe she would have if there’d been more time. Maybe. Had Noelle told her the truth, that both her father and her husband had conspired to put her in Beadermeyer’s sanitarium? Both of them? And Noelle had bought it?
She wondered if her grandparents had called Doctor Beadermeyer, and if the Nazi was on his way to Philadelphia. No, he’d wait. He wouldn’t want to chase shadows, and that’s exactly what she was and planned to be. No one could catch her now. The three hundred dollars would get her to Maine. She’d go to Bar Harbor, get a job, and survive. The tourists would flow in in only three months, then she would have more cover than she’d ever need. No one would find her there. She knew she was seeing Bar Harbor through a seven-year-old’s eyes, but it had been so magical; surely it couldn’t be all that different now.
Where was James? He was close, she just knew it. She hadn’t exactly felt him close, but as she’d told her grandparents, he was smarter than he had a right to be.
She devoutly hoped he was at home in Washington, in bed fast asleep, the way she should be right now but wasn’t. How close was he?
“Damnation,” she said aloud. She thought about it a few more minutes, then got out of bed. She would just get to Bar Harbor sooner than expected. Still, she’d spent $27.52 on this room. To waste that money was appalling, but she couldn’t sleep.
She was out of the room within five minutes. She revved up her motorcycle and swung back onto the road, the garish lights from Hot Harvey’s Topless Girls haloing around her helmeted head. It was odd, she thought, as she passed a Chevrolet—she would have sworn that James was nearby. But that wasn’t possible.
 
James was the navigator and on the lookout for the Last Stop Motel. When she pulled out not fifty feet ahead of them, at first he couldn’t believe it. He shouted, “Good God. Wait, Dillon, wait. Stop.”
“Why, what’s wrong?”
“My God, it’s Sally.”
“What Sally? Where?”
“On the motorcycle. I’d recognize my coat anywhere. She didn’t buy a clunker, she bought a motorcycle. Let’s go, Dillon. Jesus, what if we’d been thirty seconds later?”
“You’re sure? That’s Sally on that motorcycle? Yeah, you’re right, that is your coat. It looks moth-eaten even from here. How do you want me to curb her in? It could be dangerous, what with her on that damned bike.”
“Hang back for a while and let’s think about this.”
Dillon kept the Porsche a good fifty feet behind Sally.
“That was a smart thing she did,” Dillon said. “ Buying a motorcycle.”
“They’re dangerous as hell. She could break her neck riding that thing.”
“Stop sounding like you’re her husband, Quinlan.”
“You want me to break your upper lip? Hey, what’s going on here?”
Four motorcycles passed the Porsche and accelerated toward the single motorcycle ahead.
“Damn,” Dillon said. “This is all we need. A gang, you think?”
“Why not? Our luck has sucked so far. How many rounds of ammunition do you have?”
“Enough,” Dillon said briefly, his hands still loose and relaxed on the steering wheel, his eyes never leaving the road ahead. Traffic was very light going out of Philadelphia at this time of night.
“You feeling like the Lone Ranger again?”
“Why not?”
 
The four motorcycles formed a phalanx around Sally.
Just don’t panic, Sally, Quinlan said over and over to himself. Just don’t panic.
She’d never been so scared in her life. She had to laugh at that. Well, to tell the truth, at least she hadn’t been this scared in the last five hours. Four of them, all guys, all riding gigantic Harleys, all of them in dark leather jackets. None of them was wearing a helmet. She should tell them they were stupid not to wear helmets. Maybe they didn’t realize she was female. She felt her hair slapping against her shoulders. So much for that prayer.
What to do? More to the point, what would James do?

He’d say she was outnumbered and to get the hell out of there. She twisted the accelerator grip hard, but the four of them did the same, seemingly content for the moment just to keep their positions, hemming her in and scaring the hell out of her.
She thought of her precious two hundred and seventy something dollars, all the money she had in the world. No, she wouldn’t let them take that money. It was all she had.
She shouted to the guy next to her, “What do you want? Go away!”
The guy just laughed and called out, “Come with us. We’ve got a place up ahead you’ll like.”
She yelled, “No, go away!” Was the idiot serious? He wasn’t a fat, revolting biker, like the stereotype was usually painted. He was lean, his hair was cut short, and he was wearing glasses.
He swerved his bike in closer, not a foot from her now. He called out, “Don’t be afraid. Come with us. We’re turning off at the next right. Al—the guy on your right—he’s got a nice cozy little place not five miles from here. You could spend some time with us, maybe sack out. We figure you must have rolled some guy for that coat, whatever, it doesn’t matter. Hey, we’re good solid citizens. We promise.”
“Yeah, right,” she shouted, “just like the pope. You want me to come with you so you can rob me and rape me and probably kill me. Go to hell, buster!”
She sped up. The bike shot forward. She could have sworn she heard laughter behind her. She felt the gun in James’s coat pocket. She leaned down close to the handlebars and prayed.
 
“Let’s go, Dillon.”
Dillon accelerated the Porsche and honked at the bikers, who swerved to the side of the highway. They heard curses and shouts behind them. Quinlan just grinned.

“Let’s just keep us between her and the bikers,” Quinlan said. “What do you think, Dillon? Are we going to have to follow her until she runs out of gas?”
“I can get ahead of her, brake hard, and swing the car across the road in front of her.”
“Not with the bikers still back there, we can’t. Just stay close.”
“In exactly one more minute she’s going to look back,” Dillon said.
“She’s never seen the Porsche.”
“Great. So she’ll think not only some insane bikers are after her but also a guy in a sexy red Porsche.”
“If I were her, I’d opt for you.”
 
Why didn’t the car pass her?
She pulled even further over toward the shoulder. Still the car didn’t pull around. There were two bloody lanes. There were no other cars around. Did the idiot want three lanes?
Then something slammed into her belly. The guy in that Porsche was after her. Who was he? He had to be connected with Quinlan—she’d bet her last dime on it.
Why hadn’t she stayed in her motel room, quiet on that nice hard bed, and counted sheep? That’s probably what James would have done, but no, she had to come out on a motorcycle after midnight.
Then she saw a small, gaping hole in the guardrail that separated the eastbound lanes from the westbound. She didn’t think, just swerved over in a tight arc and flew through that opening. There was a honk behind her from a motorist who barely missed her. He cursed at her out his window as he flew by.
There was lots of traffic going back into Philadelphia. She was safer now.
“Jesus, I can’t believe she did that,” James said, his heart pounding so loud in his chest that it hurt. “Did you see that opening? It couldn’t have been more than a foot. I’m going to have to yell at her when we catch her.”
“Well, she made it. Looked just like a pro. You told me she had grit. I’d say more likely she’s got nerves of steel or the luck of the Irish. And yeah, you’re sounding like you’re her husband again. Stop it, Quinlan. It scares me.”
“Nothing short of a howitzer firing would scare you. Pay attention now and stop analyzing everything I say. We’ll get her, Dillon; there’s a cut-through just ahead.”
It took them some time to get her back in view. She was weaving in and out of the thicker traffic going back into the city.
“Hellfire,” Quinlan said over and over, knowing that at any instant someone could cut her off, someone else wouldn’t even see her and would change lanes and crush her between two cars.
“At least she thinks she’s lost us,” Dillon said. “I wonder who she thought we were?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if she guessed it was me.”
“Nah, how could that be possible?”
“It’s my gut talking to me again. Yeah, she probably knows, and that’s why she’s driving like a bat out of hell. Jesus, look out, Dillon, oh, my God! Hey, watch out, bubba!” Quinlan rolled down the window and yelled at the man again. He turned back to Dillon. “Damned Pennsylvania drivers. Now, how are we going to get her?”
“Let’s just tail her until we get an opportunity.”
“I don’t like it. Oh, shit, Dillon, the bikers are back, all four of them.”
The four bikers fanned through the traffic, coming back together when there was a break, then fanning out again.
Sally was feeling good. She was feeling smart. She’d gotten them, that jerk driving that Porsche and the four bikers. She’d gone through that opening without hesitation, and she’d done it without any problem. It was a good thing she hadn’t had time to think about it, otherwise she would have wet her pants. She was grinning, the wind hitting hard against her teeth, making them tingle. However, she was going the wrong direction.
She looked at the upcoming road sign. There was a turn onto Maitland Road half a mile ahead. She didn’t know where Maitland Road went, but from what she could see, it wove back underneath the highway. That meant a way back east.
She guided her bike over to the far right lane. A car honked, and she could have sworn she felt the heat of it as it roared past her. Never again, she thought, never again would she get on a motorcycle.
Although why not? She was a pro.
She’d driven a Honda 350, just like this one, for two years, beginning when she was sixteen. When she told her father she was moving back home, he refused to buy her the car he’d promised. The motorcycle was for the interim. She saved her money and got the red Honda, a wonderful bike. She remembered how infuriated her father had been. He’d even forbidden her to get near a motorcycle.
She’d ignored him.
He’d grounded her.
She hadn’t cared. She didn’t want to leave her mother in any case. Then he’d just shut up about it. She had the sneaking suspicion that he wouldn’t have cared if she’d killed herself on the thing.
Not that it mattered. He’d gotten his revenge.
She didn’t want to think about that.
She took the turn onto Maitland Road. Soon now, she’d be going back in the other direction, and no one would be after her this time. The road was dark, no lights at all. It was windy. There were thick, tall bushes on both sides. There was no one on the road. What had she done? She smelled the fear on herself. Why the hell had she turned off? James wouldn’t have turned off.
She was a fool, an idiot, and she’d pay for it.
It happened so fast she didn’t even have time to yell or feel scared. She saw the lead biker on her left, waving to her, calling to her, but she couldn’t understand his words. She jerked her bike to the right, hit a gravel patch, slid into a skid, and lost control. She went flying over the top of the bike and landed on the side of the two-lane road, not on the road but in the bushes that lined the road.
She felt like a meteor had hit her—a circle of blinding lights and a whoosh of pain—then darkness blacker than her father’s soul.
Quinlan didn’t want to believe what he’d just seen. “Dillon, Jesus, she’s hurt. Hurry, dammit, hurry.”
The Porsche screeched to a halt not six feet from where the four bikers were standing over Sally. One of them, tall, lanky, short hair, was bending over her.
“Okay, guys,” Quinlan said, “back off now.”
Three of them twisted around to see two guns pointed at them. “We’re FBI and we want you out of here in three seconds.”
“Not yet.” It was the lead biker, who was now on his knees beside her.
“What are you doing to her?”
“I’m a doctor—well, not fully trained, but I am an intern. Simpson’s the name. I’m just trying to see how badly hurt she is.”
“Since you’re the one that knocked her off the road, that sounds weird.”
“We didn’t force her off the road. She went into a skid. Actually, we followed because we saw you go back after her. Hey, man, we just want to help her.”
“As I said, we’re FBI,” Quinlan repeated, looking at the man. “Listen, she’s a criminal. A big-time counterfeiter. Is she going to be all right? Can you tell if she broke anything? Dillon, keep an eye on these bozos.”
Quinlan dropped to his knees. “Can I take off her helmet?”
“No, let me. I guess maybe we should wear helmets. If she hadn’t had one on, she might have scrambled her brains and not necessarily left them inside her head. You’re really FBI? She’s really a criminal?”
“Of course she is. What are you doing? Okay, you’re seeing if her arms are broken. She’d better be all right or I’ll have to flatten you. You scared the shit out of her. Yeah, she’s your typical criminal type. Why isn’t she conscious yet?”
At that moment Sally moaned and opened her eyes. It was dark. She heard men’s voices, lots of them. Then she heard James.
“No,” she said. “No, it’s not possible you caught me. I didn’t think it could be you. I was wrong again.”
He leaned down over her and said one inch from her nose, “I caught you, all right. And this is the last time I’m going to do it. Now just be quiet and lie still.”
“I wouldn’t have guessed she was a criminal,” Simpson said. “She looks as innocent and sweet as my kid sister.”
“Yeah, well, you never know. It’s taken us a long time to catch up with her. We didn’t know she’d gotten hold of a bike. She was in a car six hours ago.
“All right, Sally, are you all right? Anything hurt? Nothing’s broken, right? Can’t you take off her helmet now?”
“Okay, but let’s do it real carefully.”
Once the helmet was off, she breathed a sigh of relief. “My head hurts,” she said. “Nothing else does except my shoulder. Is it broken?”
The biker felt it very gently. “No, not even dislocated. You probably landed on it. It’ll be sore for a while. I think you should go to the hospital and make sure there are no internal injuries.”
“No,” she said. “I want to get on my bike and get out of here. I’ve got to get away from this man. He betrayed me.”
“What do you mean, he betrayed you?”
“He drew me in and made me trust him. I even slept with him one night, but that was in Oregon. Then he had the gall to tell me he’d lied to me, he was an FBI agent. He told me that here, not in Oregon.”
“You’re sure her brains aren’t scrambled?” Dillon asked, pressing a bit closer.
“She made perfectly good sense,” Quinlan said. “If you can’t add anything sensible, Dillon, just keep quiet.”
Quinlan touched the biker’s arm. “Thanks for your help. The four of you can go now.”
“Can I see identification?”
Quinlan smiled through his teeth. “Sure thing. Dillon, show the man our ID again. He didn’t get a good enough look the first time.”
The biker studied it closely, then nodded. He looked back down at Sally, who’d propped herself up on her elbows. “I still can’t believe she’s a crook.”
“You should see her grandmother. A glacier, that old lady. She’s the head of the counterfeiting ring. Leads her husband around by the ear. She’s a terror, and this one is going to be just like her.”
Once the bikers had roared off, Quinlan said to Sally, “We’re going to take you to the hospital now.”
“No.”
“Don’t be an idiot. You could have hurt your innards.”
“If you force me to a hospital, I’ll announce to the world who I am and who you are.”
“No, you won’t.”
“Try me.”
He realized he was being blackmailed, but not for anything he had done. She would be the only one to be hurt if she did as she promised. He believed her.
“How are you, Sally?”
“Dillon? You were the jerk driving the Porsche? And James was sitting right beside you telling you what to do. I should have known. Well, I did know, deep down.”
“Yeah,” Dillon said, wondering why it didn’t occur to her to give him any of the credit. “Let me help you up. You don’t look half bad in Quinlan’s coat. A little long, but other than that, it’s a perfect fit. Anyone who can ride a motorcycle like you do has to have the broadest shoulders in the land.”
“How did you find me? Oh, dear, my head.” She shook her head, then blinked her eyes. “It’s just a bit of a headache. My shoulder hurts a little, but that’s all. No hospital.”
Quinlan couldn’t stand to see her weaving around, his coat torn at the left shoulder, two buttons popped on her blouse. “You’re not wearing a bra.”
Sally looked down at the gaping blouse. There was no way she could pull it together. She just buttoned James’s coat. “Dillon got me a training bra when he went out and bought all these charming duds that are three sizes too small. I couldn’t even get the thing fastened.”
“Well, I didn’t know what size. Sorry it didn’t get the job done.”
She kicked him in the shin.
“I didn’t mean it like that, dammit,” he said, rubbing his leg. “I’ll think of something and tell you later.”
“You’d better not.”
Quinlan took her arm and gently pulled her toward him. “It’s all right now, Sally. It’s all right.”
He pulled her against him. “Are you sure you don’t want to have a doctor check you out?”
“No doctor. I hate doctors.”
That made sense to him. He didn’t point out that a doctor wasn’t the same as a shrink. He wondered in that moment if Beadermeyer even was a doctor. He said to Dillon, “When you get a minute, do some checking on Beadermeyer. I’m beginning to wonder if he’s just a ruthless crook.” To Sally he said, “All right. But you need to rest. Let’s find a place to stay the night.”
“How did you find me?”
“We just missed you at your grandparents’, just as we did at your mother’s. We figured you had to be as tired as we were, so we called all the motels in this area. It was easy. You’ve got a lot to learn about running, Sally.”
She realized then that she’d lost, she’d really lost. And it had been so easy for them. If they hadn’t tracked her down on the highway, then James would have just come into her motel room. Easy, too easy. She was a turkey. She looked down at her dead Honda 350, at its twisted frame and blown back tire.
“My bike is ruined. I just bought it. I was just getting it broken in.”
“It’s all right. It doesn’t matter.”
“That bike cost me nearly all my money.”
“Since it was my three hundred dollars, I’m willing to write it off.”
Everything had turned upside down. Nothing was as it should be. She eased her hand into the coat and pulled out his gun. She pressed it against his lower ribs.
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“NOT AGAIN, SALLY,” he said, but still he was careful not to move.
“She’s got your gun on you again, Quinlan?”
“Yes, but it’s okay. I think she’s learned a bit more since the last time she did it.
“Sally, it’s over now. Come on, sweetheart, pull that sucker back. Whatever you do, don’t forget that hair trigger. Damn, I think I’ll have it modified a bit next time I’m at Quantico. Actually, if you could slip it back into my shoulder holster once we’re in the car, I’d appreciate it. My shoulder holster’s been empty since you stole my gun. I feel half-dressed.”
“I don’t want to shoot you, James, but I do want to get away from you. You did betray me. You know I can’t trust you. Let me go, please.”
“Nope, not ever again. You know you can trust me. It pisses me off that you’re even questioning that. Listen up, Sally. You’re with me now until all this is over. Would you rather trust your mother or your grandparents? Oh, yeah, your sweet little granny is a piece of work.”
“No, I don’t trust any of them. Well, I do trust Noelle, but she’s all confused and doesn’t know what to believe—whether I’m a lunatic or not. I’d bet that all of them have called Beadermeyer, even Noelle. If she called him it wasn’t to turn me in, it was to get some answers. Oh, God, do you think Beadermeyer would hurt her?”

Quinlan didn’t think he would hurt her unless his own skin was in really deep trouble, which it would be shortly, but not just yet. But he said, “I don’t know. Beadermeyer could do anything if he felt threatened, which he probably does, since we busted you out of his sanitarium. Hey, did you know I even threw meat to those dogs to save you?”
She looked up at him in the darkness. “What dogs?”
Dillon said, “There were guard dogs at the sanitarium, Sally. James tossed meat to them so they wouldn’t tear our throats out. One of the dogs was leaping up trying to get James’s ankle when he was carrying you up that fence.”
She could see the shadows and blurred lines of his face. “Well,” she said at last, aware that she couldn’t hold that gun up for much longer because her shoulder hurt like the very devil, “shit.”
“That’s what we’ve been thinking for the past six hours,” Dillon said. “Come on, Sally, give it up. Quinlan’s determined to help you. He’s determined to protect you. Let him be possessive. I’ve never before seen him like this. It’s a real treat.
“Now, come on, you guys. Let’s get out of here before some motorists come by and stop or worse, someone calls the local cops.”
Quinlan didn’t even think about it, he just scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the Porsche.
“You’re no he-man,” she said in the bitterest voice he’d ever heard. “It was just a six-foot walk. A nerd could have carried me that far.”
“It’s my gun,” he said, leaning down and lightly kissing her ear. “It’s heavy.” When he settled her on his lap in the passenger side of the Porsche, he held out his hand for the gun.
She looked at him for a very long time. “You’re really feeling possessive about me?”
“You stole my money, my credit cards, my car, and the photos of my nieces and nephews. I had to catch you so I could get that stuff back.”
“Bastard.” She gave him the gun.
“Yeah, that’s me,” he said. “Thanks, Sally. No more trying to run away from me?” he asked as he tossed the gun into the back seat.
“I don’t know.”
“Tell you what, I won’t strain your options. I’ll handcuff you to me, how’s that?”
She didn’t answer, her head pressed against his shoulder. She hurt, he realized, and here he’d been teasing her. “Just rest,” he said. He looked at Dillon. “How about finding us a nice motel?”
“Contradiction in terms. Are you paying or is the FBI?”
“Hell, I’m rich now that I’ve got my credit cards back. It’s on me, all except your room, Dillon.”
 
“Tomorrow we’ll buy you some clothes that fit.”
She was standing there, staring at the large motel room. There was a sitting area and a TV and a king-size bed.
She turned to look at him. “It’s payback time?”
He cocked his head to one side. “What do you mean?”
She nodded toward the bed. “I gather I’m to sleep with you in that bed.”
“I was going to ask that you take the sofa. It’s too short for me.”
She gave him a baffled look, then walked to the bathroom, saying over her shoulder, “I don’t understand you. Why aren’t you furious with me? Why aren’t you yelling? I’m not used to reasonable people, particularly reasonable men. Just look at you, the very image of long-suffering Job.”
A bruise was coming up along her jaw. He wondered just how badly her shoulder was hurt. “I would be pissed at you if I hadn’t seen you go flying off that motorcycle. You gave me a gray hair with that stunt.”
“It was a slick spot. There was nothing I could do.”

“Take a nice long shower. It should help your aches and bruises.”
Five minutes later there was a knock on the adjoining door.
Quinlan opened it up. “She’s in the shower. Come on in.”
Dillon was carrying a big bag from Burger King and a container holding three big soft drinks. He set them down on the table and threw himself on the sofa.
“What a mess. At least it seems like she’s not going to try to run again. I didn’t know you had such charm.”
“Hang around and maybe you’ll get a few pointers.”
“What the hell are we going to do, Quinlan? We’ve got to call Brammer. We don’t even know what’s going on with the rest of the investigation.”
“It just occurred to me that it’s the weekend. This is Friday night—well, actually Saturday morning. We’re sort of off duty. We’ve got until Monday before we have to be the good guys again, right?”
Dillon was leaning back against the sofa, his eyes closed. “Brammer will have our balls for breakfast.”
“Nah. He would have had our balls if we’d lost Sally. But we didn’t. Everything will be fine now.”
“I can’t believe your wild-eyed optimism,” Dillon said, opening his eyes and sitting up when he heard the shower turn off. “They have all sorts of those little shampoos and conditioners and stuff in the bathrooms.”
“Your point?”
The blow-dryer went on.
“No point, really. Let’s eat.” Dillon said. He took a big bite of his burger, saying with his mouth full, “I’m stressed. I need to work out. Thank God tomorrow’s Saturday. But damn, the gym will be crowded.”
 
It was nearly three o’clock in the morning. It was quiet and dark in the room. He knew she was still awake. It was driving him nuts.

“Sally?” he said finally. “What’s wrong?”
“What’s wrong?” She started to laugh. “You have the feelings of a rhino. You ask me what’s wrong?”
“Okay, you have a point, but you need to sleep and so do I. I can’t go to sleep until you do.”
“That’s nonsense. I haven’t made a sound.”
“I know, that’s what’s so crazy about it. I know you’re scared to death, but if you’ll remember, I promised you that I’d protect you. I promised that we’d get this mess all cleared up. You know I can’t do it without you.”
“I told you, James, I don’t remember that night. Not a single thing. There are just images and sounds, but nothing solid. I don’t know who killed my father. He may not even have been killed when I was there. On the other hand, I could have shot him. I hated him more than you can begin to imagine. Noelle swore to me that she didn’t kill him. There was more, but she didn’t have time to tell me—if, that is, she would have told me in any case.”
“You know you were there when he was shot. You know very well you didn’t shoot him. But we’ll get back to that later.”
“I think my mother didn’t tell me the truth because she knows I did shoot him. She’s trying to protect me, not the other way around.”
“No, you didn’t shoot him. Maybe it was because she didn’t have time since we showed up. Or maybe it was because she’s protecting somebody else. We’ll find out everything. Trust me. She told the cops and us that she’d been out all evening, alone, at a movie.”
“Well, she told me she’d been with Scott. Which means she had a witness to prove she didn’t kill my father.”
“Scott? Your husband?”
“Don’t be cute. You know he’s my husband, but for only a very short time longer.”
“All right. We’ll take care of things. Now, it’s late. We’ve got to get some sleep.

“I just wanted to tell you that you ran a good race, Sally, real good. When I just happened to spot you leaving the motel on that motorcycle, I nearly dropped my teeth. That was real smart of you to ditch the car and buy a bike. It took us totally by surprise.”
“Yes, but it didn’t matter when it came right down to it, did it?”
“No, thank God. Dillon and I are good. That and lucky as dogs on the loose in an Alpo factory. Where were you going?”
“To Bar Harbor. My grandfather gave me three hundred dollars. It was all he had in his wallet. When I counted it, I became aware of a certain irony.”
“You’re kidding. Three hundred exactly?”
“Right on the button.”
“I didn’t particularly care for your grandparents. The maid showed us into this back study. They were watching some Home Shopping show. I’ve got to say that was a surprise. Mr. Franklin Oglivee Harrison and wife watching that plebeian show.”
“That would have surprised me too.”
“Sally, would you like to come here to the big bed? No, don’t freeze up on me. I can see you freezing from here. I’ll bet your shoulder aches too, doesn’t it?”
“Just a little bit. More sore than aches. I was very lucky.”
“You’re right about that. Come on now, I promise not to attack you. Remember how well we both slept in The Cove in my tower bedroom? It can’t have bothered you all that much, since you were willing to tell the bikers about it quick enough.”
The silence lasted for a full minute. She said, “Yes, I remember. I don’t know why I opened my mouth and blabbed it to total strangers. I had that horrible nightmare.”
“No, you remembered what had happened to you. It was a nightmare, but it was real. It was your father. At least you finally told me that.
“Come here, Sally. I’m exhausted and even you—super female—have got to be teetering on the edge just a bit.”
To his relief and pleased surprise, she was standing beside the bed in the next moment, looking down at him. She was wearing one of his white undershirts. He pulled the covers back.
She slipped in and lay on her back.
He lay on his back four inches away from her.
“Give me your hand.”
She did. He squeezed her fingers. “Let’s get some sleep.”
Surprisingly, they did.
When Quinlan awoke early the following morning, she was sprawled on top of him, her arms wrapped around his neck, her legs parted, lying directly on top of his. The undershirt had ridden up to her waist.
Oh, damn, he thought, trying not to move, trying to tell himself that this was just something else a professionally trained FBI agent had to learn how to deal with. So it hadn’t been covered in the sixteen-week training course at Quantico. No big deal. He had experience. He wasn’t sixteen. He breathed through his teeth.
Yes, he would handle this situation with poise and composure. He felt the heat of her through his boxer shorts. He was just a smidgeon of material away from her, that was all, and he knew that composure was a big thing at this point.
“Sally?”
“Hmmmm?”
He was harder than his uncle Alex’s divining rod. No way he was going to scare her. As gently as he could, he pushed her off him onto her back. The only thing was that she didn’t let go of him. He had no choice but to come down over her. Now Uncle Alex’s divining rod was between her legs, just where it belonged.

What the hell was poise anyway? It didn’t seem too important right this moment.
“Sally, I’m in a bad way. Let me go, okay?”
Her arms eased around his neck but she kept her fingers laced.
He could have easily pulled away from her, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. She was slight and warm and he thought where he was and where she was a very nice thing. He loved the feel of her arms tight about his neck. He liked her warm breath against his neck.
He thought having her here beneath him until he croaked would be a very nice thing.
He was staring down at her. He opened his mouth and said, “Sally, would you marry me?”
Her eyes came open in a flash. “What did you say?”
“I asked you to marry me.”
“I don’t know, James. I’m already married.”
“I’d forgotten that. Sally, please don’t move. Do you want to take your arms off my neck?”
“No, not really. You’re warm, James, and I like your weight on me. I feel safe and like everything just might be all right. Somebody would have to go through you to get to me. They’d never make it, you’re too solid, too strong. Please don’t roll off me.”
Solid and strong was he? He turned even harder. “You’re sure you’re not afraid? After what happened to you at the sanitarium, I won’t want to scare you.”
She frowned even as she tightened her arms around his neck. “It’s odd, but you never scared me except when you came roaring through Amabel’s door like a bull that day, that day when my father called me for the first time. But after that, not at all, not even when you walked in on me and I’d just come out of the shower.”
“You were so beautiful, I thought I’d lose it for sure.”
“Me? Beautiful?” She snorted, and he was charmed. “I’m a stick, but you’re nice to say it.”
“But it’s true. I looked at you and thought, She’s perfect. I really like that little black mole on the side of your belly, just beside your left pelvic bone.”
“Oh, dear, you saw that much of me?”
“Oh, yes. A man’s eyes can move real fast when the motivation is there. Why don’t you dump Scott Brainerd and then you can marry me?”
“I don’t think he’ll mind at all,” she said after a moment. “Actually he’s already dumped me, despite those pleas he made on TV.” She was rubbing her hands over his shoulders and upper back. His skin was warm and smooth. “Shortly after we were married, I knew it had been a mistake. I was as busy as he was, always on the go, always going out to meetings and parties and functions in the evenings, always talking to people on the phone, always having people over. I loved it, and he seemed to at first.
“Then he told me he’d thought I would give all that up when we got married. Evidently he expected me to sit around until he got home and then feed him and probably rub his back and listen to him talk about his day, and then strip if he wanted sex. At least that’s what he’d expected. Where he got that idea I’ll never know.
“I tried to talk to him about it, but he would just shake his head and tell me over and over that I was a crummy wife, that I was unreasonable. He said I’d lied to him. That wasn’t true. It came as a total shock to me after we were married when he started pitching fits over my schedule. While we were dating it had been just the same and he’d never said a word. Once he even told me how proud he was of me.
“When I finally told him that I knew he was having an affair and that I wanted out, he said I was imagining things. He said I was being silly, at least at first he said that. Then just days later he said I was losing it, that I was paranoid but that he wouldn’t divorce me because I was going crazy. It wouldn’t be right. No, he wouldn’t do that to me. I didn’t understand what he was talking about until about four days later.
“He was sleeping with another woman, James, I would bet my life on it. After I was locked away in Beadermeyer’s sanitarium, I don’t know what he did. I was kind of hoping that I’d never have to see him again. And I didn’t. Just my father came. But Scott had to be in on it with my father. He was and is my husband, after all. And he had told me I was nuts.”
Interesting, he thought. “Yes,” he said. “He was in on it, up to his little shyster’s ears. Who was he having an affair with?”
“I don’t know. Probably someone at work, at TransCon. Scott’s big into power.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, dipped down and kissed her ear, “but you’re going to have to see him again, at least one more time. Good thing is, I’m your hero and I’m even official, so you don’t have to worry.
“Sally, maybe Scott killed your father. Maybe your mother is protecting him.”
“No, Scott’s a worm. He’s a stingy, cowardly little worm. He wouldn’t have the guts to kill my father.”
“All right.” So much pain, he thought, too much. It would all work out, it just had to.
He leaned down and kissed her mouth this time. Her lips parted, and he wanted more than anything to go deep into her mouth, just as he wanted to go deeply inside her body, but he realized her world was spinning out of control right now. He didn’t want to add any more confusion to her life. Good Lord, he’d asked her to marry him.
“Perhaps that would be good,” she said and pulled him down so she could kiss him.
“What would be good?” he said in her mouth.
“To get married. To you. You’re so normal, so big and normal. You didn’t have a screwed-up childhood, did you?”
“No. I’ve got two older sisters and an older brother. I was the baby of the family. Everyone spoiled me rotten. My family wasn’t particularly dysfunctional. No one hit anyone. We kids beat the crap out of each other, but that’s normal enough. I was big into sports, any and every sport, but my passion was and still is football. Sundays were created for football. I always go into withdrawal after the Super Bowl. Do you like football?”
“Yes. I had a woman gym teacher at my school who was from San Francisco. She was nuts about football and taught us the game. We got very good. The only problem was that there wasn’t another girl’s team around for us to play. I don’t like basketball or baseball.”
“I can live with that. I’ll even play touch football with you.”
She kissed his neck. He shuddered as he felt her opening even more beneath him. He said quickly, “My big screw-up was marrying Teresa Raglan when I was twenty-six. She was from Ohio, seemed just perfect for me.
“She’s a lawyer, just like your husband and dear old dad. It turned out she fell in love with a guy in the Navy who was selling secrets to whoever was interested. I was the one who caught him. She defended him. She got him off, then left me and married him.”
“That’s pretty amazing, James. What happened to her?”
“They live in Annandale, Virginia. She’s got two kids, the guy’s some sort of lobbyist, paid really well, and they seem to be doing just great. I see them every once in a while. No, don’t romanticize it and pretend that I was a brokenhearted wreck. I wasn’t. I was shocked and furious for a while, before Dillon pointed out the absurdity of it all.
“The good guy catches the bad guy. The good guy’s wife defends the bad guy and gets him off and then marries him. Pretty deep stuff to walk in. He was right. The whole thing was like a bad melodrama or a TV soap.”
“James, you’re wonderful. Even in all this mess, you can laugh and make me laugh, and you weren’t angry that I poked a gun in your stomach and stole your car. I had to just ditch the car, James. Then I bought the motorcycle. I had to get away. I think if you could forget who you are and come to Bar Harbor with me, everything would be better than what it’s going to be soon. I used to love life, James, before—well, that’s not important right now.”
“It is important. You want to know something else? Something else that will prove how great I am?”
“What’s that?”
“I didn’t even get pissed when you pulled my gun on me the second time.”
“Well, that settles it then, doesn’t it?” She moved beneath him, and he thought he’d lose it for sure. He was hard against her, and his heart was pounding deep and fast against her chest.
He hadn’t intended to let things get this out of hand, at least he hadn’t before she shifted beneath him, her legs wide now, his legs between hers.
He kissed her, then said into her mouth. “You’re beautiful, and you can feel how much I want you. But we can’t let this happen. I don’t have any condoms. The last thing you need is to get pregnant.”
He heard Dillon moving about in the adjoining room. “Besides, Dillon is awake and up. It’s nearly seven o’clock. We need to get back home.”
She turned her face away from him. Her eyes were closed. He thought she must be in pain, from either her head or her shoulder. Without thinking, he reared back and pulled his undershirt over her head. She blinked up at him and made a move to cover herself.
No, he thought, she wasn’t ready for this. “It’s all right. I want to see how badly your shoulder is hurt. Hold still.”
He was on his knees between her legs, bending over her, his hands gentle as they lightly touched her left shoulder. She winced. “There. Okay, hold still, let me feel around just a bit more.” She looked like the Italian flag, the bruises raw and bright, slashing downward to her breasts and over her shoulder cap to her upper arm. Some of the colors were smearing into each other, green the predominant one.
He leaned down and kissed her shoulder.
She felt her hands clenching on his arms. “I’m sorry you got hurt.” He kissed her again, on her left breast this time. He laid his cheek against her breast and listened to her heartbeat, so clear and strong, and now it was speeding up. Why not, he thought. He raised his head and smiled at her.
“A woman who’s lived with as much stress as you have must have release. It’s the best medicine.” He kissed her again, and eased off her onto his side. He slid his palm down her body, lightly caressing her belly, then his fingers found her. He caressed her even as he kissed her, knowing that she was scared, nervous, but he didn’t stop. His fingers went deeper, changing rhythm, even as his breath speeded up as he felt her relax, as he felt the excitement of what he was doing to her break through her embarrassment.
He lifted his head and smiled at her dazed face. “It’s all right, sweetheart. You need this. God knows I do, too.”
He began kissing her again, talking into her mouth, sex words that were crude and raw and exciting. When she came, he took her cries in his mouth, held her tightly against him, and wished like mad that he could come inside her. He hurt, he was pressing hard as a board against her thigh.
But he couldn’t.
Dillon knocked lightly on the adjoining door.
“Quinlan, Sally, you guys awake?”
He looked down at the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. She was just staring at him as if she couldn’t believe what had happened.

“You okay?”
She just stared at him, mute.
“Hey, Quinlan, you up? Come on, you guys, we’ve got miles to go.”
“That’s the guy who owns the Porsche,” Quinlan said. “We’ve got to hang on to him.” He kissed the tip of her nose and forced himself to leave her.




20
 
“I LIKE YOUR apartment.”
He grinned at the back of her head. “Easy for you to say since it’s got more character than that motel room—”
She turned to face him, no longer dressed in the too-tight jeans, his coat that had hung halfway down her legs, and the blouse that had gaped open over her breasts.
They’d stopped at the Macy’s in Montgomery Plaza on the way back to Washington. Dillon had bowed out, heading for the computer software store in the mall. James and Sally had enjoyed themselves immensely, arguing over everything from the color of her nightgown to the style of her shoes. She left wearing dark-brown corduroy slacks that fit her very nicely, a cream pullover wool sweater over a brown turtleneck, and neat brown leather half boots.
He was carrying his own coat—the one she’d taken—over his arm. He doubted the dry cleaners would be able to get out the grease stains from her motorcycle accident.
“I’ve heard that men living alone usually live in a dump—you know, empty pizza cartons all over everywhere, including the bathroom, dead plants, and horrible furniture they got from their mother’s attic.”
“I like to live well,” he said, and realized it was true. He didn’t like mess or secondhand furniture, and he loved plants and impressionist paintings. He was lucky to have Mrs. Mulgravy live next to him. She saw to everything when he was gone, particularly his precious African violets.
“You do very well with plants.”
“I think the secret is that I play my sax to them. Most of them prefer blues.”
“I don’t think I like the blues,” she said, still looking at him intently.
“Have you ever listened to Dexter Gordon? John Coltrane? Gordon’s album Blue Notes wrings your withers.”
“I’ve heard of Gato Barbieri.”
“He’s great too. I learned a lot from him and Phil Woods. There’s hope yet for you, Sally. You’ll get an earful tonight. You’ve got to give the wailing and the rhythm a chance.”
“That’s your hobby, James?”
He looked just a bit embarrassed. “Yeah, I play the saxophone at the Bonhomie Club on Friday and Saturday nights. Except when I’m not in town, like last night.”
“Are you playing tonight?”
“Yes, but no, not now. You’re here.”
“I’d love to hear you. Why can’t we go?”
He gave her a slow smile. “You’d really like to go?”
“I’d really like to go.”
“Okay. The chances are nobody would even begin to recognize you, but let’s get you a wig anyway, and big dark glasses.” He knew that tomorrow he, Sally, and Dillon would leap into this mess feetfirst. He couldn’t wait to meet Scott Brainerd. He couldn’t wait to meet Dr. Beadermeyer. He hadn’t told Sally yet. He wanted to give her today with no hassles from him, from anybody. He wanted to see her smile.
“James, do you think I could call a couple of my friends?”
“Who are they?”
“Women who work on the Hill. I haven’t spoken to them since more than six months ago. Well, I did call one of them just before I left Washington to go to The Cove. Her name is Jill Hughes. I asked her for a loan. She agreed, very quickly, and wanted to meet me. There was something about how she acted—I didn’t go. I’d like to call Monica Freeman. She was my very best friend. She was out of town before. I want to see how she acts, what she has to say to me. Perhaps I’m paranoid, but I just want to know who’s there for me.”
She didn’t sound the least bit sorry for herself. Still, he felt a knife twist in his gut.
“Yeah,” he said easily, “let’s give Monica a call and see if someone’s gotten to her as well.”
She called Monica Freeman, a powerhouse administrator in HUD. She was embarrassed because she had to call Information for the number. She’d known it as well as her own before Scott.
The phone rang twice, three times, then, “Hello.”
“Monica? It’s Sally.”
James was bent over, writing something.
There was a long pause. “Sally? Sally Brainerd?”
“Yes. How are you, Monica?”
“Sally, where are you? What’s going on?”
James slid a sheet of paper under her hand. Sally read it, nodded slowly, then said, “I’m in trouble, Monica. Can you help me? Can you loan me some money?”
There was another long pause. “Sally, listen. Tell me where you are.”
“No, Monica, I can’t do that.”
“Let me call Scott. He can come and get you. Where are you, Sally?”
“You never called him Scott before, Monica. You didn’t like him, remember? You used to call him a jerk when you knew I was listening. You wanted to protect me from him. You used to tell me he was into power and that he was trying to separate me from all my friends. Don’t you remember how you’d call after Scott and I were married and ask me first thing if Scott was gone so we could really talk? You didn’t like him, Monica. Once you told me I should kick him in the balls.”
There was utter silence, then, “I was wrong about him. He’s been very concerned about you, Sally. He came to me hoping you would call and that I would help him.
“Scott’s a good man, Sally. Let me call him for you. He and I can meet you someplace, we—”
Sally very gently punched the off button on the portable phone.
To her surprise James was grinning. “Hey, just maybe we’ve got your husband’s lover. Am I jumping too fast here? Yeah, probably, but what do you think? Maybe he’s a real stud, maybe he’s got both Jill and Monica? Could he do it, do you think?”
She’d been thinking that hell couldn’t feel worse than she felt now, but he’d put a ridiculous twist on it, like the best of the spin doctors. “I don’t know. She’s certainly changed her tune, just like Jill. Two? I doubt it, James. He was always so busy. I think his deals were more exhilarating to him than mere sex.”
“What kind of deals?”
“He was in my dad’s law firm, something I didn’t know until after we were married. That sounds weird but it’s true. He didn’t want me to know, obviously, until after we were married. He was in international finance, working primarily with the oil cartel. He would come home rubbing his hands together, telling me how this deal or that deal would impress everybody, how he’d gotten the better of such and such a sheikh and had just brought in a cool half million. Deals like that.”
“How long were you married to him?”
“Eight months.” She blinked and fiddled with the leaves of a healthy philodendron. “Isn’t it odd? I don’t count the six months in the sanitarium.”
“That’s not a very long time for a marriage, Sally. Even mine—a semi-unmitigated disaster—lasted two years.”

“I realized right after we were married that my father was as much a part of the marriage as we were. I’m willing to bet he offered me up to Scott as part of a deal between the two of them.”
She drew a deep breath. “I think my father put me in the sanitarium as revenge for all those years I protected Noelle. I’m willing to bet that another part of the revenge was to get Scott to marry me. He got to Scott, and Scott did what he was told. All revenge.
“When I told Scott I wanted a divorce, he told me I was crazy. I told him that he could marry my father if he wanted a St. John so badly. Maybe two days after that, I was in that sanitarium—at least I think it was two days. The time still gets all scrambled up.”
“But he had a lover. Perhaps Monica, perhaps Jill. Perhaps someone we don’t know at all. How quickly were you sure about his affair?”
“About three months after we were married. I’d decided to try to make a go of it, but when I found a couple of love notes, unsigned, and two motel receipts, I didn’t care enough to try. Between that and my father, always in the background, I just wanted to get out.”
“But your father didn’t let you get out.”
“No.”
“Obviously your father knew everything about your marriage. Scott must have told him immediately when you asked for a divorce for your father to take action so quickly. Who knows? Maybe it was Scott’s idea. Do you want to call anyone else?”
“No, that leaves just Rita. I don’t think I could take it if Rita started on me about calling Scott. This was enough—much too much, as a matter of fact.”
“Okay, no more work today, all right?”
“That was work?”
“Certainly. We just filled in another piece of the puzzle.”
“James, who knocked both of us out in The Cove and brought me back to Doctor Beadermeyer’s?”
“Beadermeyer or a henchman. Probably not Scott. It was probably the guy who played the role of your father that night in your bedroom window. But now that you’ve got me, you don’t have to be depressed at the number of bad people in the world.”
“They all seem to have congregated around me. Except Noelle.”
He wanted to ask her to go over everything with him, from the day she met Scott Brainerd to now, but he didn’t. Give her the day off, make her smile. Maybe they could make love in front of the fireplace. He wanted to make love to her very much. His fingers itched remembering the feel of her, the way she moved against his fingers, the softness of her flesh. He tried to focus on his African violets.
 
That evening she pulled her hair back tight, securing it with a clip at the nape of her neck. She put on a big pair of dark sunglasses. “No one would recognize you,” Quinlan said, coming up behind her and putting his hands lightly on her shoulders.
“But let’s get a wig anyway. You know something? Your father was killed, what, three weeks ago or so? It was splashed all over TV, all over every tabloid, every newspaper. You, the missing daughter, got the same treatment. Why take the chance on someone recognizing you? I have to tell you, I like you in those sunglasses. You look mysterious. Are you really the same woman who’s agreed to marry me? The same woman who woke me up this morning lying on top of me?”
“I’m the same woman. James, really, the other—I thought that was just a glitch on your part. You really meant it?”
“Nah, I just wanted to get you in bed and make you come.”

She hit him in the stomach.
“Yeah, Sally, I really meant it.”
 
The Bonhomie Club on Houtton Street was in an old brick building set in the middle of what they called a “border” neighborhood. It was accepted wisdom to take a cab to and from the club or else take a huge risk of losing your entire car, not just the hubcaps.
James had never really thought about the possible dangers in this area until he handed Sally out of the cab. He looked around at the streetlights, many of them shot out.
There was litter on the sidewalks, none in front of the club because Ms. Lilly didn’t like trash—real trash, white trash, any kind of trash.
“Like I told you, boy,” she’d said when she hired him some four years before, “I like the look of you. No earrings, no tattoos, no bad teeth, and no paunch.
“You’ll have to watch the gals, now, they’re a horny bunch and one look at you and they’re gonna have visions of sugar cocks dancing in their heads.” And she howled at her own humor while James, an experienced agent, a man who’d heard just about every possible combination of crude words, just stood there, embarrassed to his toes. She tweaked his earlobe between two fingers with inch-long bright-pink fingernails and laughed some more. “You’re gonna do just fine, boy, just fine.”
And he had. At first the customers, a loyal bunch, the large majority of them black, had looked at him like he was something escaped from the zoo, but Lilly had introduced him, made three off-color jokes about his sax playing, his sex playing, and his red sox playing.
She was one of his best friends. She’d even given him a raise in January.
“You’ll like Ms. Lilly,” Quinlan said to Sally as he shoved open the heavy oak door of the club. “I’m her token white.” Marvin the Bouncer was just inside, a heavy scowl on his ugly face until he saw it was Quinlan.

“Hullo Quinlan,” he said. “Who’s the chicky?”
“The chicky is Sally. You can call her Sally, Marvin.”
“Hello, Marvin.”
But Marvin wasn’t up for names. He just nodded. “Ms. Lilly is back in her office playing poker with the mayor and some of his lame-assed cronies. No, James, there ain’t no drugs. You know Ms. Lilly, she’d shoot anybody before she’d let ’em take a snort.
“She’ll be out before it’s time for you to play. As for you, Chicky, you just stay in my eyesight once James is up there wailing his heart out on the stage, all right?
“She’s a cute little chicky, Quinlan. I’ll take care of her.”
“I appreciate it, Marvin. She is cute, and a lot of bad people are chasing her. If you could keep an eye on her, I can wail on my sax without worry.”
“Ms. Lilly is going to try to feed her, Quinlan. She doesn’t look like she’s had a good meal in a month. You hungry, Chicky?”
“Not yet, but thank you, Marvin.”
“A chicky with real good manners. It warms a man’s heart, Quinlan.”
“Amazing,” Sally said and nothing more. But she was smiling. She gave Marvin a small wave.
“He’ll watch over you, not to worry.”
“Actually I hadn’t even thought about it. I can’t believe you just spit out the truth to him.”
“Ah, Marvin didn’t believe me. He thought I was worried some guy would try to pick you up, that’s all.”
Sally looked around the dark, smoky interior of the Bonhomie Club. “It’s got lots of character, James.”
“It gains more by the year. I think it’s because of the aging wood. That bar is over a hundred years old. It’s Lilly’s pride. She won it in a poker game from a guy up in Boston. She always calls him Mr. Cheers.”
“Lots of character.”
He grinned down at her. “Tonight’s just for fun, all right? You look gorgeous, you know that? I like that sexy little top.”
“You’re into jet beads, are you?” But she was pleased. He’d insisted on buying it for her at Macy’s. She actually smiled. She felt good, light and easy. Tonight, she thought, tonight was for fun. It had been so long. Fun. She’d simply forgotten.
Nightmares could wait for tomorrow. Maybe when James took her home he’d want to kiss her some more, maybe even make love to her. She could still feel the warmth of his fingers on her.
“You want a drink?”
“I’d love a white wine. It’s been so long.”
He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know if Fuzz the Bartender has ever heard of such a thing. You sit down and let the atmosphere soak into your bones. I’ll go see what Fuzz has got back there.”
Fuzz the Bartender, she thought. This was a world she’d never imagined. She’d cheated herself.
She looked up to see James gesturing back at her and an immense black man with a bald head shiny as a cue ball grinning at her, waving a dusty wine bottle. She waved back and gave a thumbs-up.
Where did the name Fuzz come from?
There were only about half a dozen whites in the club, four men and two women. But no one seemed to care what color anyone was.
An Asian woman with long, board-straight black hair to her waist was playing the flute on the small wooden stage. The song was haunting and soft.
The conversation was a steady hum, never seeming to rise or to fall. James put a glass of white wine in front of her.
“Fuzz said he got the wine a couple of years ago from this guy who wanted whiskey but was broke. Fuzz got this bottle of wine in trade.”
She sipped it and gulped. It was awful and she wouldn’t have traded it for a glass of Kendall-Jackson. “It’s wonderful,” she called out to Fuzz the Bartender.
James sat beside her, a beer in his hand. “The wig’s not bad, either. A little too red for my taste, a little too curly, but it’ll do for tonight.”
“It’s hot,” she said.
“If you can just hold out, I’ll try to think of something indecent to do with that thing when we get home.”
At nearly nine o’clock, he kissed her mouth, tasted the white wine, and grimaced.
“That’s rotgut.”
“It’s wonderful rotgut. Don’t say anything to Mr. Fuzz.”
James laughed, swung his saxophone case off the other chair, and wove his way through the tables to the stage.
She couldn’t take her eyes off him. He hugged the flautist, then pulled a lower stool forward to the microphone. He took his saxophone out of the case, polished it a bit with a soft cloth, checked the reed. Then he began to warm up.
She didn’t know what she’d expected, but the sound coming out of his instrument would have made the devil weep. He played scales, bits and pieces of old songs, skipped from high notes to low ones, testing, soft, then loud.
“So you’re the little white girl that’s hooked my Quinlan, are you?”
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“I WON’T BE so little in another six months.”
“Why’s that?”
“I’m not usually so skinny. I’ll fatten up.”
“Maybe my Quinlan will even get you pregnant. You just watch out, Sally, all the ladies salivate while he’s playing. Poor boy, he tells himself it’s because of his beautiful music. And he does look so soulful while he’s playing.”
She shook her head, her voice mournful. “I don’t have the heart to tell him it’s his sexy body and gorgeous eyes. Ah, now he’s playing Sonny Rollins, my favorite. Well, aren’t I forgetful? I’m Lilly,” the huge black woman said, grinned wide, and pumped Sally’s hand.
“I’m Sally.”
“I know. Fuzz told me. Then Marvin told me. They said it looks like my Quinlan has got it real bad. He’s never had it even mild before. This should be interesting. Hey, you aren’t planning on having your way with him and then kissing him off, are you?”
“Kiss him off? Kiss off James?”
“What I mean is, you aren’t married, are you? You’re not just using my Quinlan just to take care of your needs? I hear he’s a treat in bed, so that would make sense, even though I don’t like it.”
“Actually, no, I’m not going to kiss him off,” Sally said. She sipped at Mr. Fuzz’s white wine. “I like your dress. It’s magnificent.”
Ms. Lilly preened and pressed her huge arms against her even more impressive breasts. The resulting cleavage made Sally stare. She’d never seen so much outside of a Playboy magazine.
“You like the white satin? So do I. I hear tell that a woman built along statuesque lines like I am isn’t supposed to wear white, but hey, I like it. It makes me feel young and virginal. It makes me feel ready to go out and try a man for the first time.
“Now, you just sit here and listen to my Quinlan. That’s Stan Getz he’s playing now. He makes old Stan sound like a sinful angel. Quinlan’s good. You really listen now, and don’t just think about having your way with him.”
“I’ll listen good.”
Ms. Lilly patted her on the back, nearly sending her face into the glass of wine, and moved away like a ship under sail to a booth that was very near the stage.
Quinlan began to play a sexy, weeping, slow blues song. It sounded like John Coltrane, but she couldn’t be completely sure. It was still so new to her.
She noticed for the first time that no one was talking. There was total quiet in the club. Everyone was focused on James.
She watched at least four women get up and move closer to the stage. God, he played beautifully. His range was excellent, each note full and sweet, enough to break your heart. She felt a lump in her throat and swallowed. The song he was playing cried torrents, the notes sweeping lazily from a high register to low, deep notes that tore at the soul. His eyes were closed. His body was swaying slightly.
She knew she loved him, but she wasn’t about to admit it here and now, knowing that it was his damned music that was making her feel as mushy as the grits Noelle had tried to make for her once. Men in uniforms and men playing soul music—a potent combination.
James spoke into the microphone. He said, “This one’s for Sally. It’s from John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme.”
If she’d ever doubted what he felt about her, that damned song put an end to it. She gulped down Mr. Fuzz’s white wine and her tears.
Two more women moved closer to the stage, and Sally smiled.
When James finished, he waved to her. Then he cleared his throat and called out, “I got a request for Charlie Parker.”
She listened, took a last sip of Mr. Fuzz’s wine, and realized she had to go to the bathroom.
She slipped out of her chair, looked at Fuzz the Bartender, who was pointing to an open door just beside the bar. She smiled and walked past him, saying, “Can I have another glass when I come out, Mr. Fuzz?”
“You sure can, Sally. I’ll have it waiting.”
When she came out of the unisex bathroom, she was smiling. She could hear James getting into his next song, one she recognized, a soft, searching song she hadn’t realized was blues.
Suddenly she knew she wasn’t alone. She felt someone very close to her, just behind her. She heard breathing, a lot of soft breathing.
The corridor was narrow. There hadn’t been any other women in the bathroom. But that was silly. It had to be another woman, she thought on the edge of her brain, her attention on the song James was playing.
But it wasn’t a woman.
It was Dr. Beadermeyer. There were two men standing just behind him. One of them was holding a needle in his hand.
He took her arm with a lover’s light grasp. It changed quickly enough. She felt her skin pulling and sinking in at the increasing pressure of his fingers.

With his other hand, he grabbed her jaw to hold her still. He leaned over and lightly kissed her.
“Hello, Sally. How lovely you look, my dear. You shouldn’t be drinking, you know, it doesn’t go well with the kind of drugs your body is used to. I watched you drinking that dreadful stuff. Why are you here? I assume that man up there making a fool of himself in this backwater hole-in-the wall is James Quinlan, that FBI agent you were with in The Cove? He’s not bad-looking, Sally. Now I know he’s your lover. A man like that wouldn’t stay with a woman unless she delivered.
“How desolate poor Scott will be when he finds out. Let’s go now, my dear girl. It’s time you came back to your little nest. A different nest. This time that bastard won’t come to get you.” It couldn’t be him, but it was. Her father was dead. Why did he still want her so badly?
“I’ll hold her. Bring the needle. Let’s get out of this godforsaken place.”
“I wouldn’t go to heaven with you.”
“Of course you will, my dear girl.”
He was gripping her arm hard now, pulling her back against him, one hand over her mouth. She shoved her right elbow hard into his stomach.
He sucked in his breath, and she jerked free. “James! Marvin!” Then she screamed, just once before a hand smashed down over her mouth.
“Damn it, grab her! Gag her. Give her the shot!”
She grabbed the edge of a small table below the public telephone and gave it a shove, sending it crashing over, knocking against one of the men with Beadermeyer. She screamed once more, just a whisper of sound this time because the man’s hand was hard over her mouth, covering her nose as well and she couldn’t breathe. She was jerking, kicking back with her heels, feeling flesh, but still the man held her.
She felt fingers fumbling around her arm.
A needle.

He was going to shove a needle into her arm. He was going to make her into a zombie again. She kicked back as hard as she could. For an instant the man’s hand loosened over her nose and mouth.
She leaned down and bit the man’s hand, the hand that held that needle, and yelled again. “James!”
The hand went back over her mouth. A man was cursing, another man was jerking at her other arm, but she managed to send her left arm back hard, hitting him in the belly. The touch of the needle fell away. She heard a thunk on the wooden floor. He’d dropped the needle.
“I should have known you two goons would fuck it up. Pick up the damned needle, you idiot. Jesus, it’s dark in here, but not dark enough. I knew I should have just knocked her out. Or shot the little bitch. Damn, let’s just get out of here. Forget the needle, forget her.”
It was Dr. Beadermeyer and he was furious.
Then she heard Fuzz the Bartender yelling the ripest obscenities she’d ever heard. The man released her. She staggered, then screamed, “You’ve lost, you damned bastard. Fuck off and take your two dogs with you or James will kill you.”
He was panting hard, enraged. “I thought it would be easy, just slip a needle into your arm. You’ve changed, Sally, but this isn’t the end of it.”
“Oh, yes, it is. I’m going to put you out of business, you Nazi worm. I’m going to put you in jail, and I hope every one of those big inmates takes a fancy to you.”
He raised his arm to hit her, but his two men crashed into him as they tried to get down the narrow hallway to the exit.
“Stop it, you fools,” he screamed at them. Then they were all racing toward the back emergency exit. The door pounded open, then slammed shut.
She looked up to see Marvin the Bouncer bolting toward her like a runaway train. She heard Fuzz the Bartender crashing through the tables, yelling even riper obscenities.
She realized the whole incident had taken only seconds. It had seemed longer than a winter blizzard.
She took two steps forward. She saw James leaping off the stage. She saw him pull out his gun.
She saw Ms. Lilly pick up a baseball bat and stride toward her like an Amazon angel.
It had all happened so quickly. Yet she’d felt the fear of a lifetime. To have a needle shoved into her arm again. No, she couldn’t have borne that, not again.
Then she realized that the fear was dimming, releasing her, and she shook her head.
She’d won. She’d beaten him. She wished she could have shot him. Or stuck a knife in his guts.
Marvin the Bouncer took one quick look at her, then slammed open the emergency exit door and ran outside.
Fuzz the Bartender streaked past her and out the door behind Marvin. She heard pounding footsteps. Lots of them. She prayed they’d catch Beadermeyer.
She suddenly felt so weak she couldn’t hold herself up. She sank to her knees and leaned against the wall. She wrapped her arms around her bent knees and leaned her face against her legs.
“Sally, hang on, I’ll be right back.” It was James running after Marvin and Fuzz.
“Well, my girl, Marvin told me that James said you had bad guys after you. I don’t mind this—even though it did interrupt one of my favorite songs. What fools those guys were to try to get you here. They must have really been desperate. Either that or stupid. I’ll bet stupid.”
Ms. Lilly shook her head, the thick black coils of hair never budging. “You ready to get up now, Sally?”
“Is the little chicky all right?”
“Yes, Marvin, she’s just catching her breath. I think she did a good job on those guys. I don’t suppose you nabbed the jerks?”

“No, Ms. Lilly. We got close, but they pulled away in this big car. Quinlan put a bullet through the back windshield, but then he stopped. He said he knew who it was and he was going to get the bastard tomorrow. Then he laughed and rubbed his hands together. It was hard because he was still holding that cannon of his.”
Marvin the Bouncer turned, “Ain’t that right, Quinlan?”
“It was Beadermeyer, wasn’t it, Sally?”
She raised her head. She wasn’t hyperventilating anymore. She was feeling just fine, thank you.
Ms. Lilly grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet. “There you go. Fuzz, get Sally some more of that wonderful white wine you’ve got stashed.”
“Yes, it was Beadermeyer with two goons and a needle. I think the needle’s still over there on the floor. I managed to knock it away.”
Marvin gave her an approving nod. “I knew you were skinny but not helpless. That was good, Chicky.”
“Thank you, Marvin. Thank all of you.”
“You’re welcome,” Ms. Lilly said. She turned and shouted, “Okay, everyone back to their tables. Everything’s okay now. This will teach any of you who want to screw around with Marvin that it isn’t smart. They beat the shit out of the guys who were trying to mug Sally. It’s all over now.
“Quinlan, get your very nice butt back up there on the stage and play me my Dexter Gordon. What do you think I pay you for anyway?”
“My music,” James said. “Sally, I want you right next to the stage, all right?” But before he left, he picked up the needle, wrapped it in a napkin, and put it in his shirt pocket.
“I want to know what the bastard was going to give you. We’ll take this to the FBI lab tomorrow. Come on, Sally.”
“I’ll bring the wine,” Fuzz said.

 
* * *
 
He paced from one end of the living room to the other, back and forth. Dillon was sitting comfortably in a big overstuffed chair, hunched over the keyboard of his laptop, a Gateway 486SX Nomad called “MAX.”
Sally wasn’t doing anything except watching James. “I guess I’ve had enough,” she said finally.
Both men looked at her.
She smiled. “I don’t want to wait until tomorrow. I want to get it over with tonight. Let’s go see my mother. She knows what happened that night my father was murdered. At least she knows a lot more than she’s told you or the police or me. I’d like to know the truth.”
“Better yet,” Dillon said, looking back down at his computer screen, “let’s get all three of them together—your mother, your husband, and Doctor Beadermeyer. You think the time is right, Quinlan?”
“I don’t know,” Quinlan said. “Maybe it’s too soon.” He gave Sally a worried look. “You really sure about this, Sally?”
She looked strong, her thin shoulders back, those soft blue eyes of hers hard and steady. She looked ready to take on the bear. “I’m sure.”
It was all he needed. Yeah, it was time to find out the truth. He nodded.
“Maybe they’ll be tired,” Dillon said. “Hot damn. Finally I’ve found it.” He gave them a big grin. “I’m good,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Real good.”
“What are you talking about?” Quinlan said, striding over to Dillon. He leaned down to look at the screen.
“Everything we ever wanted to know about Doctor Alfred Beadermeyer. His real name is Norman Lipsy and he’s Canadian. He did go to medical—McGill in Montreal.
“My, my, he has a specialty in plastic surgery. And there’s lots more. Sorry it took me so long. I just never considered that he’d be Canadian, not with a name like Beadermeyer. I wasn’t getting into the right databases.” He rubbed his hands together. “I found him on a cosmetic surgeons roster, along with a photo. Said he graduated from McGill.”
“This is incredible,” Quinlan said. “Excellent, Dillon.”
“Bet your ass. Now, before we’re off, let me try just a couple more things on Scott Brainerd. Where’d he get his law degree, Sally?”
“Harvard.”
“Yeah, it does show him graduating Harvard in 1985 with honors. Too bad. I was hoping maybe he’d lied about that.”
Quinlan said, “You’re still sure, Sally? You ready to see Scott? Beadermeyer? After what he tried tonight? You’re sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. No more. It’s crazy. It’s got to end. If I killed my father, I want to know. If Noelle or someone else did, then let’s find out. I won’t fall apart, James. I can’t stand this fuzziness anymore, this constant mess of blurred images, the voices that are all melting together.”
Quinlan said very slowly, in that wonderful soothing voice of his, “Before we leave I want to go over some more things with you. You up to it?”
“Oh, yes,” she said. “I’m ready. We already talked about Scott and my father.” She stopped, her fingers rubbing the pleats in her corduroy slacks.
“What is it?”
“It’s about my father. And my mother.” She looked down at her hands. Thin hands, skinny fingers, short fingernails. At least she hadn’t bitten them since she’d met James.
“What is it, Sally? Come now, no more secrets.”
“He beat my mother, viciously. I caught him doing it when I was just sixteen. That was when I moved back from the girls’ school in Virginia. I tried to protect her—”
Dillon’s head came up. “You’re saying your father, the senior legal counsel of TransCon International, was a wife beater?”
“Why am I not surprised?” Quinlan said. He sat beside her and took one of her hands and waited, saying nothing more, just holding her hand. She’d lived through that?
“My mother—Noelle—she wouldn’t do anything about it. She just took it. I guess since he was so well known and respected and rich, and she was part of it, she couldn’t bear the humiliation or losing all she had.
“I remember I always looked forward to parties, diplomatic gatherings—he was invited to all of them—those lavish lobbyist banquets, intimate little power lunches where wives were trotted out to show off, magazine interviews, things like that, because I knew he wouldn’t dare hit Noelle then—there’d be photos taken of the two of them together. He knew that I knew, and that made him hate me even more.
“When I didn’t leave the District to go to college, I thought he would kill me. He’d really counted on my leaving. He hadn’t dreamed that I’d still be at home, watching him. He actually raised his hand, but then he lowered it, very slowly.
“I’ll never forget the hatred in his eyes. He was very handsome, you know, thick, dark hair with white threaded through, dark-blue eyes, tall and slender. High cheekbones, sculpted elegantly to make him look like an aristocrat.
“Actually, he’s just an older version of Scott. Isn’t that strange that I thought I fell in love with a man who looked like my father?”
“Yeah,” Dillon said. “I’d say that’s plain not good. It’s a good thing that Quinlan here doesn’t look like anybody except himself.”
“I came home at random times. He knew I would. Once when I’d been visiting Noelle, after I left to go back to my apartment, I realized I’d forgotten my sweater. I went back into the house and there he was, kicking my mother. I went to the phone to dial 911. As far as I was concerned, it was the last straw. I just didn’t care anymore. He was going to pay. You won’t believe it, but my mother crawled to me, grabbed my leg, and begged me not to call the cops. My father stood there in the library doorway and dared me to do it. He dared me, all the while watching my mother sobbing and pleading, on her knees, her nails digging into my jeans. Jesus, it was horrible. I put down the phone and left. I never went back. I just couldn’t. Nothing I did mattered, not really. If I was there for a while, he just waited until I left. Then he probably beat her more viciously than if I’d never been there at all. I remember I wondered if he’d broken her ribs that time, but I never asked. What good would it have done?”
“But he didn’t take his revenge until six months ago,” Dillon said. “He waited—what?—some five years before he went after you.”
“That’s not quite true. He started his revenge with Scott. I’m convinced of that now. Yes, he was behind my marriage to Scott. There weren’t any men in my life before that. I worked for Senator Bainbridge right out of college. I was happy. I never saw my parents. I had friends. I’d see my father every once in a while, by accident, and I could tell that he still hated my guts.
“I remember once at a party, I ran into my mother in the women’s room. She was combing her hair and her long sleeve had fallen away. There was a horrible purple bruise on her arm. I remember just looking at it and saying, ‘What kind of monster in you allows you to let that bastard beat you?’
“She slapped me. I guess I deserved it. I didn’t see her again until that night I went to her for money when I was running away from you.”
“You do remember actually going to your parents’ house the night your father was killed?”
“Yes, but nothing else is clear. How was I sure my father was dead? I don’t know. But I did know, and I guess I must have believed that Noelle finally couldn’t stand the beatings any more. Yes, that’s what I must have thought, although all that isn’t particularly clear.”
She began to rub her temples with the palms of her hands. “No, I don’t know, James. I think I remember screams, I think I can see a gun, but nothing else, just these images. And maybe blood. I remember blood. But my father? Dead? Was Noelle there? I just can’t swear to anything. I’m sorry. I’m no help at all.”
But Quinlan wasn’t worried. He looked over at Dillon whose fingers were tap-dancing on his laptop, nary a furrow of worry on his brow. He knew that Dillon was hearing everything they said. He also knew that Dillon wasn’t worried either.
Quinlan had pulled this off before. They had lots to work with. Sally was ready.
He said slowly, more to himself really, so she would get calm again, “So your father bided his time.”
“Yes. It wasn’t until after we were married that I found out my father was Scott’s boss. He’d never told me what firm he was with. He was vague and I didn’t really pay attention. It was all downhill from there, once I found out.”
Quinlan paced his living room, not nervous pacing, just rhythmic strides. Dillon worked MAX’s keyboard. Sally rubbed the dust off the small rubber tree that sat in a beautiful oriental pot next to the sofa.
Quinlan stopped. He smiled at Sally. “I think it’s time you made some phone calls, Sally. I think it’s time we get the gang together and do some rattling. We’ll see what falls out.” He handed her the phone.
“Mom, then Scott, then Beadermeyer.”
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“YOU WANT TO know what’s driving me crazy?” Dillon said, looking up from the keyboard and stretching his muscles. “I want to know why Beadermeyer is still after you. It was your father who had you put away there. He’s dead. Why the hell would Beadermeyer care anymore? Who’s following in your old man’s footsteps? You said Scott had to be in on it? But why would he care now? Wouldn’t he just want that divorce so he could get on with his life? You sure you’re up for this, Sally?”
“Yes, I’m up for it. In fact, I can’t wait. I want to spit in Beadermeyer’s face. As for why they took me again, I’ve thought and thought, but I can’t think of a decent reason. Now let me make those calls.”
She took the phone and dialed. There wasn’t any wait at all. “Mom? It’s me, Sally. I wondered if I could come over. I need to talk to you, Mom. Yes, right now. Is that all right?”
Slowly, she pressed the off button. She started to dial Scott’s number. Quinlan lightly touched his hand to hers and shook his head. “No, I think your mom just might get the other players there.”
“He’s right,” Dillon said. “If she doesn’t, then we’ll talk to her alone. We need to anyway. We need to know exactly where she stands in all of this mess.”
“James is right,” Sally said and swallowed hard. “The others will be there. But know this—she was protecting me. I’d bet my life on it.”
He wanted to hug her, but he didn’t. He watched her blink back the tears and swallow until she had control again. Sally had guts. She also had him.
He said, “Okay. Let me make some phone calls, then we’ll get this show on the road.”
 
Thirty minutes later James tapped the griffin-head knocker of the St. John home.
Noelle St. John answered the door herself. She was wearing a silk dress in a pale blue. Her hair, blonder than Sally’s, was twisted up in a neat chignon. She looked elegant, tense, and very pale. She hesitated a moment, then held out her arms to her daughter. Sally didn’t move. Noelle St. John looked as if she was ready to burst into tears. She lowered her arms to her sides.
She said quickly, her words running together as if she couldn’t get them out fast enough, “Oh, Sally, you’ve come. I’ve been so worried. When your grandparents called me I didn’t know what to do. Come in, love, come in. We’ll get this all straightened out.” Then she saw Quinlan in the shadows.
“You.”
“Yes, ma’am. May I come in as well?”
“No, you may not. Sally, what’s going on here?”
“Sorry—no me, then no Sally.”
She looked from Sally to Quinlan, shaking her head. She looked confused.
“Noelle, it’s all right. Let us in.”
She was shaking her head, back and forth. “But he’s FBI, Sally. I don’t want him here. He was here before with another man, and they searched the house looking for you. Why would you want him with you? It doesn’t make sense. The last person you want around you is a cop. He’s lied to you. He’s manipulating you. He’s just making you more confused.”

“No, Noelle, I’m not confused at all about this.”
“But Sally, when your grandparents called me, they told me he was right behind you and you claimed you knew he would be. You said he was smart. But they said you wanted to escape and go into hiding. You said the same thing to me. Why are you with him? Why do you want to be with him?”
“He caught me. I’m an amateur and he’s not. And trust me, you want him with me, too.” Sally took a small step forward and lightly laid her fingertips on her mother’s arm.
“That’s me, ma’am, real smart. Special Agent James Quinlan. I’m pleased you remember me.”
“I wish I didn’t remember, sir,” Noelle said. She looked back over her shoulder. James smiled, knowing now that there was someone else in the living room. Scott Brainerd? Dr. Beadermeyer? Or both of them? He sure as hell hoped both of them were. “Both of us or neither of us,” he said. “It’s chilly out here. Make up your mind, ma’am.”
“All right, but I don’t know why you’re with her. You’ve no right, none at all. Sally’s my daughter, she’s ill, the FBI can’t hold her since she’s mentally unstable, nor can the police. She’s my responsibility, I’m her guardian, and I say she’s going back to the sanitarium. It’s the only way she can be protected.”
“All that?” James said, looking amazed. Noelle looked at him as if she’d like to smack his face. “She doesn’t look unstable to me. I’ll bet she could withstand being beaten with rubber hoses, even having her fingernails yanked out. There’s not an unstable cell in Sally’s brain.”
“She’s been very ill for the past six months,” Noelle said, as she stood back.
They walked past her into the foyer. There were fresh flowers on the beautiful antique table with the large gilded mirror hanging over it. There had always been fresh flowers in that hideous oriental vase, Sally thought, usually white and yellow chrysanthemums.
“Come along into your father’s study, Sally. Let’s get this over with. Then I’ll make certain you’re safe again.”
“Safe again?” Sally whispered. “Is she nuts?”
Quinlan hugged her quickly against him, and when she looked up at him, he winked at her. “Don’t worry.”
“Well, well, what a surprise,” he said when he saw Dr. Beadermeyer standing by the fireplace. He’d studied the man’s photo so many times he felt as if he’d interviewed him, even though they’d never met in the flesh before. Was he the bastard who’d struck him on the head at The Cove? He’d find out soon enough.
He turned to the other man. “And this, I take it, is your husband, Sally? That famous deal-maker, Scott Brainerd? Who worked for your father? Who probably married you because your father ordered him to?”
“Her name’s Susan,” the man said. “‘Sally’ is a little girl’s name. I never liked it. I call her Susan.” He took a step forward, then stopped. “You’re looking a bit on edge, Susan, and no wonder. What are you doing with him? Noelle just told me he’s an FBI agent—”
“Special agent,” Quinlan said, wanting to goad this damned man until he gnashed his teeth. “I’ve always been a special agent.”
“He caught up with her,” Noelle said, “and he brought her back. I don’t know why he’s here, but we must convince him that since Sally isn’t well, she wasn’t responsible for killing her father. We can protect her. Doctor Beadermeyer can take her back to the sanitarium and keep her safe.”
“Since Father’s dead,” Sally said, staring her mother right in the eye, “that raises a whole lot of questions. For example, since he’s no longer with us, then who will come and beat me and fondle me and humiliate me every week?”
Her mother stared at her, her mouth working, but no sound came out. Her face was leached of color. She looked sick now, and uncertain. “Oh, God, no, Sally, that’s not possible. Your father and Scott and Doctor Beadermeyer, they all told me every week how well you were doing, what fine care you were getting. No, this can’t be true.”
“She shouldn’t speak of her dead father like that,” Dr. Beadermeyer said.
“He’s right. This just proves how ill she is,” Scott said. “She’s making this up. Amory beat his own daughter? Fondled her? That’s crazy, she’s crazy, she just proved it.”
“It’s classic,” Dr. Beadermeyer said from his staged pose by the fireplace. “Some patients fantasize so strongly that they begin to believe what their minds dredge up. It’s usually things that they’ve always wanted, deep down.
“Your father was a handsome man, Sally. Girls have sexual feelings about their fathers. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. The only reason you fantasize that he’s come to you is because you wanted it so badly. The beating part, the humiliating part, is just so you can forgive yourself for these feelings by making yourself helpless so that you couldn’t prevent it.”
“What a bunch of shit,” Quinlan said. “You’re Doctor Beadermeyer, I take it. Such a pleasure to finally meet you.”
“Sorry I can’t say the same about you. I’m here to take Sally back with me, and even though you’re FBI there’s nothing you can do about it.”
“Why did you try to kidnap her from the Bonhomie Club three hours ago?”
“Alfred? What’s he talking about?”
“A mere misunderstanding, my dear Noelle. I found out where Sally was. I thought I could simply take her with no fuss, no bother, but it didn’t work out.”
“It didn’t work out?” Sally repeated. “You tried to kidnap me and shove a needle in my arm, and all you can say is it didn’t work out?”
He merely smiled at her and shrugged again.
“He brought two goons with him, Noelle,” Quinlan said. “All three of them grabbed Sally when she came out of the bathroom and tried to give her a shot.” He turned back to Beadermeyer. He wanted very badly to wring the bastard’s neck. “We nearly got you, you miserable excuse for a human. At least you have to have your rear window replaced.”
“No problem,” Beadermeyer said. “It wasn’t my car.”
“What is going on here?” Scott said. “Noelle told me that Sally escaped. Now she’s with an FBI agent. Doctor Beadermeyer told me Sally met this man in this hick town in Oregon and they’re lovers. That’s not possible. Sally, you’re still my wife. What’s going on here?”
Quinlan smiled benignly at all of them. “Why don’t you just consider me a sort of lawyer for her? I’m here to see that you don’t run all over her or that the good doctor here doesn’t try to shove another needle into her.”
He eyed Scott Brainerd. Tall, slim, beautifully dressed, but that handsome face of his looked haggard. There were dark circles beneath his eyes. He didn’t look happy about any of this, and more, he looked scared. He should. Quinlan could tell that he wasn’t carrying a gun. He was nervous, part of him always moving, his hands fidgeting. He pulled a pipe out of the pocket of his lovely English jacket. A shoulder holster would ruin the line of that jacket. The bastard.
Quinlan said nothing more, just watched him light his pipe. He imagined that he used the delay to good advantage when he was in negotiations. It also gave his hands something to do when he was nervous or scared shitless.
“You’re the man who took Sally away from me, aren’t you? You’re the one who broke into the sanitarium?”
James smiled at Beadermeyer. “Yeah, right on both counts. How are the German shepherds? They’re fine dogs, both with a taste for good raw steak.”
“You had no right to break into my facility. I’ll sue your butt off.”
“Just be quiet, Alfred,” Noelle said, “and you too, Mr. Quinlan. Sally, why don’t you sit down? Would you like a cup of tea? You look exhausted. You need to rest. You’re so thin.”
Sally looked at her mother and slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry, Noelle, but I’m afraid you’d let Doctor Beadermeyer drug the tea.”
The woman looked as if she’d been hit. She looked frantic. She took a step toward Sally, her hand out. “Sally, no, I’m your mother. I wouldn’t hurt you. Please, don’t do this. All I want is what’s best for you.”
Sally was shaking. James took her arm in a firm grip and led her to a small settee. He stayed close to her, knowing it was important for her to feel him beside her, feel the warmth of him, the solidness of him. He put his hands behind his head and eyed them all from beneath his lowered lashes.
He said to Scott Brainerd, who was now puffing furiously on his pipe, “Tell me about how you first met Sally.”
“Yes, Scott, do tell him,” Sally said.
“If I do, will you tell him to get the hell out of our lives?”
“It’s a possibility,” Quinlan said. “Tell you what I can promise for sure. I won’t throw Sally in the slammer.”
“Good,” Noelle said. “She needs to be kept safe. Doctor Beadermeyer will see to it. He’s promised me he would.”
Their litany, Quinlan thought, their damned litany. Was Noelle a part of this? Or could she be this gullible? Couldn’t she really see Sally? See that she was perfectly all right?
Scott began to pace, looking at Noelle, who was staring intently at her daughter, as if to read her thoughts, then at Beadermeyer, who was lounging in his large wing chair, trying to copy the damned agent.
“I met her at the Whistler exhibition at the National Gallery of Art. It was an exciting evening. They were displaying sixteen of Whistler’s Japanese paintings. Anyway, Sally was there partying with her friends, like she always did. One of the Smithsonian lawyers introduced us. We talked, then had coffee. I took her to dinner.
“That’s how it began, nothing more, nothing less. We discovered we had a lot in common. We fell in love. We married.”
Beadermeyer rose and stretched. “Vastly romantic, Scott. Now, it’s late and Sally needs her rest. It’s time for us to leave, Sally.”
“I don’t think so,” Sally said, her voice as calm as could be. James felt the shaking in her arm. “I’m twenty-six years old. I’m perfectly sane. You can’t make me go back with you. Incidentally, Scott, you didn’t tell James why you neglected to mention that you worked for my father until after we were married.”
“You never asked, did you, Sally? You were caught up with your own career, all your fancy parties and wild friends. You didn’t really care what I did. You never asked, damn you.”
“I asked, but you never came right out with it. You told me it was a law firm and left it at that. I remember asking you, but you wouldn’t give much out, ever.”
Quinlan felt the ripple beneath the flesh of her hand. He squeezed slightly but kept quiet. She was doing just fine. He was pleased and optimistic. He was fast getting the measure of all three people. Soon, he thought, soon now.
Sally paused just a moment, then said calmly, “I certainly didn’t care after I found out you were having an affair.”
“That’s a lie! I wasn’t having an affair. I was faithful to you. I’ve always been faithful to you, even during these past six months.”
Noelle cleared her voice. “This is leading nowhere. Sally, you’re saying that you’re sane, that indeed your father abused you in the sanitarium—”
“So did Doctor Beadermeyer. He had this creepy little attendant called Holland who liked to bathe me, strip me, fix my hair, and sit on the side of my bed just staring at me.”
Noelle turned to Beadermeyer. “Is this true?”
He shrugged. “Just a bit of it. She did have an attendant named Holland. He’s gone now. Perhaps once he might have been out of line. These things happen, Noelle, particularly when a patient is as sick as Sally is. As for the rest of it, it’s just part of her illness—the delusions, the dark fantasies. Believe me, just as you believed your husband and Scott. Scott lived with her. He saw the disintegration. Isn’t that right, Scott?”
Scott nodded. “It was frightening. We’re not lying, Noelle.”
Noelle St. John did believe them. Quinlan saw it on her face, the look of new resolve, the new certainty, the profound pain she felt.
She said to her daughter, “Listen, Sally, I love you. I’ve loved you forever. You will get better. I don’t care what it costs. You’ll have the best care. If you don’t like Doctor Beadermeyer, then we’ll find you another doctor. But for now, please, go back with him to the sanitarium so you can be protected.
“You were judged mentally incompetent by Judge Harkin. You don’t even remember the hearing, do you? Well, no wonder. You were so ill, you just sat through the whole thing, didn’t say a thing, just stared straight ahead. I spoke to you, but you just looked through me. You didn’t even recognize me. It was horrible.
“I’m your guardian now that your father is dead. Both Scott and I are, as a matter of fact. Please trust me, Sally. I only want what’s best for you. I love you.”
Scott said, “Mr. Quinlan, you could hold her for a day, maybe, but that’s all. The judge has already ruled that she isn’t responsible for her actions. You can’t do anything to her. No one would consider having her stand trial for the murder of her father.”
She kept her head, though Quinlan knew that shook her. This was some group. He still couldn’t make up his mind about her mother. She seemed so sincere, so caring, but . . . Now they seemed certain she’d murdered her father? It was almost time for him to intervene, but not just yet.
Sally said, raising her hand to stem her mother’s words, “Noelle, did you know that Doctor Beadermeyer kept me drugged all the time? That’s why I don’t remember the hearing. I told you that my father came and beat me twice a week, but did you know that Doctor Beadermeyer watched? Oh, yes, Doctor, I know about that two-way mirror. I also know you let others look through the door window when my father was fondling himself while I was lying naked on the bed.”
She jumped to her feet, and Quinlan was sure she was going to attack Beadermeyer. He lightly touched her arm. Her muscles were frozen. She yelled, “Did you enjoy it, you filthy slug?”
She whirled around to face her mother. “I don’t remember the hearing because he kept me drugged up so I wouldn’t fight him or any of his keepers. Don’t you understand? There was no way in hell they could let up on the drugs. I would have blown them out of the water. Did you also know that sometimes my father would have him lighten the dosage so I’d be more alert when he came to abuse me? That’s right, Noelle, believe it. My father, your husband. I’m not lying to you. I’m not making this up to defend my shattered ego. My father was a monster, Noelle. But you know that, don’t you?”
Her mother screamed at her, “No more of that, Sally! No more of your crazy lies. I can’t stand it, I just can’t.”

Scott Brainerd shouted, “That’s right, Sally. That’s more than enough. Apologize to your mother for those horrible things you’re saying about her husband.”
“But they’re all true, and you know they are, Scott. Father couldn’t have had me committed without your being in on it. Why did you want me put away, Scott?”
“It nearly killed me to have you committed,” Scott said. “Nearly killed me. But we had to. You were going to harm yourself.”
To Quinlan’s relief, Sally actually managed to laugh. “Oh, that’s really good, Scott. You’re a wretched liar. Now, Noelle, when my father was beating me, or just holding me down while he stood over me, he’d laugh, tell me how he finally had me right where he wanted me, where I deserved to be.
“Goodness, I remember it all now. He said it was his revenge for all the years I tried to protect you, Noelle. He said being in this nice place would keep my mouth shut about the other, but I don’t know what he meant by that.”
“I do,” Quinlan said. “We’ll get to that later.”
She smiled at him and nodded, then turned back to her mother. “Did he tell you how much he hated me? But I guess locking me away wasn’t enough for him. I guess he wasn’t beating you enough, Noelle, since he had to come and beat me as well. Twice a week. Like clockwork. He was a man of disciplined habits. I was so drugged I sometimes didn’t even know, but Holland, that pathetic little creep, he would say, ‘Yep, every Tuesday and Friday, the old guy’s here to knock you around and beat off.’
“Of course, I do remember many of the times, particularly when they lightened the drugs. It pleased him—to know I knew it was him and I was helpless to stop him doing anything he wanted to do.”
Noelle St. John turned on Dr. Beadermeyer. “She is sick, isn’t she, Alfred? This can’t be true, can it? And not just Amory, but Scott too. Why, he’s sworn to me that she’s very ill. Just as you have.”

Beadermeyer shrugged. It was the man’s favorite response, Quinlan thought. “I think she believes what she’s saying is true. She really is very ill. Because she believed he did this to her, she had to murder him to assuage her own guilt. I told you how she managed to hide the sedatives beneath her tongue and escape the sanitarium. She came straight here, like a homing pigeon, took her father’s gun from his desk, and when he came in, she shot him. You heard the shot, Noelle. So did you, Scott. By the time I got here she was standing over him, watching the blood leak out of his chest, and all of you were just staring at her. I tried to help her, but she turned that gun on me and escaped again.”
Quinlan sat forward on the sofa. Ah, now it would come out. It was time. None of this surprised him. In a few minutes it wouldn’t surprise Sally either.
Beadermeyer turned to Sally, and his voice was gentle as a soft rain on the windowpanes. “Come, my dear, I’ll protect you from the police. I’ll protect you from the FBI, from the press, from everyone. You must leave this man. You don’t even know who he is.”
“Susan,” Scott said, “I’m sorry for all this, but I know you couldn’t help yourself. All those delusions, those dreams, those fantasies, Doctor Beadermeyer told us you had. You did shoot Amory, you had the gun in your hand. Noelle and I saw you holding that gun, leaning down over him. We just want to help you, protect you. We didn’t tell the police a thing. Doctor Beadermeyer left before they even came. No one accused you. We’ve been protecting you all along.”
“I didn’t kill my father.”
“But you told me you didn’t remember anything,” Noelle said. “You told me you were afraid I’d done it and that was why you ran away. To protect you, I made the police suspect me, acted as guilty as I could, even though I hadn’t killed him. What saved me was that they couldn’t ever find the gun. Neither Scott nor I ever told the police that we were practically witnesses to the shooting. In fact, Scott didn’t even tell them he was here. That made me a better suspect. They couldn’t find you. The police are certain that you know I did it and that’s why you ran. But I didn’t, Sally, I didn’t. You did.”
“And I know she didn’t, Susan,” Scott Brainerd said, his pipe dangling loose in his right hand, cold now. “I met her in the hallway, and we came into the living room together. You were there, leaning over him, the gun in your hand. You have to go with Doctor Beadermeyer or else you’ll wind up behind bars.”
“Ah, yes,” said Quinlan. “The good Doctor Beadermeyer, or should I call you Norman Lipsy, from the fair nation of Canada to our north?”
“I prefer Doctor Beadermeyer,” the man said, with exquisite calm. He lounged more comfortably in his chair, a man without a care, relaxed, at ease.
“What’s he talking about?” Scott said.
“Your good doctor here is a fake,” Quinlan said. “That little hideaway of his is nothing more than a prison where he keeps folks that family or others want out of the way. I wonder how much money Sally’s father paid him to keep her? Maybe you know, Scott? Maybe some of it was your money. I’ll just bet it was.”
“I am a doctor, sir. You are insulting. I will sue you for libel.”
“I have been to the sanitarium,” Noelle said. “It’s a clean, modern facility. The people there couldn’t have been nicer. I didn’t get to see Sally simply because she was so ill. What do you mean, people pay for Doctor Beadermeyer to hold their enemies prisoner?”
“It’s true, Mrs. St. John, the simple truth. Your husband wanted Sally out of the way. Was it his final revenge against her for trying to protect you? I’ll bet that’s sure one part of it.”
Quinlan turned to Sally. “I think you might have wasted your time protecting your mom, Sally. It seems to me that she would just as soon throw you right back to the hounds.”
“That’s not true,” Noelle said, twisting her hands now. “Don’t believe him, Sally.”
Quinlan just smiled at her. “In any case, your husband, Mrs. St. John, paid Norman Lipsy here a ton of money every month to keep his daughter drugged to her ears, to let him come visit his little girl and abuse her. Oh, yes, he did abuse her, humiliate her, treat her like a little sex slave. We have a witness.”
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DR. BEADERMEYER DIDN’T change position or expression. Scott actually jumped. As for Noelle, she turned as white as the walls.
“No,” she whispered. “A witness?”
“Yes, ma’am. FBI agents picked up Holland. Just before we came here, they called. He’s singing, Norman. His little lungs are near to bursting with all the songs pouring out of his mouth.
“It’s not just Sally who was kept there. There’s a senator’s daughter. Her name is Patricia. Doctor Beadermeyer gave her a lobotomy—and botched it, by the way.”
“That isn’t true, none of it.”
“Now, Norman, the FBI will be at the sanitarium shortly with a search warrant, and they’ll go through that office of yours like ants at a picnic lunch. All your dirty little secrets will be out. I have a friend at the Washington Post. All the world will soon know your secrets. All those poor people you’ve kept at your prison will be free again.
“Now, given all this, Noelle, do you still want to put any stock in this guy’s word?”
Noelle looked from Quinlan to Dr. Beadermeyer. “How much did my husband pay you?” It was suddenly a new Noelle—straight shoulders, no longer pale and fragile-looking, but a strong woman whose eyes were narrowed now, whose jaw was locked and hard. He saw rage in those soft blue eyes of hers.

“It was just for her care, Noelle, nothing more. Her case is complex. She’s paranoid schizophrenic. She’s been mentally ill for some time. We tried a number of drugs to relieve her symptoms. But we were never fully successful. This thing she dreamed up about her father—it gave her enough to focus to escape and come to kill him. It’s that simple and that complex. I did nothing wrong.
“This Holland—poor fellow—I took him in. He’s very simple in the head. It’s true he attended Sally. He was very fond of her in his moronic way. Only a fool would believe anything he said. He’d say whatever anyone wanted him to say. They’ll realize quickly enough that he’ll say anything, just to please them.”
“For someone who’s not a shrink, you’re not bad, Norman,” Quinlan said.
“What do you mean he’s not a shrink?” Scott said.
“He’s a plastic surgeon. He deals with the outside of the head, not the inside. He’s a fake. He’s a criminal. And he watched your husband hurt his own daughter. I have no reason to lie to you, Mrs. St. John.”
“Bastard,” Dr. Beadermeyer said. “All right, Noelle, if you no longer believe me, no longer trust my word, then I won’t take Sally back with me. I’ll leave. I’ve got nothing more to say. The only reason I came here was to help Sally.”
He took a step forward, but Quinlan was up in an instant. Three steps and he had Dr. Beadermeyer’s tie in his fist. He said very softly, right in his face, “Who is paying you to hold Sally now that her father’s dead? Scott here? If so, why? Why was she put away? It wasn’t just revenge, was it?” Quinlan knew, but he wanted to hear it out of Beadermeyer’s mouth.
“Noelle is paying me only for her regular treatment, the same as I’ve always received.”
“Bullshit. Who’s paying you? You still want to lie, do you? Well, I’ll be able to tell you, Mrs. St. John, exactly the amount your dear husband was paying this little bastard, just as soon as the FBI finishes going through all his crooked little books.”
“I’m calling my lawyer. You can’t do this. I’ll sue you, all of you.”
“If Mrs. St. John was paying you just for Sally’s care, then why did you come to The Cove, knock both Sally and me on the head, and haul her back to your sanitarium? Did you bill Noelle for the airfare? And your little excursion to the Bonhomie Club with those two goombas—will you send Noelle a bill for their services? How about that rear window I shot out? Don’t you bill for overtime, Norman? No comment this time? Don’t you even want to insist that you’re such a dedicated doctor that you’ll do anything to help your poor patients?” Quinlan turned to Noelle, who looked as if she’d love to have a knife. She was looking at Dr. Beadermeyer with very new eyes. “When I got to Sally in the sanitarium she was so drugged it took more than a day to clear her out. That sounds like great treatment, doesn’t it, Noelle?”
“Oh, I believe you, Mr. Quinlan. I believe you now.”
Dr. Beadermeyer just shrugged and looked down at his fingernails.
“Maybe,” Quinlan said, “it’s Scott here who wants his wife kept under wraps?”
“That’s ridiculous,” Scott Brainerd yelled. “I never did anything, just told her father how worried I was about her.”
Noelle said very calmly, “No, Scott, that isn’t true. You’re lying as well. All of you lied to me. If it had been just Amory, I wouldn’t have bought it for a minute, but no, all of you were just like this Greek chorus, telling me the same thing over and over until I believed you. Goddamn you, I believed you! I allowed you to put my little girl in that goddamn institution!”
Quinlan quickly stepped out of the way when he saw her coming. She dashed to Beadermeyer and slammed her fist into his jaw before he even had a chance to twitch. He reeled back against the mantelpiece. Noelle stepped back, panting. “You bastard.” She whirled around to face Scott. “You vicious little shit, why did you do this to my daughter? How much did my husband pay you?”
Sally rose from the sofa. She walked to her mother. She put her arms around her. “Thank you,” she said against her mother’s hair. “Thank you. I hope I can hit Beadermeyer myself before this is all over.”
Sally wiped her damp hands on her pants legs. She felt such a surge of relief that it made her mouth dry. She actually smiled as she said to Scott, “I’m divorcing you. It shouldn’t take long, since I don’t even want my poor ivy plant that’s probably already dead anyway. My lawyer will serve the papers on you as soon as I can arrange it.”
“You’re fucking crazy. No lawyer is going to do a thing you say.”
“If you take another step toward her, Brainerd, I’ll just have to kill you. That or I’ll let Noelle at you. Look at poor Norman, his lip is bleeding. You know, I like the thought of Sally as a widow.”
Quinlan walked calmly up to Scott Brainerd, pulled back his fist, and rammed it into his stomach. “That’s for Sally, Noelle, and me.”
Scott yelped, bent over, breathing like he’d been shot, his arms clutching his middle.
“Sally,” Quinlan said, rubbing his knuckles, wanting to hit Scott Brainerd again but knowing it wouldn’t be smart, “one of my sisters-in-law is a lawyer. She’ll handle the paperwork on the divorce. Severing ties with this slug shouldn’t be difficult. It takes six months. Maybe I should kill him. You want to try running away, Scott?”
“Oh, yes, I forgot to tell you guys, the FBI is also all over the private books in Amory St. John’s firm. They’ve been doing that for a while now. That’s the real reason the FBI is involved in the first place. It’s all delicate stuff, so that’s why we’ve kept it under wraps, but there’s no reason for you not to know.

“Selling arms to places like Algeria, Iraq, and Libya—well, we do tend to frown on stunts like that. And that’s got to be the other reason, Sally, that your father and your husband locked you away. They must have believed that you would say something incriminating, something to prove that they were traitors.”
“But I never saw a thing, never,” Sally said. “Is that it, Scott?”
“No, damn you. I didn’t have a thing to do with that.”
“And her father manipulated you into coming on to Sally, into marrying her?”
“No, that’s not true. All right, so I did agree to have her put away. That’s because I believed she was sick.”
“Why did you believe I was sick, Scott?”
He didn’t say anything, just waved his pipe at her. “You weren’t a good wife. Your dad swore to me that your career was just something for you to do until you got married. He said you were just like your mother, a woman who really wanted a husband to take care of and children to look after. I wanted a wife to stay home and take care of me, but you wouldn’t do it. I needed you there, to help me, to understand me, but no, you never stayed there for me.”
“That doesn’t make her sick, Scott,” Quinlan said.
“I refuse to say anything more about it,” Scott said.
“Why am I not surprised that he was a traitor?” said Noelle. “But I’m not. Then maybe one of his clients murdered him. Maybe it wasn’t Sally after all. Such a pity it wasn’t Scott who murdered him. That’s what you were, isn’t it, Scott, you pathetic jerk?”
Good, Quinlan thought, she was trying to explain her husband’s murder another way. He was pleased. He said, “That’s what he was, Mrs. St. John. Now, you said you walked in here with Scott and found Sally literally standing over him with the smoking gun.”
Noelle was frowning, her mouth working. She was thinking real hard. “Well, yes, but she said that she’d heard the shot and come running. She said she had picked the gun up. She said she was here to get money from me and leave.”
Quinlan pulled a folded piece of paper out of his breast pocket. He unfolded it and scanned it. “This is your statement to the cops, Noelle. No mention of Sally. Too bad a neighbor reported seeing her running from the house. But you tried, Noelle, you tried.
“Were you really with Scott that night? Did you really run in here with him to see Sally over your husband’s body?”
Scott threw his pipe at the fireplace. It fell with a loud crack against the marble hearth. “Damn you! Of course I was with her! I was with her all evening.”
Scott was still rubbing his belly, and that made Quinlan feel good. That damned bloody little worm. He turned back to Noelle.
“I’m pleased you tried to protect Sally. But I did wonder if you weren’t in it along with these other sterling characters.”
“I don’t blame you,” Noelle said. “I’d think I was a jerk too. But I’m not. I’m just plain stupid.”
Sally smiled at her mother. “I’m stupid too. I married Scott, didn’t I? Just take a good look at him.”
Quinlan said, “Listen, Noelle. Only a real bad person would turn on her daughter after what she tried to do for you since she was sixteen. She was just a girl, and yet she tried to protect you. I want you to tell me this isn’t true. Tell me you didn’t kill your husband. Tell me you didn’t kill that monster who’d been abusing you.”
“I didn’t kill him, I didn’t. Oh, God, you believe me, don’t you, Sally? You don’t believe I killed your father, do you?”
There was no hesitation. Sally took her mother in her arms. “I believe you.”
“But there’s so much more, Sally,” Quinlan said, his voice soft and smooth, the promise of truth in that voice. “It’s time now to get it all out. I want you to think back now. Look at Noelle and think back to that night.”
Sally drew back, her eyes on her mother. Then, slowly, she turned to Quinlan. “I now have a clear picture of my father, lying right over there, blood all over his chest. I’m sorry, James, but I don’t remember anything else.”
“Your mother said you had a gun. You don’t remember taking the gun with you, Sally?”
She started to shake her head, then she stared down at her brown boots.
Quinlan said, “It was an antique Roth-Steyr pistol your father probably bought off an old English soldier from World War I. It has a ten-round clip, ugly devil, about nine inches long.”
“Yes,” Sally said slowly, moving away from him, walking toward the spot on the floor where she’d found her father’s body, right in front of his huge mahogany desk. “Yes, I remember that pistol. He was very proud of it. The English ambassador gave it to him back in the 1970’s. He’d done him a big favor.
“Yes, now I can see it clearly. I remember picking it up now, holding it. I remember thinking it was heavy, that it weighed my hand down. I remember that it felt hot, like it had just been used.”
“It is heavy. The sucker weighs a bit more than three pounds. Are you looking at it, Sally?”
She was standing there, apart from him, apart from all of them, and he knew she was remembering now, fitting those jagged memory pieces together, slowly, but he’d known she could do it.
“It’s hot, Sally,” he said. “It’s burning your hand. What are you going to do with it?”
“I remember that I was glad he was dead. He was wicked. He’d hurt Noelle all those years and he’d never paid for it. He’d always done exactly what he’d wanted to do. He’d gotten me. There’d never been any justice, until then.

“Yes, I can remember that’s what I was thinking. ‘You’re dead, you miserable bastard, and I’m glad. Everyone is free from you now. You’re dead.”’
“Do you remember Noelle coming in? Do you remember her screaming?”
She was looking down at her hands, flexing her fingers. “The gun is so hot. I don’t know what to do with it. I can see you now, Noelle, and yes, there’s Scott behind you. But you have your coats on. You weren’t here at the house, you’d been out. Just Father is here, no one else.
“You started screaming, Noelle. Scott, you didn’t do a blessed thing. You looked at me like I was some sort of wild dog, like you wanted to put me down.”
“We thought you’d killed him,” Scott said. “He wasn’t even supposed to be at home that night. He was supposed to be in New York, but he came back unexpectedly. You grabbed that gun and you shot him.”
But Sally was just shaking her head, looking not frightened but thoughtful, her forehead furrowed. “No, I remember that when I got here I tried the front door. I didn’t expect it to be unlocked, but it was. Just as I turned the knob, I heard a shot. I ran into this room and there he was, on the floor, his chest covered with blood.
“I remember—” She paused, frowning ferociously. Then she pressed her knuckles against her forehead. “It’s so vague, so fuzzy. Those damned drugs you gave me—God, I could kill you for that.”
Quinlan said, “He’s in so much trouble now, Sally, that killing him would be letting him off lightly. I want to see him spend all his money on lawyers. Then I want to see him rot in prison for the rest of his miserable life. Don’t worry about him. You can do this. It’s all vague, but it’s there. What do you see?”
She was staring down at where his body had sprawled, arms flung out, his right palm up. So much blood. There had been so much blood. Noelle had laid a new carpet. But there’d been something strange, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, something . . .
“There was someone else there,” she said. “Yes, there was someone else in the room.”
“How did you get the gun?”
She said without hesitation, “It was on the floor. He was bending down to pick it up when I came into the room. He straightened up real fast and ran to the French doors.”
She turned slowly and looked at the floor-to-ceiling windows that gave onto a patio and yard. There were high bushes and a fence between this house and the one next door.
“You’re sure it was a man?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I can see his hand opening the handle on the French doors. He’s wearing gloves, black leather gloves.”
“Did you see his face?”
“No, he—” Her voice froze. She began to shake her head, back and forth, back and forth. “No,” she whispered, looking toward those French doors. “It’s not possible, it’s just not possible.”
“You see him now, Sally?” Quinlan’s voice was steady and unhurried.
She looked at James, then at her mother, at Scott, and finally at Dr. Beadermeyer. She said, “Maybe they’re right, James. Maybe I am crazy.”
“Who was he, Sally?”
“No, no, I’m crazy. I’m delusional.”
“Who was he?”
She looked defeated, her shoulders bowed, her head lowered. She whispered, “He was my father.”
“Ah,” Quinlan said. Everything was falling neatly into place, though not yet for the others.
Noelle whispered, “Your father? Oh, Sally, that’s impossible. Your father was lying dead on the floor. I saw him, I went down on my knees beside him. I even shook him. It was your father. I couldn’t be wrong about that.”

Scott waved his pipe at her, shaking his head, saying, “She’s bloody crazy, crazier than we thought. Your father’s dead, Sally, just like Noelle said. I saw him dead too. Don’t forget there were the two of us.”
Dr. Beadermeyer said, “It’s all right, Sally. It’s another symptom of your illness. Will you come with me now? I’ll call your father’s lawyer, and he can come and make sure this man doesn’t take you to jail.”
Quinlan let all their voices float over him for a moment. He stood up and walked to Sally. He took her hands in his. “Well done,” he said, leaned down, and kissed her.
“You bastard, that’s my wife! I don’t want her, but she still is my wife.”
He kissed her again. “Everything makes sense now.” He turned to Dr. Beadermeyer. “Now it all fits. You’re a plastic surgeon, Norman. You must be very good at it. Where did you find the man whose face you reworked into Amory St. John’s?”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. The murdered man was Amory St. John. No one doubted it. Why should they? There were no questions.”
“That’s because there was no reason to doubt it. Why would anyone check dental records, for example, if the wife of the deceased identified the body, if the face on the body looked like all the faces on all the photographs on the desk? It does bother me though that the medical examiner didn’t see the scars from the surgery. You must be very good, Norman.”
“God, did you really do that, Doctor Beadermeyer?” Scott said. Did you really plan with Amory St. John to kill another man and have him take Amory’s place? Was he planning to leave me to take the fall? Dammit, it’s the truth, isn’t it? I’d be the one blamed because he was supposedly dead. And I didn’t do all that much, I swear. There was Sally, but that was necessary because we knew she’d read several short messages that I’d forgotten were in my briefcase. There wasn’t any choice. I went along with him because I had to.”
Quinlan hit him again, this time in the jaw. He rather hoped he’d broken it.
Beadermeyer looked down at Scott, who was now lying on his side, unconscious. “What a piece of nothing he is, but that’s not my problem. Now, Quinlan, all this is nuts. Amory St. John was the one who died. I’ve had enough of this. I’m sorry, Sally. I’ve tried to help you, but now I just don’t care. I’m leaving.”
“When the devil leaves hell, Doctor Beadermeyer,” she said. “That’s when I’d go with you.”
“Best you find another comparison, Sally,” Quinlan said. “I know for a fact that the devil roams all over the world. We’ve got two of his little minions right here. So Sally’s father is still paying you. That surely answers the rest of my questions.”
“I’m leaving,” Dr. Beadermeyer said and walked toward the door.
“I don’t think you want to leave just yet,” Dillon said, stepping into the room.
“When that worm wakes up I want to hit him,” Noelle St. John said. “Well, maybe I won’t wait.” She walked over to Scott and kicked him in the ribs. “As for you,” she said to Dr. Beadermeyer, “if only Mr. Quinlan will give me a rubber hose, I’ll work you over but good. What all of you did to my daughter—Jesus, I’d like to kill you.”
“I’ll make sure you get that rubber hose, Noelle,” Quinlan said.
“I’m going to sue all of you. Police brutality, that’s it, and libel. Just look at poor Scott.”
Sally went over and kicked Scott in the ribs. Then she walked into her mother’s arms.
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DILLON NODDED TO Quinlan and smiled at Sally. “That was well done. Quinlan’s good at helping people remember.”
He turned to Dr. Beadermeyer. “I don’t think you want to leave just yet. I’ve got lots more buddies coming any minute now. And they’re all special agents, which means they can shoot off the end of your pinky finger at fifty yards and make you sing out every secret you’ve had since you were two years old. They’re really very good, so it’s best that you just stay put, Doctor Beadermeyer.”
Noelle was staring at Dr. Beadermeyer. “I hope you rot in the deepest pit they can find to throw you in. Now, you miserable ass, where is my husband? Who was the poor man both of you murdered?”
“That’s an excellent question,” Quinlan said. “Tell us, Norman.”
It happened quickly. Dr. Beadermeyer pulled a small revolver out of his coat pocket. “I don’t have to tell you anything, you son of a bitch. You’ve ruined my life, Quinlan. I have no home, no money, damn you, nothing. God, I’d love to kill you, but then I’d never know peace, would I?”
They heard several car doors slam.
“It’s too late to whine, Norman,” Quinlan said. “Now you’re going to the slammer. You might consider cutting a deal. Tell us where Amory St. John is hiding. Tell us the name of that guy whose face you rearranged. Tell us the whole sordid story.”
“Go to hell, Quinlan.”
“Not for many years yet, I hope,” Quinlan said. “So it was Amory St. John who was continuing to pay you to keep Sally a prisoner. Was it indeed her father who followed her to The Cove and peered at her through her bedroom window that night? Were you with him? Did the two of you knock us out and take Sally back to your wonderful sanitarium? Yeah, that sounds right. It was Amory St. John on the phone to his daughter, his own face staring in at her through the bedroom window.”
“It’s all a lie, all of it. I’m leaving now. Come here, Noelle. I don’t think anyone will shoot if you’re with me.”
Sally said, “My father must have been furious when I saw him run out of this room. He would have thought I’d shout it to the world. That’s why he wanted you to keep me in the sanitarium.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Sally,” Dr. Beadermeyer said. “You’re crazy. You escaped from a mental institution. Even if you’d spouted all this out as soon as the cops got here, no one would have believed you, not a single soul.”
“But it would have raised questions,” Quinlan said. “I would have wondered and chewed on it. I’m a real FBI nerd when it comes to things like that. I wouldn’t have let it go. Sally’s right. That’s why you and her father wanted to keep her locked up. She was out of the way permanently. And her father still believed she knew he was a traitor, or at least suspected that he wasn’t a solid citizen.”
“Shut up. Come here, Noelle, or I’ll shoot your bloody daughter.”
“How much money are we talking here, Norman? A couple million? More? It just occurred to me why you wanted Sally so badly. She was your insurance policy, wasn’t she? With her, you didn’t have to worry that Amory St. John would kill you. Of course, he could have killed Sally too, but that would have raised questions inevitably.
“No, better for him to just keep paying you off until he came up with a bright idea to rid himself of you. Have I gotten anything wrong, Norman? I love real-life wicked plots. Novels can’t even come close.”
Dr. Beadermeyer waved the gun. “Come here, Noelle.”
Scott stirred on the floor, shook his head, and slowly sat up. He moaned and rubbed his ribs. “What’s going on here? What are you doing, Doctor Beadermeyer?”
“I’m leaving, Scott. If you want to come along, you can. We’ve got Noelle. The cops won’t take a chance of shooting because they just might hit her. Come here, Noelle.” He pointed the revolver at Sally. “Now.”
Noelle walked slowly to where he stood. He grabbed her left arm and pulled her tightly against him. “We’ll just go out through the French doors. Nice and slow, Noelle, nice and slow. Ah, Scott, why don’t you just stay put? I really never liked you, always thought you were a no-account worm. Yes, you just stay here.”
“What you’re doing isn’t smart, Norman,” Quinlan said. “Believe me, it isn’t smart at all.”
“Shut up, you bastard.” He kicked open the French doors and pulled Noelle through them. Quinlan didn’t move, just shook his head. Dillon said, “You did warn him, Quinlan.”
There were voices, two shots. Then dead silence. Dillon ran outside.
“Noelle!” Sally ran through the open French doors onto the patio, yelling her name over and over.
They turned to see Noelle stumble toward her daughter. The women embraced.
“I love happy endings,” Quinlan said, “Now, Scott, why don’t you tell us which woman is your lover—Jill or Monica?”

“Neither, damn you. I’m gay!”
“Jesus, that’s a kicker,” Quinlan said.
Dillon came back in. There was a huge grin on his face. “Poor old Norman Lipsy just got a nick in the arm. He’ll be just fine.”
“I’m glad about that,” Quinlan said.
“Scott is gay, James?” Sally stared at her husband. “You’re gay and you married me?”
“I had to,” Scott said. “Your father’s ruthless. I’d done just a little fiddling with some clients’ accounts, but he discovered it. That’s when he got me into the arms deals and told me I had to marry you. He also paid me, but believe me, it wasn’t enough to bear you for those six months.”
Quinlan laughed and pulled Sally against him. “I hope this doesn’t depress you too much.”
“I think I’ll kick up my heels.”
They heard Dr. Beadermeyer cursing outside, then moaning, complaining loudly that his arm was bleeding too much, that he’d die from blood loss, that the bastards wanted him to die.
They heard Dillon laugh and say loudly, “Justice. I do like to see justice done.”
Sally said, “There’s no justice yet. James, where is my father?”
He kissed her on the mouth and hugged her. “We’ll check first to see if his passport is gone. If it isn’t, we’ll have him soon enough.”
“Another thing,” Dillon said, “where is that bloody Roth-Steyr pistol?”
“I remember running after my father out the French doors. I threw it in the bushes.”
“The cops would have found it. They didn’t.”
“Then that means her father saw her throw it away and doubled back to get it,” Quinlan said. And he smiled. “That pistol ID’s him better than fingerprints.”

“That poor man Doctor Beadermeyer operated on. I wonder who he was?”
“I don’t think we’ll ever know, Sally, unless Beadermeyer talks. He was cremated. Damnation, all the clues were there, staring me right in the face. Your father had made out a new will about eight months ago, specifying that he wanted to be cremated immediately. Norman Lipsy was a plastic surgeon. You were certain it was your father on the phone. I should have believed you, but I truly believed that what you heard was some sort of spliced tape recording of his voice. We’ll get him, Sally. I promise.”
Quinlan took her home and made her promise to stay there. He had to go to the office and see how the investigation was going.
“But it’s after midnight.”
“This is a big deal. The FBI building will be lit up from top to bottom, well, at least most of the fifth floor.”
“Can I go with you?”
He pictured thirty men and women all talking at the same time, going over reams of paper, one group reviewing what they’d recovered from Amory St. John’s office, another group delving into Dr. Beadermeyer’s papers.
Then there was Dr. Beadermeyer to interview—ah, he wanted to get Norman in a room alone, just the two of them and a tape recorder and go at it. He nearly rubbed his hands together.
“Yes,” he said, “you can come, but agents will latch on to you and question you until you want to curl up in the fetal position and sleep.”
“I’m ready to talk,” she said and grinned up at him. “Oh, James, I’m so relieved. Scott is gay and my mother wasn’t in on anything. There is someone here for me besides you.”
 
Marvin Brammer, assistant director and head of the Criminal Investigative Division, wanted her examined by FBI doctors and shrinks.

Quinlan talked him out of it. Sally didn’t get to see him do it, but she just bet he was very good.
She ended up talking at length to Marvin Brammer. He, without realizing it, was positively courtly with her.
By the end of the hour-long interview, he’d gotten even more details of that night from her. Brammer was one of the best interviewers in the FBI, an organization known for its excellent interview skills. Maybe he was even better than Quinlan, but she doubted if James would admit that.
When she came out of Marvin Brammer’s office, Brammer behind her with his hand lightly holding her elbow, there was Noelle sitting in the small waiting area, asleep. She looked young and very pretty. She looked, Sally thought, just like she should look. But she was worried about her father. What if he got to Noelle again? What if he got to her? She’d said all that to Mr. Brammer, but he’d reassured her again and again that they would have guards on the two of them. There was no chance Amory St. John would get near either of them. Besides, he couldn’t imagine the man being that stupid. No, everything would be all right.
“That’s my mother,” Sally said. “Isn’t she beautiful? She’s always loved me.” She gave Brammer a smile that would have disarmed even a more cynical man.
Brammer cleared his throat. He ran his fingers lightly through his thick white hair. The word was that his interview skills had increased exponentially when his hair had turned white overnight after a shoot-out five years before in which he’d nearly been killed. You looked at him and you trusted him.
“From what Quinlan told me—he insisted on talking to Scott Brainerd—it seems that Scott did indeed embezzle client funds on a very small scale. But your father caught him, and that was it. He did some of your father’s dirty work, so your father really had him. Ah, you were right, he did have a lover, a guy named Allen Falkes, in the British embassy. I’m sorry.”
“Actually, all of this comes as quite a relief. I’m not hurt, Mr. Brammer,” she said, and it was true. “I’m just surprised by all of it. I’ve really been used, haven’t I?”
“Yes, but a lot of people are used every day. Not as grossly as you’ve been, but manipulated by those who are more powerful, those who are smarter, those who have more money. But as I said, that won’t be a problem anymore, Mrs. Brainerd.”
“Call me Sally. After all this, I don’t think I ever want to have the Brainerd name attached to me again.”
“Sally. A nice name. Warm and funny and cozy. Quinlan likes your name. He said it was a name that made him feel good, made him feel like he’d always get a ready smile, and probably a good deal more, but he didn’t add that. Sometimes Quinlan has discretion, at least when he’s on the job—or rather, when he’s talking to me, his boss.”
She said nothing to that.
Brammer really didn’t know why he was doing it, but this thin young woman who’d been through more than her fair share for a lifetime, who didn’t know the first thing about getting information out of people, had made him spill his guts—and she hadn’t said a thing.
Actually, he wanted to take her home with him and feed her and tell her jokes until she was smiling and laughing all the time.
He said, impelled by all the protective instincts she fostered in him, “I’ve known Quinlan for six years. He’s an excellent agent. He’s smart and he’s intuitive. He’s got this sort of extra sense that many times puts him nearly in another person’s head—or heart. Sometimes I’m not sure which. Sometimes I have to rein him in, yell at him because he plays a lone hand, which we don’t like to have happen. Bureau agents are trained to be team players, except for those in New York City, of course, and Quinlan down here at the Metro office. But I always know when he’s doing it, even though he thinks he’s fooling me.
“He also has this knack for making people remember things buried deep in their brains. He did that with you tonight, didn’t he?”
“Yes. But, on the other hand, Mr. Brammer, you got even more out of me.”
“Ah, but that’s just because Quinlan opened the spigot, so to speak. Now, in addition to being one of the best agents in this office, he’s a very talented man. He plays the saxophone. He’s from a huge family sprawled out all over the East Coast. His father retired two years ago, one of the best chiefs the bureau has ever had. His first wife, Teresa, was a big mistake, but that’s over with. He hunkered down for a while, rethought lots of things, and then he came out of hibernation, and he got well. Now he’s met you, and all he can do is smile and rub his hands together and talk about the future. Treat him well, Sally.”
“As in be gentle with him?”
Marvin Brammer laughed. “Nah, beat on him, give him a run for his money, don’t let him pull any of his smart-ass pranks on you.”
“Pranks?”
He gave her a surprised grin, then just shook his head. “You haven’t known him all that long. You’ll see, once you’re married, Sally. Maybe even before you’re married. Quinlan’s daddy was just the same. But Quinlan has something his daddy didn’t have.”
“What’s that?”
“You,” Marvin Brammer said. He touched his palm lightly to her cheek. “Don’t worry, Sally. We’ll get your father, and he’ll pay big time for what he’s done. Quinlan was talking a mile a minute to bring me up-to-date. He told me about your father calling you twice and his face appearing in your bedroom window when you were staying at your aunt’s house in this small town called The Cove. Of course, he thought it was someone mimicking your father, that or a spliced tape. He said you knew it was your father. And that scared you. He told me he’d never doubt you about anything again. Now, Sally, let’s get honest here. It’s not just the murder of that unknown man, it’s not just what he did to you, although that turns my stomach—it’s the dirty dealings he’s been pulling for several years now, the arms sales to very bad people. The feds will chew him up for that, and that, naturally, is why we got involved in the first place after his murder. I’m sorry he had to be your father. We believe that’s another reason he locked you away in Beadermeyer’s sanitarium. He did believe, according to Scott Brainerd, that you had seen some compromising papers. You don’t remember seeing any papers that could have implicated your father in the arms dealing?”
She shook her head. “No, really, Mr. Brammer. But you do believe this was one of the reasons my father had me admitted to Doctor Beadermeyer’s sanitarium?”
“It sounds probable. The other thing—the revenge angle—it seems reasonable, but frankly I don’t think it’s enough of a motive in itself. No, I think it was a bunch of things, but primarily that he knew Scott was losing you, and thus he, Amory St. John, was losing control. And he believed you’d seen some incriminating papers about the arms deals. There’s more than enough there, Sally. What was uppermost in your father’s mind? I don’t know. We’ll never know.”
“You don’t know how much he hated me. I’ll bet even my mother believes it’s enough of a motive.”
“We’ll find out when we catch him,” Marvin Brammer said. “Then we’ll make him pay. I’m sure sorry about all this, Sally. Not much of a decent childhood for you, but there’s rottenness in some people, and that’s just the way it is.”
“What will happen to Doctor Beadermeyer?”
“Ah, Norman Lipsy. If only we’d thought to put Dillon on him earlier. That man can make a computer tap-dance. We all laugh that he’s not a loner like Quinlan because he’s always got his computer tucked under his arm, a modem wrapped around his neck like a stethoscope. He can get into any system on the planet. He’s amazing. We kid him that he sleeps with the bloody thing. I think that even if someone gave him a turn-of-the-century telephone, he could invent a modem that would work. Agents in the bureau don’t have partners like cops do, but Quinlan and Dillon, well, they always do well together.
“Good Lord, why’d I get off on that? You wanted to know about Norman Lipsy. He’ll go to jail for a very long time. Don’t spend any time worrying about him. He refused to say a thing. Said that Holland was a moron and a liar. But it doesn’t matter. We’ve got the goods on him.”
She shivered, her arms wrapped around herself. He wanted to comfort her somehow, but he didn’t know what to do.
He said, “Believe me, Lipsy is going down hard. We don’t as yet know all the people he’s holding there against their will. Our people will interview each one, look at each one’s file, speak to all the relatives. It’ll shake out soon enough. I think when it’s all over, lots of very rich, very famous folk aren’t going to be happy.
“Also, Lipsy’s an accessory to murder. He’s gone for good, Sally. No need for you to worry about him.”
Jesus, what had that man done to her? He couldn’t imagine. He really didn’t want to be able to.
When Quinlan walked up, his eyes alight with pleasure at the sight of Sally, all skinny and pale, her hair mussed, her own eyes bright with the sight of him, Marvin Brammer wandered back into his office thinking that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d talked so much.
She would pry every secret out of Quinlan and he wouldn’t even know what she was doing. Better yet, she didn’t even realize the effect she had on people.
Good thing she wasn’t a spy, they’d all be in deep shit. He was also mighty relieved that her mama hadn’t been in on the nastiness.
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QUINLAN BROUGHT HER home, to his apartment, to his bedroom, to his bed, and now he was holding her, lightly stroking his hand up and down her back.
She was so very thin. He could feel her pelvic bones, the thinness of her arms through her nightgown. He had the urge to phone out for Chinese food—lots of sugar in Szechwan beef and pot stickers—but he decided he’d rather be doing what he was doing. Besides, he’d already stuffed her to the gills with spaghetti, lots of Parmesan on top, and hot garlic bread that wasn’t nearly as good as Martha’s.
“James?”
“You’re supposed to be asleep.”
“Mr. Brammer was very nice to me. He told me a thing or two about you, too.”
Quinlan stared at her. “You’re kidding. Brammer is the biggest closed-mouth in the FBI. If they gave awards for it, he’d win hands down.”
“Not tonight. Maybe he was tired or excited, like you were. Yep, he told me lots of things. You’ve got a big family. You’re a lot like your father, just for starters.”
This was interesting. Quinlan cleared his throat against her hair. “Um, was all he talked about—it was all the case and the players?”
“Most of it, but not all.” He felt her fingers playing over his bicep. He instantly flexed the muscle. A man, he thought, he was just a man who wanted his woman to know he was strong. He nearly laughed aloud at himself.
“What was the ‘not all’?”
“You. He told me about you and your father and Dillon.”
“Brammer and my father go way back. I wish you could have known my old man. He was a kick, Sally. I wish he hadn’t died—just last year. It was a heart attack, all of a sudden, so he didn’t suffer—but still, he was only sixty-three. He’d make you so mad you wanted to punch his lights out and then in the next second you’d be clutching your stomach, you’d be laughing so hard.”
“A lot like you. That’s what Mr. Brammer said.”
She was caressing his bicep again. He flexed again. A man was a man. He guessed there was just no getting away from it.
“He also said that you liked to play a lone hand but that he always knew what you were doing even if you would swear he didn’t know a thing.”
“I wouldn’t doubt it, that old con man. He’s got moles everywhere.”
“Maybe now he’s got a mole who’s living with you.”
“That’s okay,” Quinlan said and kissed her.
She was soft and giving, but she wasn’t with him, not yet, and he couldn’t blame her at all for that. He said against her warm mouth, “There’s only your father left, Sally. We’ll get him. He won’t get away. There’ll be a huge scandal, a big trial. Can you deal with that?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice suddenly very cold and hard. “I can’t wait, actually. I want to face him down. I want to tell the world how he beat his wife. I want to tell the world what he did to me. James?”
“Yeah?”
“Was there another woman in my father’s life? Someone he was going to leave the country with?”
“Not that we know of, but that’s a good thought. We’ll have to keep an eye on it. It’s early, very early. As I said, we have people going through every scrap of paper in your father’s house and at his office. Everything will be scrutinized.
“You ain’t seen scrutiny until you’ve seen the FBI do it. As for our Norman Lipsy, the plastic surgeon, he won’t be going anywhere even with the best lawyers he can buy. He’ll be questioned by agents until at least next Wednesday. It doesn’t mean a thing that he hasn’t talked yet. He will. Already they’ve found more than enough evidence to convict him on innumerable counts—kidnapping, collusion, conspiracy, that’s just the beginning. Now, Sally, you’re still withdrawn from me. What is it? What’s going on?”
“James, what if I was wrong? What if I was still drugged up so that I saw things that weren’t really there? What if it wasn’t my father running out those French doors? What if it was someone else? What if I didn’t see anybody? What if I did shoot him and all the rest—well, it’s games being played in my mind.”
“Nah,” he said and kissed her again. “Not in a million years. If there’s one thing I know, it’s crazy. You aren’t crazy. I’ll bet you don’t even get PMS.”
She hit his arm—he flexed the muscle—and she giggled.
“Now that’s a wonderful sound. Just forget all that crazy stuff, Sally. You saw your father. There’s not one single doubt in my mind or in Brammer’s mind or in Dillon’s or, I’ll bet, in Ms. Lilly’s, when we tell her.
“Your father must have stopped, seen you throw that prized pistol of his away and gone back to get it. That in itself is convincing, don’t you see? If he didn’t go back for the gun, then where is it? When we find him I’ll bet you a Mexican meal at the Cantina that he’s got that Roth-Steyr.”
She leaned up and kissed his mouth. “Goodness, I hope so. You were so sure I’d remember.”
“I prayed harder than I did when I was seventeen and afraid Melinda Herndon might be pregnant.”
“I’m so glad I didn’t shoot him, regardless of the fact that I would have liked to. I wonder where he is.”
“We’ll find him. His passport’s gone. The agents had Noelle go through his safe at home and his safety-deposit boxes. Chances are he took off to either the Grand Caymans or Switzerland—they found some bank-books from both places. We’ll get him. It won’t take long.”
She was quiet, utterly still against him. He liked to feel her push against him, he liked her touching him. He was still on an adrenaline high, but she had to be exhausted. She’d been through quite an experience. He sighed. He settled for a light kiss on her mouth. “You ready to sleep now?”
“I have this feeling, James,” she said slowly, her breath warm against his neck. “It’s weird and I can’t explain it, but I just don’t think he’s gone anywhere. That is, I don’t think he’s left the country. He’s here, somewhere. I just can’t imagine where. We don’t have a beach house or a mountain cabin that I know of.”
“That’s interesting. We’ll ask Noelle tomorrow. Now come on, Sally, I’m supposed to be the one with the famous intuition, the hyper gut instinct. You trying to show me up?”
Quinlan shifted his weight. He was still wearing his pants and shirt. He wished he wasn’t wearing anything. Sally was in one of her new nightgowns, a cotton thing that came nearly up to her chin and went down to her ankles. He wished she wasn’t wearing anything either. He sighed and kissed her right ear.
He wished all the adrenaline in his body would clear out. He was high and horny. To distract himself, he said, “I forgot to tell you. I got a call from David Mountebank—you remember the sheriff, don’t you?”
“He’s very nice. He took care of you.” He felt her fingertips lightly touch where the stitches had been in his head. “Hardly even a ridge now.”
“Yes, well, he still hasn’t got a clue about the two murders, and yes, Doc Spiver was murdered, no doubt about it. He wants FBI help, officially, and he’ll get it since we’re talking about interstate shenanigans. He’s convinced everybody that the older couple—Harve and Marge Jensen—were killed around there and that all the other missing folks are linked together as well. There’ll be agents up from the Portland office, and I’ll be there from the Washington office. They’ll crawl all over that damned town.”
She was kissing his neck, her fingers lightly tugging on his chest hair. He said slowly, “I’m going, Sally. And yes, Brammer knows I’m going. He thinks it’s a good idea. He wants me to talk to Amabel. We all want to know how she fits into all this. And, believe me, she’s got to fit in somewhere. I think you should consider coming with me, Sally.”
He had weighed the danger of her being in that small little town on the Oregon coast against the danger of her remaining here, without him, her father still at large. No, he wanted her with him. It was the only way he could protect her. There’d be enough agents hanging around The Cove, no one would have a chance of hurting her.
“How could she be involved, James? She loves me, doesn’t she? She took me in. She—”
“Don’t turn blind on me now. She’s involved. When she told David and me how you would probably run because you were scared, well, then I was as sure as I could be that she was involved. How deeply, we’ll find out.”
“I’ve got my mother back now. I’d sure like to have Aunt Amabel, too. I’m praying really hard that she isn’t involved.”
“Not only do you have your mama back, you’ve got me, and you’ll never lose me, I swear it. And you’ll have all my family. They’re obnoxious, loving, pains in the butt, all in all a great family. Now, if Amabel is somehow involved with all this, we’ll deal with it, you and I together.”
He felt her palm slide down his chest, felt her fingers slip inside his shirt to caress him. He nearly bowed off the bed. No, she was exhausted, he couldn’t let her do this, not now, not tonight.
He’d made up his mind. No way was he going to rush her on this. He shook his head and said, “Sally, are you certain?”
“Oh, yes,” she said and kissed his chest. “Let me get this shirt off you, James.”
He laughed. He was still laughing when her mouth was on his belly, then lower, closing over him. He moaned and jerked with the power of it. He didn’t think he’d ever stop moaning, stop wanting, until he was deep inside her. That was what he wanted more than anything, to be deep inside her and for her to accept him completely, to love him, to shout it to him, and to the world.
And when he was deep inside of her, he knew it was right, better than right. She was his lifeblood, his future. It was about the best thing he’d ever managed in his life.
She whispered against his chest, “I love you, James.” He was shaking, heaving over her like a wild man, but she was just as wild, and that made him even wilder.
A man, he thought just before his body shattered into orgasm, a man needed to belong as much as a woman. A man needed to be desired, to be cherished, as much as a woman.
When she bit his neck, then cried out, he knew everything would be just fine. “I love you, too,” he said, his breath warm in her open mouth.
Life, he thought, just before he fell into a deep sleep, was weird. He’d gone to The Cove to find a crazy woman who could have murdered her father.
Instead he’d found Sally.
Actually, life was dandy.
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THE DAY WAS warm, the air salty with the ocean spray, the sun high overhead. The Cove had never looked more beautiful, Quinlan thought, as he helped Sally out of their rental car.
“It’s a picture postcard,” she said, looking around. “There are the four old men playing cards around the barrel. Look, there are at least six cars parked in front of the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. There’s Martha coming out of the Safeway with two sacks of groceries. There’s Reverend Vorhees walking with his head down like he’s got to tell someone that he’s sinned badly. How could anything bad happen here? It looks perfect. All calm, nobody running around waving an ax, yelling, no kids ruining buildings with graffiti.”
“Yeah,” Quinlan said. He was frowning.
“What’s wrong?”
He just shook his head. His intuition. She poked him in the ribs. He grabbed her hand and said only, “It’s too perfect. Why is that, I wonder? How did it get to be so perfect? Look at all that paint, Sally. It’s fresh. Nothing’s run-down. Nothing’s old. Everything is in tip-top shape.
“But enough of this postcard place. We’re meeting David and two FBI agents from the Portland office over at Thelma’s at two o’clock. It’s just about two now.”
“I’ll meet them and then go to Amabel’s house, all right?”

He looked worried, and she punched him again on his arm. “Do you think she’s going to lock me in a root cellar? Don’t be silly, James. She’s my aunt.”
“Okay. I’ll be along as soon as I can. Make sure Amabel knows that.”
David Mountebank looked tired. He looked harassed. When he introduced Quinlan to the man and woman agents, he didn’t sound like a happy camper. He sounded like he was being bossed around, which occasionally did happen when the feds came in and treated the local law as yokels. It had happened a lot in the past, but not as much now. He sure hoped that wasn’t the case here. In the sixteen-week training program at Quantico, agents were told never to usurp local prerogatives.
Maybe he was wrong. Maybe David was just depressed about these killings. He knew he’d be as depressed as hell.
Corey Harper and Thomas Shredder didn’t look too happy either. They all shook hands and sat down in Thelma Nettro’s parlor. Martha came in and beamed at them. “Sally. Mr. Quinlan. How nice to see you again. Now, would everyone like some coffee? And some of my special New Jersey cheesecake?”
“New Jersey cheesecake, Martha?” Quinlan asked as he kissed her cheek.
“It’s better than any cheesecake from New York,” she said and gave Sally a brief hug. “You folks just get on with your business. I’ll be right back.”
“How’s Thelma doing, Martha?” Sally asked.
“She’s primping right now. Not for you, Sally, but for Mr. Quinlan. She even had me go out and buy her some pumpkin peach lipstick, if you can imagine.” Martha tsked and left the large parlor.
“I’d like to get to work here,” Thomas Shredder said with just enough impatience in his voice to make Quinlan want to loll back, lock his arms behind his head, and take a snooze, just to aggravate him.
Shredder was about thirty, tall and lanky, and very intense, one of those men Quinlan tried to avoid like the plague. They made him nervous simply because they never laughed, wouldn’t know a joke if it bit them, usually saw the forest but never the individual trees.
As for the woman, Special Agent Corey Harper, she hadn’t said anything yet. She was tall, with light hair and very pretty blue-gray eyes. She also looked eager, sitting on the edge of the sofa, her notebook on her knee, her ballpoint pen poised above an open page. She looked as if she hadn’t been out of Quantico for very long. He’d bet the Portland office was her first assignment.
“Corey told me all the excitement you had back in Washington,” David Mountebank said, ignoring Thomas Shredder. “Jesus, that was something. You okay, Sally?”
“Yes, fine now. They still haven’t caught my father, but James promises me they will. It’s just a matter of time.”
Quinlan thought that Thomas Shredder was going to explode. He smiled at the man and said, “I came here looking for Sally. I was a private investigator—that was my cover—hired to locate two old people who disappeared over three years ago in this area. And that was true. These folk did disappear in this area. Funny thing was that when I started asking questions, bad things started happening. Sally, tell them about the woman’s screams.”
She did, leaving out the fact that Amabel hadn’t believed it was really a woman screaming.
“We came across a woman’s body the following morning when we were walking down the cliffs,” Quinlan said. “She’d been murdered and thrown off the cliffs. Not a very nice thing to do. It’s difficult not to believe that this was the same woman Sally heard screaming on two different nights. She must have been held prisoner somewhere close to Sally’s aunt’s cottage. Why was she being held prisoner? We have no idea. Now, I’m willing to wager the farm that the murders are tied directly to these missing folks.”
“Yes, yes, we know all this,” Shredder said, and he actually swatted at Quinlan as if he were a fly to be removed from the bread.
“We also know your opinion about this so-called tie-in. However, as yet we don’t have any real proof that there is a tie-in. What we’ve got is two murders, one a longtime local in Doc Spiver and the other a woman from the subdivision, not at all local in the same sense. What we need is a tie-in between the two of them, not between them and the disappearance of these old folk over three years ago.”
“Well, then,” Quinlan said, “David, why don’t you bring me up-to-date. What have you done since I flew home last week?”
Shredder interrupted, his voice fast and sharp, “Sheriff Mountebank didn’t do much of anything. Ms. Harper and I have been here since Monday, not long enough to solve the crimes yet, but we’re getting close, very close.”
Corey Harper cleared her throat. “Actually, David had collected interviews from just about everyone in town. They’re very thorough, but no one could tell him much of anything. Everyone is shocked and very depressed about the deaths, particularly Doc Spiver’s.”
“We’ve already started to repeat the interviews,” Thomas Shredder said. “Someone must have seen something. We’ll get it out of them. Old people have difficulty remembering unless they’re prodded just right. It takes special training to learn just how to do it.”
“Nah,” Quinlan said. “I did it perfectly even before my training. Another thing, David knows all these people. He’d know when they were lying and what about.”
“That remains to be seen,” Shredder said. Corey Harper looked embarrassed.
Martha appeared in the doorway, a huge tray resting on her arms.

Quinlan got up and took it from her. “He’s such a nice boy,” she said to Sally.
“Right there, Mr. Quinlan. Yes, that’s right. Now, I know you don’t want me listening to all this important talk, so I’ll just leave you with everything. You’ll manage?”
“Yes, thank you, Martha,” Quinlan said. “How’s Ed?”
“Oh, that poor man. Thelma just won’t leave him alone. Now she’s accusing him of compromising me on the kitchen table, and she’s going to buy a shotgun. He’s in the hospital right now having tests for that prostate of his. Poor man.”
Thomas Shredder looked at Corey Harper, then at the tray. She bit her lip and began to place cups on saucers. Quinlan grinned at her and began to do the same. Sally poured a cup and said, “Cream, David?”
Thomas Shredder sat there while everyone served each other. Quinlan gave him a big grin and pointed to the last cup on the tray. “Help yourself, Thomas. Ah, best hurry—I bet these New Jersey cheesecakes are going to be inhaled.”
“My, this is beyond delicious,” Corey Harper said and took the last bite of her slice of cheesecake.
“James and I want to ask Martha to come back to Washington with us,” said Sally. “She’s the best cook I know. Her pasta makes you weep.”
Quinlan knew that Shredder was going to blow up any minute. Well, he’d pushed the ass far enough. He said easily, “Forget the interviews, Thomas. We need to come at this from another angle. I know it sounds weird that the missing persons would have anything to do with the two murders, but the thing is that up until about the time Marge and Harve Jensen disappeared, The Cove was a run-down old shanty of a town. No paint on anything, potholes in the road, fences falling over, even the trees sagging, all the kids gone, just old people left, living on Social Security. My question is, why is The Cove so different now from what it was three years ago? Why did everything here begin to wake up about the same time that Harve and Marge disappeared?”
“My God,” Corey said. “I didn’t realize the timing.”
“I did,” David said, “but I never questioned it, Quinlan, for the simple reason that it was common knowledge that Doc Spiver had come into a lot of money right around then. Since he didn’t have any heirs, he invested the money and used all the proceeds to improve the town. But you don’t think so, Quinlan?”
“I think it’s worth checking into, closely. I remember you telling me that in Doc Spiver’s will he left his estate to the town and it amounted to about twenty thousand dollars. If he was that low, then the town would start sliding again, really soon, don’t you think? Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?
“I’ll call Dillon—he’s a computer nerd at the bureau—and get him going on it. Tell me which bank and the account number, David. Sally and I will be staying here. Just give me a call, and I’ll get to Dillon.”
“Is that Dillon Savich?” Corey Harper asked, looking up.
“Yeah, he’s a genius with a computer, but don’t tell him that because he’ll just think you’re sucking up.”
“I know. I did tell him that when I was in training at Quantico. He gave a couple of great lectures, and yeah, he probably did think I was sucking up.”
“I’ve never heard of Dillon,” Thomas Shredder said. “Who cares about a computer nerd? They’re fine in their place, but this is the real world. What we do here is what really counts. Let’s get back to why we’re here in this godforsaken place.”
David said slowly, “Regardless of whether or not the missing persons are somehow involved in these murders, what you’re implying in a very subtle way is a tough pill to swallow, Quinlan. I’ve known these people most all my life. They’re a bunch of tough old birds, they’ve had to be to survive all the economic disasters we’ve had. Jesus, just realizing that one of them is a murderer curdles my breakfast. More than one of them murderers? No way.”
“It’s more than a tough pill,” Thomas Shredder said with a goodly dose of sarcasm. “You’re paranoid, Quinlan. That’s nuts.”
Quinlan just shrugged. “This town looks like a Hollywood set. I remember that was my first thought when I came here. I want to know why and how that happened.”
“All right, we’ve got a lead,” David said, leaning forward, “I’m going to check more closely into Doc Spiver’s bank account. Now, I’ve gotten together all the accounts for all the missing persons reported in this area for the past three years.” David drew a deep breath. “There’s about sixty.”
“Jesus,” Corey Harper said.
“James is wrong about this,” Sally said. “My aunt has lived here for more than twenty years. She couldn’t be part of a murder conspiracy of this magnitude. She couldn’t.”
“I hope I am wrong, Sally,” he said as he took her hand. It was cold. He poured her some coffee and put the fragile china cup between her hands to warm them. “But there’s lots of questions here. I can’t think of another way to go on this.”
“I can’t either,” David said.
“Well, I can,” said Thomas Shredder, rising to stand in front of the fireplace. He struck a pose, looking like Hercule Poirot ready to deliver his solution. All he needed was a mustache to twirl.
“I hope this is good, Thomas,” Quinlan said. “We’ve paid our admission. Now on with the show.”
“Pinning these murders on several of the townspeople just doesn’t make sense. As to tying it to all David’s missing persons, let’s just forget about that.”

“But, Thomas,” Corey began, but he raised a hand to silence her.
“It’s a theory, nothing more. What we’ve got is solid fact. Let’s get specific. I looked into Reverend Hal and Sherry Vorhees. They’ve lived here for twenty-seven years, true, but before that, they were in Tempe, Arizona. They had two little adopted boys. The two little boys ended up dead within a year after they came to the Vorheeses. One fell out of a tree and broke his neck. The other one got himself burned to death when he turned on the gas stove. Both were accidents, at least that’s what was reported and accepted. Everyone felt real bad about it, said the Vorheeses were the nicest people, and he was a reverend, and why would God take both their children?
“But there were questions. It seems a couple of other children had accidents during the time the Vorheeses lived there. Then the Vorheeses left and came here. There weren’t any more children. Who the hell knows?”
He waited for applause and he got it.
“That’s something,” David Mountebank said. “Good going, Thomas. You got any more?”
“There’s also some history on Gus Eisner, the old guy who fixes everything on wheels in this town. Turns out his wife, Velma, isn’t his first wife. His first wife was murdered. He was accused of the crime, but the DA never had enough evidence to bring him to trial. One month later Gus marries Velma and they move here. From Detroit. Hell, we’ve got to check on every single soul in this town. Corey’s checking on the Keatons.”
“Yeah, you’re right. We’ve got to check on all of them,” Quinlan said, at which the other man stared at him, utterly surprised, a flicker of pleasure in those dark eyes of his. “I hope it’s one or the other. But it still doesn’t feel right.”
“Look, Quinlan,” Thomas Shredder said. “Since the doctor was murdered, we looked all through his background.”

“Well, Thomas,” Corey Harper said, interrupting him, “actually David ran all the checks on him.”
“Yes,” David said, sitting forward. “He came here in the late forties with his wife. She died in the mid-sixties of breast cancer. They had two boys, both dead now, one in Vietnam, the other in a motorcycle accident in Europe. There was a rich uncle who died. That’s all I could find out, Quinlan.”
“We’ll see, won’t we? If the money didn’t come from Doc Spiver, then it had to come from someplace else.”
An ancient throat cleared in the doorway, grabbing their attention.
“Well, now, you’re back, Sally, and you, Mr. Quinlan. I hear from Amabel that the FBI has nearly everything cleared up back in that capital of ours, that foul den of iniquity.” She paused a moment, shaking her head. “Goodness, I’d sure like to visit there.”
Thelma Nettro had opened the door and was standing there, leaning on her cane, beaming at all of them, the pumpkin peach lipstick smeared, some of it on her false front teeth.
“Hello, Thelma,” Quinlan said and rose to go to her. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “You’re looking like a French model. How’s tricks?”
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“YOU’VE GOT A smart mouth on you, boy,” Thelma said in high good humor. She patted Quinlan’s cheek. “Help me to my chair and I’ll tell you all about my tricks.”
Once Quinlan had her settled, she said, “Now, what’s this I hear on CNN—that Sally’s father killed a man he’d paid some plastic surgeon to make look like him? He locked you up, Sally? Then he skipped out?”
“That’s about it, Thelma,” Sally said. “My father is still free, more’s the pity, but they’ll catch him. His face has been all over the TV. Someone will spot him. He didn’t leave the country, his passport isn’t missing.”
“He could have gotten another passport,” Thomas Shredder said. “That’s never a problem.”
“Shit,” Quinlan said. “Excuse me, Thelma. I didn’t think of that. You’re right, Thomas.”
“I’ve heard worse things than a little shit in my lifetime, Quinlan. So, you got some more FBI agents here. You want to solve those murders, huh?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Corey Harper said.
“We all thought Doc had killed himself, but that woman from Portland said it wasn’t so.”
“The medical examiner,” David said. “I was lucky she’s so well trained and was available. Otherwise it might have passed as a suicide.”
“Poor Doc,” Thelma said. “Who’d want to stick a gun in his mouth? It isn’t civilized—you know?”

“No, it isn’t.”
“As for that young woman with the three children, well, that was a pity too, but after all, she wasn’t one of us. She was from that wretched subdivision.”
“Yeah, Thelma, she lived all of three miles away,” Quinlan said, seeing his irony floating gently over Thelma’s head. “Fact is, though, she did die right here.”
Quinlan sat himself back down beside Sally on the brocade sofa. When he spoke again, Sally immediately recognized that voice of his, low and soothing, intimate. That voice would get information out of a turnip. “Now, did you ever meet that rich uncle of Doc Spiver’s, Thelma?”
“Nope, never did. I don’t even remember where he lived, if I ever did know. But everyone knew about him and how he was older than God and how if we could just hang on a bit longer then he’d croak and Doc would get the money.
“Of course, I have money, but not as much as that rich uncle had. We were all afraid that the old codger would use it all up on nursing homes, but he just died in his sleep, Doc said, and then Doc got that big fat check. More zeros than anybody in this town had ever seen before, I’ll tell you.”
“Thelma,” David said, “do you know of anyone in town who could have met this uncle?”
“Don’t know, but I’ll find out. Martha!”
The screech hurt Sally’s ears. She winced even as she smiled because Corey had jumped and dropped her pen and notebook.
“Healthy set of lungs,” Quinlan said.
Martha appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on her apron.
“What are you making for dinner, Martha? It’s getting on toward four o’clock.”
“Your favorite eggplant parmigiana, Thelma, with lots of Parmesan cheese on top and garlic bread so snappy it will make your teeth dance, and a big Greek salad with goat cheese.”
“The uncle, Thelma,” Quinlan said easily.
“Oh, yes. Martha, did you ever meet Doc Spiver’s rich uncle?”
Martha frowned deeply, then slowly shook her head. “No, just heard about him for years. Whenever things were looking real bad, we’d talk about him, discuss how old he was, what kind of ailments he had, try to figure out when he’d pass on. Don’t you remember, Thelma? Hal Vorhees was always telling us we were ghouls, that it surely had to be a sin to discuss that poor old man, like we were holding prayer meetings for him to die.”
“We were,” Thelma said. “I’ll bet Hal did a little praying when none of us were around. Well, I wasn’t praying for myself because I wasn’t poor like the rest of the town, but when Doc got that check, I was shouting along with everyone else.”
“You’ve lived here since the forties, haven’t you, Thelma?” David asked.
“Yes. I came here with my husband, Bobby Nettro, back in 1945. We already had grown kids, and we were rattling around in that big old house in Detroit. Came out here and decided this was the place for us.” She gave a lusty sigh that sent a whistling sound through her false teeth. “Poor Bobby, he passed on in 1956, right after Eisenhower was re-elected. He died of pneumonia, you know.
“But he left me well off, real well off. I got Martha to come live with me in the late sixties, and we did just fine. She was teaching school down in Portland, and she didn’t like it, all those hippies and drugs and that free love. Since I knew her mama before she passed on, I also knew Martha. We all kept in touch. But you know, Quinlan, I did fail her mama. I still can’t find Martha a husband, and I promised her I would. Lord knows, I’ve been looking for more years now than I’ve got teeth.”

“You don’t have any teeth, Thelma,” Martha said. “Why don’t you just chew on that nice pumpkin peach lipstick and think about that eggplant Parmesan?”
“Well, I used to have a healthy set of choppers. I’ll tell you, Quinlan, it don’t seem to matter how horny she gets and how much she sticks her bosom out there for the old codgers to ogle. Now, take poor Ed—”
Martha rolled her eyes and left the room.
“Well, actually, could you tell us about your kids, Thelma?” Quinlan asked.
“Two boys, one died in the war—the Big War, not Korea or Vietnam. The other one, well, he lives back in Massachusetts. He’s retired now, has grown-up grandkids, and they got kids, and that makes me so old I can’t bear to think about it.”
Sally smiled as she stood up and walked over to kiss Thelma’s soft, wrinkled cheek. “I’m going to see Amabel now, Thelma, but James and I will be staying here in the tower room.”
“You still taking advantage of him, huh, Sally? Poor little boy, he doesn’t have a chance. The first time I saw the two of you together I knew you’d have his pants off him in no time at all.”
“Thelma, have a piece of my New Jersey cheesecake.”
Thelma turned to frown at Martha, who had just come back into the room with another tray of her cheesecakes.
“You’re such a prude, Martha, such a prude. I’ll just bet you’re frigid and Ed has to beg you for every little favor.”
“I’ll see you later,” Sally said, grinning back at the two dumbstruck special agents from Portland, James, and David Mountebank.
“I’ll be along shortly, Sally,” Quinlan said. He was already asking Thelma more questions when Sally went out the front door of Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast.
The day was beautiful, warm, just a slight nip in the air, the salty tang swept in from the ocean soft as a bird’s wing on her face.
Sally breathed in deeply. Sherry Vorhees was standing in front of the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. Sally waved, and Sherry waved back. Helen Keaton, whose grandmother had invented the ice cream recipe, came out of the shop behind her, looked over at Sally, and waved herself. Such nice women. Surely they couldn’t know anything about the murders or those missing people.
“Our flavor this week is banana walnut cream,” Helen called out. “Do come and try it with your Mr. Quinlan. My granny didn’t exactly make it, but I like to try new flavors. Ralph loves the banana walnut, says it’s so good it’s got to be real bad for you.”
Sally remembered that Ralph Keaton was the undertaker. She saw old Hunker Dawson, the World War II veteran, who always wore his two medals across the pocket of his flannel shirts. He hiked up his baggy pants and yelled, “You’re famous, Sally Brainerd. We didn’t find out until after you’d left that you were crazy. But now you’re not even crazy, are you? I think the news media were pissed about you not being crazy. They like crazy and evil better than innocence and victims.”
“Yeah,” Purn Davies called out, “the media all wanted you to be crazier than a loon and out offing folk. They sure didn’t want to report that you weren’t crazy. Then, though, they got your daddy.”
“I’m glad they finally did,” Sally called.
“Don’t you worry none about your daddy, Sally,” Gus Eisner yelled. “His face has been shown more times than the president’s. They’ll get him.”
“Yeah,” Hunker Dawson yelled. “Once the media get their hooks in him all right and proper, they’ll forget everything else. They always do. It’s always the grossest story of the day for them.”
“I sure hope so,” she yelled back.
“My wife, Arlene, was wavering on her rocker,” Hunker shouted matter-of-factly, tugging on his old suspenders. “Wavering for years before she passed over.”
Purn Davies yelled, “Hunker means she was a mite off in her upper works.”
“These things happen,” she said, but probably not loud enough for them to hear her.
The four old men had suspended their card game and were all looking at Sally. Even when she turned away, she knew they were watching her as she walked down that beautiful wooden sidewalk, the railing all fresh white paint, toward Amabel’s cottage. She saw Velma Eisner, Gus’s wife, and waved to her. Velma didn’t see her, just kept walking, her head down, headed for Purn Davies’s general store.
Amabel’s cottage looked fresh as spring, with newly planted beds of purple iris, white peonies, yellow crocus, and orange poppies, all perfectly arranged and tended. She looked around and saw flower boxes and small gardens filled with fresh flowers. Lots and lots of orange poppies and yellow daffodils. What a beautiful town. All the citizens took pride in how their houses looked, how their gardens looked. Every short sidewalk was well swept.
She wondered if The Cove now had a sister Victorian city in England.
She thought about what James had said about all those missing people. She knew the direction of his thoughts, but she wouldn’t accept it.
She just couldn’t. It was outrageous. She stepped onto Amabel’s small porch and knocked on the door.
No answer.
She knocked again and called out.
Her aunt wasn’t home. Well, she’d doubtless be back soon.
Sally knew where she wanted to go, had to go.
 
She stood in the center of the cemetery. It was laid out like a wheel, with the very oldest graves in the very center. It was as well tended as the town. The grass was freshly mowed, giving off that wonderful grass scent. She laid her hand lightly on top of a marble headstone that read:
 
ELIJAH BATTERY
BEST BARTENDER IN OREGON
 DIED JULY 2, 1897
 81 RIPE YEARS
 
The lettering grooves had been carefully dug out and smoothed again. She looked at other headstones, some incredibly ornate, others that had begun as wooden crosses and had obviously been replaced many times. Those that hadn’t weathered well had been replaced.
Was nothing in this town overlooked? Was everything to be perfect, including every headstone?
She walked out from the center of the cemetery. Naturally, the headstones became newer. She finished with the 1920’s, the 1930’s, the 1940’s, all the way into the 1980’s. The planners of the cemetery had been very precise indeed, working outward from the middle so that if you wanted to be buried here in the 1990’s, you’d be nearly to the boundaries.
She found Bobby Nettro’s grave, on the fourth circle out from the center. It was perfectly tended.
As far as she could tell, they’d kept to this wheel plan since the beginning. There were so many graves now. She imagined that when the first townspeople decided to put the cemetery here they’d considered the plot of ground they were setting aside to be immense. Well, it wasn’t. There was little space left, since the west side of the cemetery was bounded by the cliffs, and the east and north were bounded by the church and someone’s cottage. The south nearly ran into the single path that led along the cliff.

She walked to the western edge of the cemetery. The graves here were new, as well tended as the others. She leaned down to look at the headstones. There were names, dates of birth and death, but nothing else. Nothing clever, nothing personal, nothing about being a super husband, father, wife, mother. Just the bare information.
Sally pulled a small notebook out of her purse and began to write down the names on the headstones. She walked around the periphery of the cemetery, ending up with a good thirty names. All the people had died in the early to late 1980’s.
It didn’t seem right. Thing was, this was a very small town, grown smaller with each decade. Thirty people had died in a period of only eight years? Well, it was possible, she supposed. Some kind of flu epidemic that killed off old folk.
Then she noticed something else and felt the hair rise on her arms.
Every one of the headstones bore a man’s name. Not a single woman’s name. Not one. Not a single child’s name. Not one. Just men’s names. On one of the graves, it just said BILLY with a date of death. Nothing more. What was going on here? No women died during this period of time, just men? It made no sense.
She closed her eyes a moment, wondering what the devil she’d discovered. She knew she had to get this list to David Mountebank and to James. She had to be sure that these people had lived here and died here. She had to be sure that these people had nothing to do with all the reported missing folk. The thought that there might be a connection made her want to grab James and run out of the town as fast as she could.
She shook her head even as she stared down at one headstone in particular. The name was strange—Lucien Gray. So it was an odd name; it didn’t matter. All these names were legitimate, they had to be. These were all local people who’d just happened to die during this eight-year stretch. Yeah, and only men died. She found herself looking for Harve Jensen’s grave. Of course there wasn’t one. But there was that one headstone with Lucien Gray scripted on it. It looked very new, very new indeed.
She was beginning to sweat even as her brain raced ahead.
No, no. This town was for real.
This town was filled with good people, not with evil, not with death, more death than she could begin to imagine.
She put her notebook back in her purse. She didn’t want to go back to Amabel’s cottage.
She was afraid.
Why had that poor woman whose screams she’d heard on two different nights been taken prisoner in the first place?
Had she seen something she shouldn’t have seen? Had she heard something she shouldn’t have heard?
Why had Doc Spiver been murdered? Had he killed the woman and someone else in town had found out about it and shot him so there would be a kind of justice?
She tried to empty her mind. She hated to be afraid. She’d been afraid for too long.
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SHE STOPPED AT the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. Amabel wasn’t there, but Sherry Vorhees was.
“Sally, how good to see you. You here with that cute Mr. Quinlan?”
“Oh, yes. Can I try the banana walnut?”
“It’s yummy. We’ve sold more of this flavor in a week than any other in the history of the store. We have so many repeat customers now—coming in regularly from a good fifty-mile radius—that we might have to hire on some of those lazy old codgers out there playing cards around their barrel.”
Velma Eisner came in from the back room, which was curtained off from the shop by a lovely blue floral drape. She snorted. “Yeah, Sherry, I can just see those old coots selling ice cream. They’d eat it all and belch at us and try to look pathetic.”
She turned to Sally and smiled. “We discussed having the men involved. Of course, they’d grouse and complain and say it was women’s work. But we decided to keep them out of it just so we’d be the ones bringing in all the profits.”
“You’re probably right,” Sally said and accepted her ice cream cone. She took a bite and thought her taste buds had gone to heaven. She took another bite and sighed, “This is wonderful. I wonder if Helen would marry me.”
The women laughed.

Sherry said, “We’ve come a long way since we used to store ice cream in Ralph Keaton’s caskets, haven’t we, Velma?”
Velma just smiled as she took $2.60 from Sally.
Sally took another bite. “I went to Amabel’s cottage, but nobody’s home.”
Helen came in from the back room. “Hi, Sally. Amabel went down to Portland.”
“For art supplies and shopping,” Velma said. “She’ll be back in a couple of days, she said. Probably by Friday.”
“Oh.”
She licked at the ice cream, felt the taste explode in her mouth, and closed her eyes. “This has to be more sinful than eating three eggs a day.”
“Well,” Helen said, “if you eat just one ice cream cone a week, what does it matter?” She turned to say to Velma, “I saw Sherry eat three cones last Tuesday.”
“I did not!”
“I saw you. They were all double dip chocolate.”
“I didn’t!”
The three women started sniping at each other. It was obvious they’d been doing this for years. They knew each other’s red buttons and were pushing them with abandon. Sally just watched, eating her banana walnut ice cream cone. Velma had the last word. Before Sherry or Helen could pipe up, she turned to Sally. “No, we won’t let the men get behind the counter. They’d eat everything.”
Sally laughed. “I’d be as bad as the men. I’d eat the entire stock in one morning.” She finished her cone and patted her stomach. “I don’t feel quite so skinny now.”
“Stay here, Sally, and you’ll look all pillowy and comfortable like us in no time,” Sherry Vorhees said.
“I was admiring the town,” Sally said. “It’s so beautiful, so utterly perfect. And all those flowers, every spring flower that will bloom is out and planted and wonderfully tended. Even the cemetery. The grass is mowed, the headstones are well cared for. I was wondering if you ever forgot anything at all that would make the town look even more perfect?”
“We try to think of everything,” Helen said. “We have a town meeting once a week and discuss improvements or things that should be repaired or brought up-to-date.”
“Whatever were you doing in the cemetery?” Velma asked, as she wiped her wet hands on her apron, the same cute blue floral pattern as the drape.
“Oh, just wandering around after I realized that Amabel wasn’t at home. I noticed something kind of unusual.”
“What was that?” Helen asked.
For a moment, Sally wondered if she shouldn’t just keep her mouth shut. But no, these women were sniping at each other about ice cream, for God’s sake. They knew who had died and when. They’d tell her. Why not? There was nothing frightening going on here. “Well, there were about thirty graves on the perimeter of the cemetery. All those people died in the eighties. All of them were men. There was nothing special on the headstones, just a name and dates of birth and death. The other headstones have personal stuff. There was one in particular, just said BILLY. I just thought it was strange. Maybe everyone got tired of being personal. So many men died, not a single woman. You must have been surprised at that.”
Sherry Vorhees sighed deeply and shook her head. “A terrible thing it was,” she said. “Hal was so depressed that we lost so many of the flock in those years. And you’re right, Sally, it was all men who died. All different reasons for their deaths, but it still hurt all of us.”
Helen Keaton said quickly, “Don’t forget that quite a few of those deaths came from folk living in the subdivision. Their relatives thought our cemetery was romantic, set near the cliff as it is, with the sea breezes blowing through. We let them bury their dead here.”
“Did that poor woman Mr. Quinlan and I found at the base of the cliffs get buried here?”

“No,” Velma Eisner said. “Her husband was a rude young man. He was yelling around that we were somehow responsible. I told him to look at our muscles and do some thinking. As if we could have had something to do with his wife’s death. He stormed out of here.”
“He didn’t even buy an ice cream cone,” Helen said. “We had vanilla with fresh blueberries that week. He’s never been back.”
“Well, that wasn’t very nice of him,” Sally said. “I’ve got to go now. Thank you for the ice cream.” She turned at the door. “I didn’t see Doc Spiver’s grave.”
“He isn’t there,” Velma said. “He wanted to be cremated and sent back to Ohio. He said there was no way in hell he was going to let Ralph Keaton lay him out.”
Helen Keaton laughed. “Ralph was put out, I can tell you.”
“No, Helen,” Sherry said. “Ralph was pissed. Put out is something you are when Ralph doesn’t throw his shorts in the hamper.”
The women laughed, Sally along with them. She walked straight across the street to Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast.
 
Sherry Vorhees flipped the curtain back down on the windows of the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. She said to the two other women, “There are three FBI agents in town and Sheriff David Mountebank.”
“Those big shots should keep everyone safe,” Velma said.
“Oh, yes,” Helen said, taking a swipe of ice cream on her fingers and slowly licking it off. “Safe as bugs in a miner’s winter blanket.”
 
Quinlan finally hung up the phone. “It took a while to read out all those names and dates. Dillon’s right on it. Finding out the stats on all those guys will be a piece of cake for him. He’ll get back to us soon.”

Sally said slowly, “I told the women at the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop that I hadn’t seen Doc Spiver’s grave. They told me he’d been cremated and sent back to Ohio.”
“Interesting,” Quinlan said and picked up the phone again. “Dillon? It’s Quinlan again. Find out if a Doc Spiver was cremated and sent back to Ohio, okay? No, it isn’t as important as the other names, just of interest to Sally and me. Supposedly Doc had no relatives alive. So why would they cremate him and not bury him here in their own cemetery?
“Now, don’t say that. It isn’t polite. I bet Sally heard that. Yes, she did, and she’s shaking her head at your language.”
He was grinning, still listening. “Anything else? No? All right, call us as soon as you’ve got something. We’re staying here for dinner and the evening.” When he hung up, he was still grinning. He said to Sally, “I love to hear Dillon curse. He doesn’t do it well, just keeps repeating the same thing over and over. I tried to teach him more vocabulary—you know, some phrases that connected a good number of really bad words, animal parts, metaphysical parts, whatever—but he just couldn’t get the hang of it.” He gave her some examples, adopting a different pose for each example. “Here’s the one that Brammer does best, but only when he’s really pissed at one of the agents.”
She rocked back on the bed, she was laughing so hard. Then she sobered. Laughing?
“Stop it, Sally. It’s fine to forget. It’s great to hear you laugh. Keep doing it. Now that I’ve taken care of all of your lewd instincts, let’s go have Martha’s cooking.”
It was a feast, better than Thanksgiving, Corey Harper said. Martha brought in a huge platter with a pot roast in the center, carrots, potatoes, and onions placed artistically around it. There was a huge Caesar salad with tart dressing, garlic bread that indeed made your teeth snap, and for dessert, an apple crisp. And there was eggplant parmigiana on the side. Thelma hadn’t waited. She’d wanted her eggplant at four-thirty.
Martha appeared at just the right times to refill their wineglasses with the nicest Cabernet Sauvignon anyone had tasted in a long time.
She clucked primarily around the men, encouraging them to eat, until finally Quinlan dropped his fork, sat back in his chair, and groaned. “Martha, any more and God will strike me down for gluttony. Just look at David—his shirt buttons are about to pop off. Even Thomas, who’s skinny, would fill out in no time here with you. Since I’m polite, I won’t refer to how much the women poked down their gullets.”
Sally threw the rest of her garlic bread at him. She turned to a beaming Martha. “You said apple crisp, Martha?”
“Oh, yes, Sally, with lots of French Vanilla ice cream from the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop.”
They had coffee with amaretto, a treat from Thelma—who was eating in her room since Quinlan had worn her out earlier with all her talk, or so she claimed according to Martha. Actually, Thelma had to sleep off all that eggplant parmigiana she’d eaten.
After Martha returned to the kitchen, Sally told Thomas Shredder, Corey Harper, and David Mountebank, who had easily been persuaded to return for dinner and another conference, about the cemetery.
Quinlan said, “I called Dillon. Knowing how fast he is, I’ll probably hear back from him tonight. If it’s something weird, I’ll wake all of you up.”
“I don’t know if anyone will be able to wake me up,” David said, as he sipped at his coffee. “Forget the coffee as a stimulant. This is the best Amaretto I’ve ever tasted. I’m already feeling like I want to put on my jammies. I hope my girls don’t try to climb up my body when I get home. With luck, Jane will already have them in bed.”

Sally didn’t say anything. She hated Amaretto, always had. She’d taken one drink, then discreetly poured her coffee into Quinlan’s cup while Corey Harper was telling a story about a guy in training school at Quantico who’d arrested some visiting brass by mistake after a bank robbery in Hogan’s Alley, the fake USA town set up at Quantico for training. The biggest of the brass had thought it a great exercise until one of the trainees had clapped handcuffs on him and hauled him off.
Quinlan promised he would call if Dillon found out anything urgent. But he couldn’t imagine waking up even if the phone rang off the wall.
“I think you’re tipsy,” he told Sally as he held her up with one arm and unlocked the tower room door with the other.
“I’m tipsy?”
“I think Ms. Lilly would get a kick out of seeing you now.”
“Next time I see her, I’ll have to tell her that even though I was tipsy I had your pants off you in record time.”
She was laughing so hard that when she jumped on him, he wrapped his arms around her back and brought her down to the bed, on top of him. He was kissing her, his breath warm with the tart taste of Amaretto.
“For a small favor I won’t tell Martha what you did. You know, pouring your Amaretto in my coffee cup. Now, what’s this about getting my pants off?”
She tried to give him a sultry look. He nearly doubled over laughing. Then she touched him and he groaned, his laughter choking in his throat. His eyes closed, his neck muscles convulsed.
“Jesus,” he said. He began kissing her, his tongue in her mouth, and she loved the feel of him, the taste of him. His hands were on her bottom, strong hands kneading her, pressing her against him. He was hard as the bars on her windows at Beadermeyer’s sanitarium. Oh, God, why had she thought that?
She felt a shiver of cold. No, that was just a horrible memory that belonged in the past. It couldn’t touch her now. She kissed him again. His mouth was slack. He wasn’t so hard now against her belly. He wasn’t rubbing his palms over her buttocks.
She lifted herself on her elbows and stared down at him, preparing to see him wink at her, preparing to have him toss her over onto her back.
“James?”
He smiled vaguely at her, not moving, not winking, nothing. “I’m tired, Sally,” he said, his words soft and slurred. “Aren’t you?”
“Just a bit,” she said, leaned down, and kissed him again. Suddenly he closed his eyes, and his head fell to the side.
“James? James!”
Something was wrong. He wasn’t teasing her. Something was very wrong. She pressed her fingers to the pulse in his throat. Slow, steady. She flattened her palm over his heart. The beat was solid and slow. She lifted his eyelids and called his name again. She slapped his face.
No response.
He was unconscious. The damned coffee had been drugged. She’d had just a single sip of it, thank God, and that’s why she was still conscious. There was no other explanation. She tried to pull herself off Quinlan, and she did manage it, but her arms and legs felt soft and wobbly. Just one drink of that amaretto was doing this to her?
She had to get help. She had to get to Thomas Shredder and Corey Harper. They were staying here, just down the hall. Not far, not far at all. Oh, God, they’d drunk the coffee too. And so had David, and he was driving. She had to see if Thomas and Corey were unconscious. She had to go to their rooms and see. She could make it.
She fell off the bed and rolled. She lay there a moment on her back, staring up at the beautiful molding that ran around the edge of the ceiling. There were even Victorian cherubs at each corner, naked, holding up harps and flowers.
She had to move. She got herself up on her hands and knees. What room was Corey Harper in? She’d told her, but she couldn’t remember. Well, it didn’t matter, she would find both of them. Their rooms had to be just down the hall. She crawled to the door. Not far at all. She managed to stretch up and turn the knob to open the door.
The hallway stretched forever to her left, the lighting dim and shadowy. What if the person who had drugged the coffee was waiting in those shadows, waiting to see if someone didn’t succumb to the drug, waiting to kill that person? She shook her head and managed to heave herself to her feet. She made her feet move, one step at a time, that was all she needed to do, just one foot in front of the other. She’d find Thomas and Corey. Finally, a door appeared on her left—number 114. She knocked.
There was no answer.
She called out, her voice only a miserable whisper, “Thomas? Corey?”
She knocked again. Still no answer. She turned the knob. To her surprise, the door opened. It opened quickly, and she stumbled into the room, her knees buckling under her. She fell on her side.
She called out, “Thomas? Corey?”
She managed to get onto her hands and knees. There was only a single lamp burning, on top of the bedside table. Thomas Shredder was lying on his back, his arms and legs sprawled out away from his body. He was unconscious. Or he was dead. She tried to scream. She wanted to scream, but only a small cry came out of her mouth.
She heard footsteps behind her. She managed to get herself turned around to face the open doorway. James? Was he all right now? But she didn’t call out his name. She was afraid it wasn’t him. James had drunk a whole cup of that coffee. It couldn’t be him. She was afraid of who it might be.
The light was dim. Shadows filled the room, filled her vision. There was a man standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets.
“Hello, Sally.”
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“NO,” SHE SAID, staring at that shadowy figure, knowing it was him, accepting it, but still she said again, “No, it can’t be you.”
“Of course it can, dear. You’d know your father anywhere, wouldn’t you?”
“No.” She was shaking her head back and forth.
“Why can’t you get up, Sally?”
“You drugged us. I just drank a little bit, but it must have been very strong.”
“Didn’t get enough, did you?” He was coming toward her now, quickly, too quickly.
“Doctor Beadermeyer got to try so many new drugs on you. Actually, I was surprised you survived with your brain intact. Well, I’ll take care of that.”
He leaned down, grabbed the hair at the back of her neck, and yanked her head back. “Here, Sally.” He poured liquid down her throat. Then he threw her away from him, and she fell hard onto her back.
She stared up at him, seeing him weave and fade in the dim light. She tried to focus on him, watching him closely, but his features blurred, his mouth moved and grew bigger. His neck stretched out, becoming longer and longer until she could no longer see his head. Surely this was the way Alice in Wonderland must have felt. Off with her head. “Oh, no,” she whispered. “Oh, no.”

She fell onto her side, the smooth oak boards of the floor cool against her cheek.
 
Her father was here. That was her first thought when she woke up.
Her father.
No doubt about it. Her father. He was here. He had drugged her. He would kill her now. She was helpless again, just as helpless as she’d been for days upon weeks, weeks upon months.
She couldn’t move, couldn’t even lift a single finger. She realized her hands were tied in front of her, not all that tightly, but tight enough. She shifted her weight a bit. Her ankles were tied, too. But her mind wasn’t fettered. Her mind was clear—thank God for that. If she’d been vague and blurry again, she would simply have folded up on herself and willed herself to die. But no, she could think. She could remember. She could also open her eyes. Did she want to?
James, she thought, and forced her eyes open.
She was lying on a bed. The springs squeaked when she shifted from one side to the other. She tried to make out more detail but couldn’t. There was only a dim light coming from a hallway. It looked to be a small bedroom, but she couldn’t tell anything more about it.
Where was she? Was she still in The Cove? If so, where?
Where was her father? What would he do?
She saw a shadowy figure walk into the bedroom. The light was too dim for her to make out his face. But she knew. Oh, yes, she knew it was him.
“You,” she said, surprised that the word had come from her mouth. It sounded rusty and infinitely sad.
“Hello, Sally.”
“It is you. I was praying I’d been wrong. Where am I?”
“It’s a bit soon to tell you that.”

“Are we still in The Cove? Where’s James? And the other two agents?”
“It’s a bit soon to tell you that as well.”
“Damn you, I was praying desperately you’d left the country, that, or you were dead. No, actually I was praying that they would catch you and put you in prison for the rest of your miserable life. Where am I?”
“How poor Noelle suffered for years from that tongue of yours. You were always sniping at her, always moralizing, always telling her what she should do. You wanted her to call the police. You wanted her to leave me. The fact is, she didn’t want to, Sally. Maybe at first she did, but not later. But you just wouldn’t stop. You depressed her with all that criticism of yours, with your contempt. That’s why she never came to see you in the sanitarium. She was afraid you’d preach at her some more, even though you were fucking crazy.”
“That’s bullshit. Naturally you can say anything you want about anybody now. Noelle isn’t here to tell you what she really thinks of you. I’ll bet you she’ll be the happiest woman in Washington once she truly realizes that she doesn’t have to be your punching bag anymore. I’ll bet you she’s already wearing short-sleeved dresses and shirts again. No more fear of showing bruises. I’ll bet she’ll even try two-piece bathing suits this summer. How many years couldn’t she wear them? You loved to punch her in the ribs, didn’t you? You brutalized her. If there’s any justice at all, you’ll pay. Too bad you didn’t die.”
“That’s more out of you than I’ve heard in more than six months. You were blessedly silent most of the time during your too brief stay at the sanitarium. Too bad that Doctor Beadermeyer is out of business, thanks to that bastard Quinlan.
“Everything got so complicated, and it was all your fault, Sally. We had a lid on everything until Quinlan got you away from Doctor Beadermeyer again.”
“His name’s Norman Lipsy. He’s a plastic surgeon. He’s a criminal. He gave that poor man your face, but you’re the one who killed him. You’re a filthy murderer, not just a wife beater. And a traitor to your country.”
“Why do you denounce me only for my more pedestrian deeds? I did one really good thing, something I’m quite proud of that you haven’t mentioned.
“I put my darling daughter away for six months. I do believe that was my favorite project in the last few years.
“Putting you away. Having you under my control. Never having to see the contempt and hatred on your face when you happened to see me. God, how I enjoyed seeing you like a rag doll, your mouth gaping open, looking so stupid and vague that it wasn’t even much fun watching that pathetic Holland take off your clothes and bathe you and then dress you again like you were his dolly.
“Toward the end there, I didn’t even enjoy slapping you to get your attention. You didn’t have any to get, and you got too thin. I told Doctor Beadermeyer to feed you more, but he said all he could do was keep you stabilized. Then you escaped by hiding the pills beneath your tongue.
“To see you in my house, in my study, just after I’d shot Jackie. It was a shock.”
He struck a pose she’d seen many times in her life. He propped his elbow up on his other arm and cupped his chin in his hand. It was his intellectual, thoughtful look, she supposed. All he needed was Scott’s pipe and perhaps Sherlock Holmes’s hat.
“There you were, leaning over poor Jackie—that greedy little bugger—then you turned and saw me, saw me as clear as day. I could see the recognition in your eyes. You picked up my gun. I’d put it down to get some papers from my desk. But then you picked it up, and I had no choice but to run. I hid outside and watched you shake your head, clearly disbelieving you’d seen me. I saw Noelle and Scott come running in. I heard her scream and scream. I saw Scott nearly chew through that damned pipe of his.

“Then you ran, didn’t you, Sally? You ran and you threw my prized pistol in the bushes. I couldn’t get you then and I’ll tell you the truth, I was scared. I had to get my gun first, though, and I did. But I’ll tell you, I was worried, and I stayed worried for a long time. So what if you told the world you’d seen me, your father? If you did, even though you were certifiably crazy, they might have insisted that an autopsy be done, that dental records be compared, but you were so afraid, you just ran. You ran here, to The Cove, to Amabel.
“I didn’t find out for a good four days that you’d blocked it all out. That you ran because you believed that either you’d killed me or dear Noelle had.”
She was trying to take it all in, to realize that she’d never been wrong, to at last understand what this man was. She said slowly, “Quinlan made me remember. That and re-creating the scene, I guess you’d say. I saw everything then, everything.”
“I bet you want to know who the man was who looked like me. He was just a guy I discovered in Baltimore one day when I was meeting one of the Iraqi agents. He was broke, looked remarkably like me—same height, nearly the same weight—and then I knew when I saw him, just knew that he’d be the one to save me.”
Why, she wondered, was he talking so much? Why was he just standing there pouring all this out to her? And she realized then that it pleased him to brag about his brilliance to her. To make her realize how truly great he was. After all, she’d been in the dark about everything. Oh, yes, he was enjoying himself.
“Jackie who?”
“You know, I really don’t remember his last name. Who cares? He played his role and played it perfectly.” Amory St. John laughed. “I promised him a truckload of money if he could impersonate me. I wish you could have heard him practicing my voice tones, my accent. It was pathetic, but both Doctor Beadermeyer and I told him he had a great ear, that he had all my mannerisms, that he could play me to perfection. That’s what he believed would happen. He believed he was going to take my place at a big conference. It was his chance to do something, his chance to make a big score. He was a credulous fool.”
“Now he’s a dead fool.”
“Yes.”
She began to pull on the ropes ever so slightly as she said, “Doctor Beadermeyer is down, but you already know all that. He’ll spend the rest of his miserable life in prison. Holland told the FBI everything. All those people—people like me—will be let out of that prison that you call a sanitarium, like it’s a resort where people go to recuperate and rest.”
“Yes, but who cares about all those other people? They weren’t my problem, just you. I only regret that the sanitarium will be closed down. It was such a perfect place for you. Out of the way for good. It all fell into place once I met Jackie. I already knew Doctor Beadermeyer and all about that little racket of his. Nearly seven months ago, it all came together.
“I got you out of the way—with Scott’s help, of course. He was such a miserable little fool, afraid he’d get caught, but I’ll tell you, he sure liked the money he got from helping me. And, you see, I knew all about his lover. At least I made sure you didn’t get AIDS. I threatened Scott that if he made love to you—if he could force himself to do the deed—then he had to use a condom. Doctor Beadermeyer checked your blood. Thanks to me, you’re well. But Scott did play his part. Once he was free of you, he spent his money and dallied openly with his lover. He was a good pawn. Where was I? Oh, yes, then Jackie went under the knife, and I finalized my plans. But you had to butt in, didn’t you, Sally? I had you all locked away and still you got out. Still you had to try to ruin my plans. Well, no more.”
“Do you hate me so much just because I tried to protect my mother from your fists?”
“Actually not. It was natural that I wouldn’t like you very much.”
“It’s because you believed that I’d learned about your illegal arms sales?”
“Did you?”
“No.”
“My dealings with other governments had nothing to do with it. Scott was afraid you’d seen something, but I knew you would have acted in a flash if you had. No, that didn’t concern me. Fact of the matter is, you’re not my daughter. You’re a fucking little bastard. And that, my dear Sally, is why Noelle never left me. She tried once, when you were just a baby. She didn’t believe me when I told her she was in this for life. Perhaps she thought she’d test me. She ran back to her rich, snotty parents in Philadelphia, and they acted true to form just as I knew they would. They told her to get back to her husband and stop making up lies about me. After all, I’d saved her bacon. How could she say such things about me, a wonderful man who’d married her when she was pregnant with another man’s child?”
He laughed, a long, deep laugh that made her skin crawl. She kept lightly tugging on the ropes. Surely they were a little bit looser now, but she wasn’t really thinking about those ropes. She was trying to understand him, to really take in what he was saying. But it was so hard.
He continued, his voice meditative, “When I think about it now, I realize that Noelle really hadn’t believed me. She hadn’t believed that my price to marry her, other than the five hundred thousand dollars I got from her parents, was that she stay with me forever, or until I didn’t want her anymore. When she came dragging back with you—a screaming little brat—I took you away from her and held you over a big fire in the fireplace. The fire was blowing really good. It singed off the little hair you had and your eyebrows. Oh, how she screamed. I told her if she ever tried anything like that again, I’d kill you.
“I meant it, you know. I bet you wonder who your father was.”
She felt as though she’d had a ton of drugs pumped into her body. She couldn’t grasp what he was saying. She understood his words—he wasn’t her father—but she couldn’t seem to get it to the core of herself.
“You’re not my father,” she repeated, staring beyond his left shoulder toward the open door. She wanted to cheer. She didn’t have any of this monster’s blood. “You kept Noelle with you by threatening to kill me, her only child.”
“Yes. My dear wife finally believed me. I can’t tell you the pleasure it gave me to beat that rich little bitch. And she had to take it. She had no choice.
“Then you were sixteen and you saw me hit her. Too bad. It changed everything, but then I had good reason to get rid of you. Remember that last time? You came back into the house and I was kicking her and you got on the phone to call for help and she crawled—actually crawled—over to you and begged you not to call? I enjoyed that. I enjoyed watching you simply disconnect from her.
“I kicked her a couple more times after you left. She really moaned delightfully. Then I had sex with her and she cried the whole time.
“After that I was free of you for a long while. Life was really quite good those four years you were out of my house, out of your mother’s life. But I wanted to pay you back. I got Scott to marry you. That got you away for a little while, but you didn’t want him, did you? You realized he was a phony almost immediately. Well, it didn’t matter.
“I just had to bide my time. When I saw Jackie I knew what to do. You see, the Feds were closing in. I’m not stupid. I knew it was only a matter of time. I’d gotten very rich, but arms sales to places like Iraq are always risky. Yes, it was just a matter of time. I wanted to pay you back for all the trouble you caused me. Those six months you were in Doctor Beadermeyer’s sanitarium were wonderful for me. I loved to have you beneath me, watching me fondle you, fondle myself. I adored hitting you, watching you wince in pain. But then you got away and ruined everything.” He leaned down and slapped her, her left cheek, then her right cheek. Once, again and yet again.
She tasted blood. He’d split her lip.
“You fucking coward.” She spit at him, but he jerked away from her in time. He slapped her again.
“I never wanted to have sex with you in the sanitarium,” he said, close to her face now, “though I could have. I saw you naked enough times, but I never wanted you. Hell, Scott wouldn’t even look at you. He only came that one time because I insisted. Now that little bastard will take the fall because I won’t be around. Come on, Sally, spit at me again. I’m not the coward, you are.”
She spit at him, and this time she didn’t miss. She watched him wipe his mouth and his cheek with the back of his hand. Then he smiled down at her. She had a stark memory of him smiling down at her in the sanitarium. “No,” she whispered, but it didn’t change anything.
He struck her hard and she fell into blackness. Her last thought was that she was grateful he hadn’t given her more drugs.
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“WE’RE IN DEEP shit,” Quinlan said and meant it, but he wasn’t thinking about himself and the other agents, he was thinking about Sally. If she was here in this black hole, she was still unconscious. Or dead.
There was a grunt from Thomas Shredder and a “yeah” from Corey Harper. It was true. They were in very deep shit. It was also true that it was as black as the bottom of a witch’s cauldron in this room where they were being kept.
No, it wasn’t a room. It was a shed with a dirt floor. Probably the shed behind Doc Spiver’s cottage.
“Look,” Thomas said, “Quinlan’s right. We are in deep shit, but we’re trained agents. We can get out of this. If we don’t, they’ll fire us. We’ll lose our careers and our federal pensions. I sure as hell don’t want to lose my federal health benefits.”
Corey Harper laughed despite the cramps in her ankles. Her hands were okay. They hadn’t tied them all that tightly, probably because she was a woman. Still, the knots were secure and weren’t about to slip or slide.
“That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard you say, Thomas.”
Quinlan said, as he tugged at the ropes at his wrists, “One of these clowns must have been in the Navy in World War II. These ropes are very well tied, not a bit of give to them. Anybody want to try hands or teeth?”

“I would,” Corey said, “but I’m tied to the wall over here. Yeah, there’s a rope around my waist, and I can feel it’s wrapped around one of the wall boards. And yes, it’s solid. Even with big teeth and a long reach, I couldn’t get to you.”
“I’m tied too,” Thomas said, “Damn.”
“At least everyone’s alive,” Quinlan said. “I wonder what happened to David?” But he was wondering about Sally. He was just afraid to say her name aloud.
“He probably ran off the road,” Thomas said matter-of-factly. “He isn’t here. Maybe he’s already dead.”
“Or maybe somebody rescued him,” Corey said.
“What do you mean ‘already dead’?” Quinlan said, wishing he could see just an outline of something, anything. He kept working on the ropes, but they wouldn’t budge.
“Do you think they’re going to keep us here for the next ten years?”
“I hope not,” Quinlan said. “They’re all so old they’d be dead themselves by then. I’d hate to be forgotten.”
“You’re not funny, Quinlan.”
“Maybe not, but I’m trying.”
“Keep trying,” Corey said. “I don’t want to fall into a funk. We’ve got to think. First of all, who did this to us?”
“That’s pretty damned obvious, isn’t it?” Thomas said. “That damned old relic. She probably had Martha bring her the Amaretto and she put something into it. I was out like a light the second I lay down on my bed.”
“Where’s Sally?” Corey asked suddenly.
“I don’t know,” Quinlan said. “I don’t know.”
He’d prayed she was locked up with them, still unconscious from the drug. “Everyone stretch your legs out in front of you. Let’s see how big this shed is.”
Quinlan could just barely touch Thomas’s toe.
“Now lean to one side and then the other.”
Quinlan got a pinch of Corey’s blouse.

No Sally.
“Sally isn’t in here with us,” Quinlan said. “Where’d they take her?” Oh, Jesus, why had he asked that question aloud? He didn’t want to hear what Thomas had to say.
Thomas said, “Good question. Why would they bother to separate us anyway?”
“Because,” Quinlan said slowly, “Sally’s Aunt Amabel is a part of this. Maybe she has Sally. Maybe she’ll protect her.”
Thomas sighed. To Quinlan’s surprise, he said, “Let’s pray you’re right. Damn, my head feels like a drum in a rock band.”
“Mine too,” Corey said. “But I can still think. Now, Quinlan, you think the whole town is part of a conspiracy? You think the whole bloody town has killed at least sixty people in the past three to four years? For their money? And then they buried all of them in their cemetery?”
“It shows respect,” Quinlan said. “Can’t you just see all those old folk, stroking their chins as they look down at an old couple they’ve just offed, saying, ‘Well, Ralph Keaton can lay ’em out, then we’ll bury ’em really nice and Reverend Vorhees can say all the right words.’ Yeah, Corey, the whole bloody town. What other possibility is there?”
“This is nuts,” Thomas said. “An entire fucking town killing people? No one would believe that in a million years, particularly since most of them are senior citizens.”
“I believe it,” Quinlan said. “Oh, yeah, I believe it. I’ll just bet it started with an accident. They got money from that accident. It gave them—or maybe just one of them or a couple of them—an idea of how to save their town. And it grew and grew.”
Corey said slowly, “The way they lure victims here is that big advertising sign on the highway.”
“Right,” Quinlan said. “The World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop. By the way, it is the best ice cream I’ve ever eaten.”

He had to make jokes, he had to or else he’d go nuts. Where was Sally? Could Amabel really be protecting her? He had to doubt it.
“Come in and buy your last ice cream cone,” Thomas said. “That’s the bottom line.”
“What about that woman who was murdered? And Doc Spiver?” Corey said.
Quinlan said, even as he was working furiously on the ropes at his wrists, “The woman must have heard something she shouldn’t have heard. They held her prisoner for at least three nights, probably more. She must have gotten her mouth free, because Sally heard her screaming that first night she was here in The Cove. Then, two nights later, she heard her screaming again. The next morning Sally and I found her body. My guess is they had to kill her. They didn’t want to, but they did. They knew it was either the woman or them. No choice really. They killed her. They must have been pissed—they just threw her off that cliff, didn’t bother laying her out or burying her in their precious cemetery.”
“What about Doc Spiver?” Thomas said. “Damn, these ropes are strong. I can’t get even a micron of play in them.”
“Keep working on them, everybody,” Quinlan said. “Now, Doc Spiver. I just don’t know. It’s possible he was a weak link. That as a physician, all the killing had turned him. Maybe the woman’s murder was the last straw. He just couldn’t stand it anymore. He cracked. They shot him in the mouth, trying to make it look like a suicide. Again, they saw it as they had no choice.”
“Jesus,” Corey Harper said, “do you guys know that most FBI agents never get close to the deep shit we’re in now? Some of them never even draw their guns. They spend their whole careers interviewing people. I’ve been told that quite a few agents, when they retire, become psychologists—they’re that good at getting information out of people.”

Quinlan laughed. “We’ll get out of this, Corey. Believe it.”
“You think you’re so bloody smart, Quinlan. How the hell are we going to get free? And a swarm of little old people are going to show up any minute. Do you think they’ll form a firing squad? Or just beat us to death with their canes?”
Corey said quietly, “Don’t, Thomas. Let’s get loose. There’s got to be a way. I don’t want to be helpless when someone comes, and you both know they’ll come.”
“What, dammit?” Thomas shouted. “What the fuck can we do? The ropes are too tight. They even tied us to the wall so we couldn’t get to each other. We’re in the dark. So what the hell are we going to do?”
“There’s got to be something,” Corey said.
“Just maybe there is,” Quinlan said.
 
Sally’s jaw hurt. She opened and closed her mouth, working it until the pain eased to a dull throb. She was lying in the dark, the only light coming through the open doorway from the hall.
She was alone. Her hands were still tied in front of her. She lifted her hands to her mouth and began to tug with her teeth on the knot.
She was concentrating so hard that she nearly screamed when a quiet voice said, “It’s really no use, Sally. Just relax, baby. Don’t move. Just relax.”
“No,” Sally whispered. “Oh, no.”
“Don’t you recognize where you are, Sally? I thought you’d know right away.”
“No, it’s too dark in here.”
“Look toward the window, dear. Just maybe you’ll see your dear father’s face again.”
“I’m in the bedroom just down the hall from yours.”
“Yes.”
“Why, Amabel? What’s going on?”
“Oh, Sally, why’d you have to come back? I’d give anything if you hadn’t shown up on my doorstep that day. Jesus, I had to take you in. I really didn’t want you involved, but here you are again, and there’s nothing I can do.”
“Where are James and the other two agents?”
“I don’t know. They’re probably in that little tool shed behind Doc Spiver’s cottage. That’s a sturdy prison. They’ll never get out.”
“What are you going to do to them?”
“It’s really not up to me.”
“Who is it up to?”
“The town.”
For a long moment, Sally couldn’t breathe. It was true. The whole bloody town. “How many people has the town killed, Amabel?”
“The first old couple, Harve and Marge Jensen, the ones Quinlan was supposedly here to look for, they were both accidents. Both of them keeled over with heart attacks. We found cash in their Winnebago. Next there was this biker. He started hitting on poor old Hunker, and Purn cracked him over the head with a chair to protect Hunker. It killed him. Another accident.
“Then the biker’s girlfriend realized he was dead. Sherry Vorhees had no choice but to kill her. She slammed her over the head with an industrial blender.
“It got easier after that, you know? Someone would spot a likely old couple or just someone who looked rich. Or maybe one of the women who was working in the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop saw a whole lot of cash when the person pulled open his wallet. Then we just did it. Yes, it got easier. It got to be nearly a game, but don’t misunderstand me, Sally. We always treated them with the greatest respect after they were dead.
“You’ve told me how beautiful the town is now. Well, it was a run-down mess before. But now, our investments are doing well, everyone is quite comfortable, and many tourists come here not just for the World’s Greatest Ice Cream but also to see the town and buy souvenirs and eat at the cafe.”
“How wonderful for you. More people to choose from. You could discuss it among yourselves. Did that couple look richer than that one over there? You played Russian roulette with people’s lives. God, that’s disgusting.”
“I wouldn’t put it so crassly, but as we’ve gotten to be more of a tourist attraction we’ve been able to be more selective. But we’ve killed only old people, Sally. They had all had a full life.”
“That biker’s girlfriend didn’t.”
Amabel shrugged. “It couldn’t be helped.”
Sally was just shaking her head back and forth on the pillow, believing but still incredulous. “Jesus, Amabel, you’ve killed people. Don’t you understand that? You’ve killed innocent people. It doesn’t excuse anything that they were old. You’ve robbed them. You’ve buried them in the cemetery—what? Oh, I see. You buried them two to each grave. Only you used just a man’s name. Does one of you have a list identifying who’s really in each grave?”
“No, but we left identification on the bodies. Don’t sound so appalled, Sally. We were dying here. We desperately wanted to survive. We have. We’ve won.”
“No, everything’s coming down on your heads now, Amabel. There are three FBI agents here, and Sheriff David Mountebank knows everything they know, maybe more. You kill the agents, and you’ll all be in the gas chamber. Don’t you understand? The FBI is involved!”
“Oh, Sally, here you are, going on and on about something that really doesn’t concern you. What about yourself, baby? What about your father?”
“He’s not my fucking father, thank God. At least I found that out.”
“Good, there’s anger there. I was afraid you were still trying to believe he was a nightmare come back to haunt you.”

“You’re saying he’s here with you, Amabel? You want him here?” She knew the answer. But she didn’t want to hear it.
“Of course, Sally.”
She stared beyond her aunt to the man illuminated in the doorway. Her father. No, not her father, thank God. It was the bastard who’d raised her, the bastard who’d beat the shit out of her mother and locked her away in Dr. Beadermeyer’s sanitarium, the bastard who’d beat her just because it pleased him to do so.
“So how does our little bastard feel, Ammie?”
Ammie? What was this?
“I’m not the bastard. You are.”
“Sally, I hesitate to hit you in front of your aunt. It bothers her, even though she knows what a vicious mouth you have, even though she knows I’ve got to do it to control you.”
“Amabel, why do you have him here with you? He’s a murderer. He’s a traitor to our country.”
Amabel sat down beside her. Her fingertips were light and soft as they drifted over Sally’s forehead, pushing her hair behind her ears, lightly smoothing her eyebrows.
“Amabel, please. When I was here before, I know it was him on the phone to me. He admitted that he’d looked in through the bedroom window.”
“Yes, dear.”
“Why was he here, Amabel?”
“He had to come here, Sally. He had to take you back to the sanitarium. He hoped to make you doubt your sanity with the phone calls and his face at the window.”
“But how could he possibly know I was even here?”
“I called him. He was staying at a small inn in Oklahoma City. He took the next plane to Portland, then drove here. But you knew even as you asked that question, didn’t you, Sally?
“Ah, but you didn’t doubt your sanity at all. That was due in part to Quinlan. That man. His being here made everything more difficult. Isn’t it strange? Quinlan made up that story about coming here to try to find a trace of those old folk? All he wanted was you. He didn’t care about any missing old people. Just you. He thought you’d either killed your father or were protecting your mother.
“I’ve always been amused by the ways of fate. Well, I’m not amused now. There are big problems now.”
“Now, Ammie, do you think it was fate that brought all those nice old people here to buy the World’s Greatest Ice Cream so you could then kill them and steal all their money?”
Amabel turned and frowned at him. “I don’t know, and neither do you, Amory. Now, I don’t care what happens to Quinlan and the others, but I don’t want Sally hurt.”
“He doesn’t agree with you, Aunt Amabel,” Sally said. “He hates me. You know he’s not my father. He has no latent tender feelings for me. As for my mother, did you know that he forced Noelle to stay with him?”
“Why, of course, Sally.”
Sally gaped at her. She couldn’t help it. On the other hand, why was she so surprised? Her world had flipped and turned more times in the past seven months than she could cope with. It seemed she’d never known who she really was or why things were the way they were. And she’d hated her mother for her weakness. Oh, God, she’d felt contempt for her, wanted to shake her herself for letting her husband knock her around.
“Who’s my father?”
“Now she wants to know,” Amory St. John said, as he strolled into the small bedroom, his hands in his pants pockets.
“Who?”
“Well, dear,” Amabel said, “actually your father was my husband. And yes, he was my husband before he met Noelle and the two of them fell in love—”
“In lust, you mean, Ammie.”
“That too. Anyway, Noelle was always rather stupid, and Carl wasn’t all that much of this earth himself. Knowing both of them as well as I did, I had difficulty figuring out who got whom into bed. But they must have managed it. She got pregnant. Fortunately she was seeing Amory at the time, and things got worked out to everyone’s satisfaction.”
“Not to my mother’s.”
“Oh, yes, she was thrilled that she wouldn’t have to abort you, Sally. She would have, of course, if it meant no husband as a cover.
“I brought my Carl out here to The Cove so he could paint and spend the rest of his meaningless little life doing landscape oils that sell at airport shows for twenty dollars, and that includes their vulgar gold-painted frames. Carl never roamed again. In fact, he begged my forgiveness, said he’d do anything if only I wouldn’t leave him. I let him do quite a bit before he died twenty years ago.”
“You didn’t kill him, did you?”
“Oh, no. Amory did that, but Carl was already very ill with lung cancer. He never would stop smoking unfiltered Camels. Yes, it was a blessing for Carl that his brakes failed, and he died so quickly. Thank you, Amory.”
“You’re welcome, Ammie.”
“So how long have you been lovers?”
Amabel laughed softly, turning to look at the man who was standing in the doorway. “A very long time,” she said.
“So you don’t mind him beating the shit out of you, Amabel?”
“No, Amory, don’t!” Amabel walked quickly to him and put her hand on his arm. She said over her shoulder, “Listen to me, Sally. Don’t talk like that. There’s no reason to make your father angry—”
“He’s not my father.”
“Nevertheless, mind your tongue. Of course he doesn’t hit me. Just Noelle.”
“He hit me too, Amabel.”

“You deserved it,” Amory said.
Sally looked from one to the other. In the dim light she couldn’t see either of them clearly. Amory took Amabel’s hand, pulled her closer to his side. The shadows seemed to deepen around them, moving into them, drawing them into one. Sally shivered.
“I thought you loved me, Amabel.”
“I do, baby, indeed I do. You’re my husband’s child and my niece. And I agreed with Amory that you were better off in that nice sanitarium. You weren’t doing well. He told me how erratic you’d become, how you were cheating on your husband, how you’d gotten in with the wrong people and were taking drugs.
“He said that Doctor Beadermeyer would help you. I met Doctor Beadermeyer. An excellent doctor, who said you were doing nicely but that you needed complete rest and constant supervision by professionals.”
“That was all a lie. Even if you don’t want to believe he’s such a monster, just think about it. You’ve read the papers, seen the news. Everyone is looking for him. Everyone knows that many of the patients in Doctor Beadermeyer’s sanitarium were prisoners, just like I was.”
“Oh, baby, don’t do this. I don’t want to put a gag in your mouth, but I will. I won’t let you talk about him like this.”
“All right, but didn’t you wonder about how crazy I was when he showed up here, knocked me over the head, and drugged me? When he nearly killed James?”
Amory St. John pulled away from Amabel. He walked to the bed and stood there, staring down at Sally. “In this dim light I can’t tell if you’re going to be bruised or not.”
“You really hit her that hard, Amory?”
“Don’t fret, Ammie. She deserved it. She spit on me. Over the years I learned exactly how hard I could hit Noelle to get a certain kind and color of bruise. But everyone’s skin is different. We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?”
“You’re nuts,” Sally said. “You’re fucking nuts.”
“I would have whipped you if you’d ever said that when you lived under my roof.”
“It doesn’t matter, Amory. She’s frightened. She doesn’t know what’s going to happen to her.”
Sally said, “I know exactly what’s going to happen to me. He doesn’t have Doctor Beadermeyer to hold me prisoner for him anymore. No, he’s going to kill me, Amabel. You know that as well, otherwise you wouldn’t have admitted everything to me. No, don’t deny it. You’ve already accepted it. But I don’t really count. What will bring both of you down is hurting the FBI agents. You try killing James, and all hell will break loose. I know his boss, and you can count on it.”
“They’re stupid, all of them,” Amory said. He shrugged. “I know things will get even more difficult, but we’ll deal with it. Actually I’ve already set things in motion. It’s true I just didn’t count on that bastard getting you away from Doctor Beadermeyer again. That’s what ripped it apart. All my plans, Sally, everything has had to be rearranged. It has put me out. Now I’m no longer dead, thanks to the two of you. Now I’ll have to leave the country forever.”
“Just try it. They’ll catch you. With those arms sales to Hussein, you’ve got the Feds ready to tear the world apart looking for you.”
“I know. Such a pity. But it will be fine. I got most of my money out of the Caymans and Switzerland nearly a year ago. I left just a bit in all those foreign accounts, just to tantalize the Feds, just so they’d realize I knew exactly what I was doing. It will make them crazy, and they won’t catch me.”
“James will catch you.”
“Your James Quinlan isn’t going to catch a cold. He won’t have time before he’s sent six feet under.”

She felt such rage she couldn’t stop herself. She heaved up, hitting him in the face with her bound fists. Hard. He cursed, shoving her back, his own fist raised.
She heard Amabel yell, “Don’t, Amory!”
But that fist just kept coming down, not toward her face but toward her ribs.
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“WELL, HELL,” QUINLAN said.“ Sorry, guys, but the old codgers were thorough. My army knife is gone. I always taped it to my ankle. Damn.”
Thomas said, “Damn is right. Corey, what are you doing? Why are you heaving around like a gutted fish? Why are you making those weird groaning sounds?”
She was breathing hard. “You’ll see. I didn’t count on Quinlan finding that knife. Just wait a moment, I’ve nearly made it through.”
“Made what through?” Quinlan said, desperately straining to see her in the darkness.
“I was a gymnast. I have the dubious honor of being the most flexible agent to go through the program at Quantico. I’m getting my arms beneath my butt and pushing on through and in just a minute—Jesus, this is tougher than it used to be when I was younger and skinnier—” She stopped, breathing hard, straining. “There.”
She was panting, laughing. “I did it!”
“What, Corey? For God’s sake, what did you do?”
“My hands are now tied in front of me, Thomas. Thank heaven they left enough leeway between me and the wall. The rope around my waist was higher than the rope tying my wrists together. Now, I’m going to turn around and untie the rope around my waist. When I’m free, I can do my feet and then get to you guys.”
“Corey,” Quinlan said, “if you get us out of this, both Thomas and I will recommend that you become the special agent in charge of the Portland field office. Right, Thomas?”
“If she gets out us out of this, I’ll beg her to marry me and be the SAC.”
“Thomas, you’re a sexist. I won’t ever marry a sexist.”
“Corey, how are you doing?” Quinlan said.
“It’s coming. The knot at my waist is pretty easy.”
“Good. Just hurry.”
But how much time did they have left before the old folk came for them? Where was Sally? Quinlan hadn’t prayed much in his life, but he was praying now. Did Amabel have her?
“Got it! Now let me get my feet.”
“Oh, shit, I hear something,” Thomas said. “Hurry, Corey, hurry!”
 
“Don’t hit her, Amory!”
Amabel grabbed his arm, jerking it away. It slammed against the bed just an inch from Sally’s ribs.
He was panting. He wheeled about, his fist raised. “You shouldn’t have done that, Ammie. You shouldn’t have done it.”
Sally reared up, yelling, “Don’t you dare hit her, you fucking cretin!”
But he did, his fist hard against Amabel’s jaw, knocking her against the wall. She slid down to the floor.
Sally didn’t say a word. She was staring at her aunt, praying she wasn’t dead.
“How could you?” She stared up at the man who had to be mad. “You’re lovers. She called to tell you I was here so you could come and get me. You hit her just like you hit Noelle.”
“Actually,” he said, rubbing his knuckles, “it’s the first time I’ve ever had to discipline her. She won’t go against me in the future now. I wonder how her skin will bruise.”

 
* * *
 
No blinding light came through the door as it creaked open—just a tiny bit, then wider until all three of them could see the stars and the half moon.
“You awake in here?” It was an old man’s voice. Which one of them? Quinlan wondered. Was there just one of them come to check on their prisoners, or more? God, he prayed it was just the one old man.
“It ain’t quite morning yet, but you should be awake.”
“Yeah,” Thomas said, “we’re awake. What? You hoped you’d killed us?”
“Nah, there weren’t enough of that stuff Doc had on hand to put your lights out. It would have been easier that way, though. Now, well, it ain’t going to be any fun.”
Quinlan nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard Corey whimper. “Oh, please, I don’t feel well. Please take me to a bathroom. Please.” She was moaning quietly, very effectively.
“Oh, shit,” the old man said. “It’s just you, little gal?”
“Yes,” Corey managed to choke out. “Please, hurry.”
“All right. Damn, I didn’t expect any of you to be sick. Nobody was ever sick before.”
Corey was slumped over, straight ahead of the old guy, against the back wall. The old man opened the door wider as he came into the shed. Quinlan recognized Purn Davies, the old coot who owned the general store. He saw that Corey had her hands behind her back, as if they were still tied there.
“Please hurry,” she whispered. She sounded god-awful, like she would puke at any moment.
Quinlan looked at Thomas and shook his head.
Just as Purn Davies passed Quinlan, he whipped up his feet and kicked the old man on his thighs, knocking him right onto Corey’s lap.
“Gotcha!” Corey said. When the old man began to struggle, she raised her fists and knocked him cold.
“Well done, Corey,” Thomas said. “You sure you won’t marry me? What if I promise to change?”
“Ask me again if we get out of this alive,” she said. “Okay, guys, I’m going to untie Quinlan’s wrists, then yours, Thomas. Keep an eye on the old man.”
It took her only about three minutes to untie Quinlan. In another three minutes all of them were free. They rose and stretched and tried to get the blood moving back into their legs and arms. “I think I’ll tie him up real good,” Corey said and dropped to her knees. “Look, Quinlan, he’s got one of our guns.”
“Thank God,” Quinlan said. He looked outside the shed. “It’s near dawn. I don’t see a soul. I guess they just sent him here to make sure we were still alive. Why, I don’t know. There’s no way they could have afforded to keep us alive, no way at all.
“Ah, look here. The old man brought us some sandwiches. They’re out here on a tray. How the hell did he expect us to eat them with our hands tied behind our backs?”
“All done,” Corey said, standing behind the two men. “What now, Quinlan?”
“Thomas, bar the shed door, then let’s get into Doc Spiver’s house and pray the phone’s still connected. We can get the cavalry here. Then we’ll go find Sally.”
 
“He’s mad, Amabel, utterly mad.”
Amabel was rubbing her jaw. She looked bewildered. “He’s never hit me before, never,” she said slowly. “He’s always caressed me and loved me. He’s never hit me. I always thought it was Noelle who brought that out in him, like she made him hit her, like she was sick and needed it.”
“No, she hated it. He demeaned her, Amabel, and she stood for it all because he’d threatened to kill me if she didn’t stay with him, if she didn’t take his abuse. He hasn’t hit you because you’re not with him all that much and because if he did, you’d probably shoot him or just leave. Noelle couldn’t leave. She had to stay to protect me. Now that he’s got you, he’ll beat the shit out of you whenever he feels like it.”
“No. I’ll tell him that if he ever hits me again, I’ll leave him.”
“You can try it, but I bet he’ll find a way to keep you, just like he did your sister.”
“You’re wrong. You’ve got to be wrong. We’ve been intimate for twelve years, Sally. Twelve years. I know him. He loves me. The only reason he hit me tonight is because he’s afraid. He’s upset and worried that we won’t get away. And you pushed. Yes, you made him furious. It’s your fault.”
“You’re nuts, Amabel. Wake up. He’s insane.”
“Shush, Sally, here he comes.”
“Quick, Amabel, untie me. We can escape.”
“Now what’s this? My two girls conspiring against me?”
“No, dear,” Amabel said, rising to go to him. She hugged him, then kissed him on the mouth. “Oh, no. Poor Sally thinks just because you hit me this one time you’ll do it again and again. I know you won’t, will you?”
“Of course not. I’m sorry, Ammie, I’ve been under so much stress, and you were arguing with me. Please, forgive me. I won’t ever touch you again.”
“He’s lying,” Sally said. “If you believe him you’re stupid, Amabel. Yeah, come on, you lousy human being, come on over here and hit me again. I’m tied, so I can’t hurt you much. You’re safe. Come on, you pitiful excuse for a man, come and hit me.”
He was heaving with rage, the veins in his neck red and thick. “Shut up, Sally.”
“Look at him, Amabel. He wants to kill me. He has no control. He’s crazy.”
Amory turned to Amabel. “I’ll take care of her. I know what to do. I swear I won’t kill her.”
“What are you going to do?”

“Trust me, Ammie. Can’t you trust me? You have for the past twelve years. Trust me now.”
“You think he won’t kill me, Amabel? He’s a filthy liar. Do you want to be an accessory to murder?” Her words swallowed themselves. God, Amabel was already an accessory to murder maybe sixty times over. Maybe she’d even killed some of the people. Sally shut her mouth.
Amory St. John laughed, low and mean. “I see you understand, Sally. Ammie belongs with me. We’re two of a kind. Now, Ammie, untie her feet. I’m taking her out of here.”
She couldn’t stand up because her legs were numb. Amabel dropped to her knees and massaged her ankles and calves. “Is that better, Sally?”
“Why didn’t you just kill me before? Why go through this charade with Amabel?”
“Be quiet, you little bitch.”
“You swear you won’t hurt her, Amory?”
“I told you,” he said, so impatient that Sally wondered how Amabel couldn’t hear it, couldn’t know that he was ready to strike out. “I won’t kill her.”
When she could stand and walk, Amory took her arm and pulled her out of the small bedroom. “Stay here, Ammie,” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll be back shortly and then we’ll leave.”
Sally said, “While you’re waiting, Amabel, call Noelle. Tell her how you let him kill me. Yeah, tell her that, Amabel.”
He pulled her out of Amabel’s sight, then sent his elbow into her ribs. She doubled over, gasping with the pain. He yanked her back up.
“Keep your mouth shut, Sally, or I’ll just keep hurting you. Do you want that?”
“What I want,” she said when she could finally speak, “is for you to die. Very slowly and very painfully.”
“Not in your lifetime, my dear,” he said, and laughed.

“They’ll get you. There’s no way you can escape, not with the FBI after you.”
He was still laughing softly, highly amused with her. It made no sense. Then he walked beneath a strong light at the head of the stairs and stopped. He laughed again. “Look, Sally. Look at me.”
She did. It wasn’t Amory St. John.
 
The phone service was still on. Thomas called the Portland office. When he hung up, he said, “They’re bringing a helicopter up here. Thirty minutes, tops.”
“What about David?” Corey said.
“Jesus,” Quinlan said. “Here, let me call his wife.” David’s lovely sweet wife, Jane, who’d taken him in when they cracked him over the head, who’d fed him soup. He prayed David was alive. Please, let him be alive.
When she answered, Quinlan said, “Hi, this is Quinlan. Please tell me David’s there. What? Oh, no. Shit, I’m sorry. Tell his doctors that he was drugged. That’s why he banged himself up. No, no, things are under control here. No, I’m going to call his office and get his three deputies here. Yeah, I’ll speak to you soon. Sally? I don’t know. We’re going to hunt for her now.”
He hung up the phone. “David’s in a coma. They medivaced him to Portland. His condition’s stable so far. Nobody knows anything yet, just that he ran off the road into the only oak tree in his neighborhood. His wife was the first person to get to him. She said the doctors told her that if he hadn’t been transported so quickly to the hospital he probably would have died.”
“This is a nightmare,” Corey said. “The whole damned town, all of them murderers. I want to get them, Quinlan.”
“I sure want them to lose their Social Security,” Thomas said. “No means testing.”
“That wasn’t funny,” Corey said, but she laughed.

“It’s Shakespearean. You know, comedy mixed with tragedy.”
“No,” Quinlan said, “it’s evil. It didn’t start out evil, but they’ve made it all the way, haven’t they? Let’s go find my future wife.”
 
It was Amory St. John, but it wasn’t. She blinked up at him. No, the light here was excellent. “Doctor Beadermeyer changed your face, just like he did the man you murdered.”
“Yes. I didn’t want to be completely different, just different enough that if an old friend happened to see me he wouldn’t wonder. He did his nicks and cuts and sutures just after we got you back from The Cove that first time.” He patted his neck. “Gravity was taking a bit of a toll, but no longer. He tucked that all up, too. Would you go out with me, Sally, a young woman your age?”
She didn’t say anything. She was afraid if he hit her again she’d lose consciousness. She couldn’t let that happen. Her legs were free. The numbness was nearly gone. Surely she could run now. She had to get away from him. She had to find Quinlan and the others. What if they were already dead? No, she wouldn’t think like that. They weren’t dead. There was still time.
She looked up at him. She hated him more than she believed it possible for one human being to hate another. She wanted to break him. She wanted him to suffer, to realize he’d lost, to realize that he wasn’t as smart as he thought he was. “Scott told the FBI everything you’d done. He’s cooperating with them, hoping to save his wretched little hide.”
“Who cares what the bastard does? Shut up now, and let’s get you out of here.”
He forced her down the stairs. As if he guessed she would try something, he grabbed her hair and went down behind her.
What to do?

There was a noise at the front door. His hand jerked her hair upward. She didn’t even notice. She heard him curse under his breath. She knew the moment when he drew a gun. “Let’s just hope it’s one of the old folk.”
But it wasn’t. The door slowly opened. If only they’d been upstairs no one would have heard anything. She stared at that opening door, mesmerized.
She saw Quinlan’s face. She didn’t think, just acted. She raised her arms, grabbed his hair, and dropped down. Her Amory stumbled over her head and rolled over and over down the stairs. He landed on his back, panting hard, but still conscious. Quinlan was on him in an instant, the gun pointed at his temple.
“Who the hell are you?”
“It’s Amory St. John,” Sally said. “Doctor Beadermeyer changed his face just like he did that other man’s.”
Quinlan’s SIG-sauer pressed harder against St. John’s temple. “Sally, are you all right?”
“I’m fine. My aunt’s upstairs. He was taking me away, probably to kill me. He told my aunt that he wouldn’t, but he’s a miserable liar. James, he hit her and she’s all ready to forgive him. What’s wrong with her?”
“I’ll get her,” Thomas said. “Don’t worry, Sally. I won’t hurt her.”
Sally got to her feet. She was sore, her scalp hurt, and she felt better than she’d ever felt in her life. “James,” she said, “I’m so glad to see you. You, too, Corey. Amabel said the three of you were in that shed behind Doc Spiver’s cottage.”
“Yeah,” Quinlan said, “but we’re special agents. We got out. Well, actually, it’s Corey who’s the hero. You know, Sally, I noticed a gray hair. Let Corey untie your hands.”
When she had feeling back in her wrists, she went and stood over the man who’d been her father for so many years, the man she’d hated for so long, the man who hated her. He was on the floor, at her feet.

She got down on her knees. She smiled. “Now it’s my chance to tell you what I think of you. You’re pathetic. You’re nothing. You’ll never have a hold over anybody again for as long as you live. I hate you. More than that, I despise you.” She drew back her fist and slammed it into his nose.
“God, I’ve wanted to do that for such a long time.” She rubbed her knuckles.
He was quivering with rage. His nose began to bleed. He quieted only when he felt the gun press still harder against his temple.
“You want to know something else? Noelle is ecstatic that you’re gone. She hates you as much as I do. She’s free of you. I’m free of you. Soon you’ll be in a cage where you belong.”
She stared down at him, at the blood seeping out of his nose, at the rage in his eyes. “Fucking bastard.” She rose and kicked him in the ribs.
“Shut up, you crazy bitch. Hey, you’re a cop. Don’t let her beat me.”
“I’ll let her shoot you in the balls if she wants to,” Quinlan said. “Sally? Would you like to shoot him?”
“No, not now. Well, just not this exact minute. You know what, old man? Noelle looks utterly beautiful. I’ll bet she’ll be going out again very soon. She’ll have any man she wants.”
“She won’t dare. She’d know I’d kill her if she even looked at another man. Yes, I’d kill both of them.”
“You aren’t going to kill anybody,” Sally said, eyes mean and bright, joy in her voice. “You’re going to jail for the rest of your miserable life.” She patted his face. “You’re an old man. Think of how much faster you’ll sag and wrinkle in prison.”
“I won’t go to prison. God, I’m going to get you. I played with you for six months. I should have strangled you.”
“Just try it, you old bastard.” She smiled down at him, lifted her foot, and landed it square in his groin.
He screamed, clutching himself.
“Well done, Sally,” Quinlan said. “You sure you don’t want to shoot him?”
There was a shot from upstairs.
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QUINLAN STRUCK AMORY St. John hard on his jaw.
One down, he thought, as St. John’s head lolled to the side. They had only one weapon—Quinlan’s gun, taken off old Purn Davies, the one that Quinlan had pressed to Amory St. John’s temple.
When Thomas had gone upstairs unarmed, Sally hadn’t thought, hadn’t imagined that her aunt could shoot someone.
Suddenly Corey moved like lightning, throwing herself into the shadowed recess just to the side at the base of the stairs.
They watched in silence as Thomas, his arm bleeding rivulets through his fingers, came down the stairs, Amabel behind him with a pistol to the back of his head.
“Throw that gun toward the living room, Mr. Quinlan.”
Instead, Quinlan slid it across the highly polished oak floor right toward the spot where Corey was crouched.
“You don’t have such a good aim, do you? No matter. Now, move away from him. That’s right. Go stand by Sally.
“You, sir, keep moving or I’ll shoot you in the back of your neck. You wouldn’t like that, would you?”
“No,” Thomas said, sounding dazed, “I wouldn’t like that at all.”
“You’re bleeding all over my floor. Well, who cares? I doubt we’ll ever come back here anyway. Now, Mr. Quinlan, you and Sally just take two more steps back. Good. Don’t try anything. You’re always bragging about FBI agents, but this one’s just like you, Mr. Quinlan, he’s just a man. Look at all that blood—and it’s only a little wound in his arm. He’s not whining, I’ll say that for him. Now don’t move.” She looked down. “Amory, you can get up now.”
There wasn’t a sound from Amory.
“Amory!”
She waved the gun and screamed at Quinlan, “What did you do to him, you bastard?”
“I coldcocked him, Amabel. Real hard. I don’t think he’ll be coming around anytime soon.”
“I should shoot you right now. You’ve been a pain ever since you set foot in this town, ever since you first saw Sally. No, Sally, just keep your mouth shut. My future is with him, and I intend to have it. I know the town will fall, but I won’t. No one will catch us, not even your precious FBI.”
She shoved Thomas to the bottom step. She must have sensed something because she quickly moved back up two steps. “You try to turn on me, boy, and I’ll blow your head off.”
“No, ma’am,” Thomas said. “I won’t do anything. Can I go on down and let Quinlan wrap a handkerchief around my arm? I don’t want to bleed to death. I don’t want to ruin your pretty floor and carpets.”
“Go on, but try anything and you’re dead.”
Thomas was pale, his mouth drawn thin with pain. He was holding his arm tightly. Blood still dripped slowly between his fingers.
“Come here, Thomas,” Quinlan said, motioning him forward with his hand. “You got a handkerchief?”
“Yeah, in my right coat pocket.”
Quinlan pulled out a spiffy blue handkerchief with the initials TS in the corner and tied up his arm. “That should do it. Too bad you guys killed Doc Spiver, Amabel. Thomas could use his services right about now.”
She had to come down those three remaining steps. She had to. Just three steps. Come on, Amabel, come on.
Sally said suddenly, her voice loud with shock. “There’s blood coming from his mouth.” She was pointing wildly at Amory St. John. “And something white, oh, my God, I think it’s foam. He’s foaming!”
“What?” Amabel came down the last three stairs, slowly, trying to keep her attention on the two agents and Sally and see what was wrong with Amory. “All of you, bunch together, there. Sit on the floor. Now.”
They all sat.
Just a bit further, Quinlan said to her silently. Just a bit further. He saw Corey poised in the shadows, his SIG-sauer at the ready in her hand.
Just then Amory St. John groaned. He jerked up, then fell back. He groaned again, then opened his eyes.
“Oh, God,” Sally shrieked, “there’s blood in his eyes. James, you hit him that hard?”
In those precious seconds when all of Amabel’s attention was focused on Amory, Corey leaped from her left side, a lovely training move taught at Quantico, her right fist going right into Amabel’s side, her left fist straight into her neck.
Amabel turned, but not in time. The gun went spinning out of her hand.
Corey said, “I’m sorry, Sally,” then hit Amabel square in the jaw. She crumpled to the floor.
Amory St. John groaned again.
“Corey,” Thomas said, “please say you’ll marry me. Like a reformed smoker, I’m now a reformed sexist. I’ll become a feminist.”
Sally laughed from sheer relief. Quinlan told Thomas to stay where he was on the floor. He rose and shook hands with Corey and hugged Sally to his side. “Now we’ll just wait for the cavalry to arrive.”

“I smell smoke,” Thomas said, stiffening as he sniffed the air. “Jesus, Quinlan, there’s smoke coming from under that door.”
“It’s the kitchen,” Sally said, dashing to it.
“No, Sally, don’t open it. It’ll just suck the flames in here.”
Amory St. John moaned again and lurched to his side.
“God, more flames,” Corey said. “Someone’s set us on fire. Jesus, the old folks have set the place on fire!”
“I’ll carry St. John. Corey, you get Amabel. Sally, can you help Thomas? Let’s get the hell out of here.”
“Whoever set the fire will be waiting for us,” Sally said. “You know it, James.”
“I’d rather risk being shot than burn to death,” he said. “Everyone agree? There’s no other way out except through the kitchen, and the door’s already burning. It’s got to be the front door.”
“Let’s go,” Corey said, as she shoved the SIG-sauer in her belt. She heaved Amabel over her shoulder.
Quinlan, with St. John over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry just like Corey’s, kicked the cottage door open. The sun was just rising, the dawn sky streaked with pink. The air was crisp and clean, the sound of the ocean soft and rhythmic. It was a beautiful morning.
There were at least thirty people standing in front of the cottage, all of them armed.
Reverend Hal Vorhees shouted, “Throw down your gun, Mr. Quinlan, or we’ll shoot the women.”
Well, damn, Quinlan thought. At least the old folk hadn’t automatically shot them down when they’d come out of Amabel’s cottage. All the bravado about preferring a gunshot to a fire—was bullshit. Nobody wanted to die. Now they had some time—at least he prayed they did.
Quinlan nodded to Corey. She threw his SIG-sauer right at Reverend Hal Vorhees. It landed close to his feet.
“Good, now lay that madman down, Amabel next to him. We don’t care what happens to him. He’s evil and a blight. He’s nothing more than a filthy traitor. He made Amabel turn on us. Come on now, the four of you come with us.”
“We’re going to a church service, Reverend?”
“Just shut up, Mr. Quinlan,” Hunker Dawson said.
“A helicopter will be arriving in just about five minutes, Hal,” Quinlan said after he’d dropped St. John to the ground, landing him in the middle of Amabel’s daffodils.
“We called the FBI office in Portland from Doc Spiver’s cottage. Sheriff David Mountebank’s deputies will be here soon as well.”
Actually the deputies should have been here long ago. Where the devil were they?
“No, we took care of the deputies,” Gus Eisner said. “Come now. We don’t want to waste any more time. You’re lying about that helicopter. Besides, it don’t make no difference. You’ll be gone by the time the Feds arrive.”
“You’ll never get away with this,” Sally said. “Never. Don’t you have any idea at all what you’re dealing with?”
“Look at us, Sally,” Sherry Vorhees said. “Just look at all these nice old people. We wouldn’t even kill mosquitoes, now would we? Who would deal with us? Why, there’s nothing to deal with. I’d invite them all in for some of the World’s Greatest Ice Cream.”
“It’s gone far beyond that now,” Sally said, stepping forward.
Reverend Hal Vorhees immediately raised his gun higher. “Listen, to me,” Sally went on. “Everyone knows that James and the other agents are here. They’ll mow you down. Another thing, they’ll dig up every grave in the cemetery and they’ll find out those are all the missing people reported over the past three years. It’s all over. Please, be reasonable about this. Give it up.”
“Shut up, Sally,” said Hunker Dawson. “All of you, enough of this bullshit. Let’s go.”
“Yes, sure thing, Hunker,” Quinlan said. They had more time. How much more, he had no idea. But even one more minute meant hope.
They walked like condemned prisoners in front of the mob. He was aware of the unreality about the whole situation even as he felt fear seeping deep into him.
Quinlan said over his shoulder, “What will you preach on this Sunday, Hal? The rewards of evil? The spiritual high of mass murder? No, I’ve got it. It’ll be the wages of trying to bring justice to people who were brutally murdered for the amount of cash they carried.”
Quinlan staggered from the blow on his shoulder.
“That’s enough,” Gus Eisner said. “Just shut up. You’re upsetting the ladies.”
“I’m not upset,” Corey said. “I’d like to pull out all your teeth and listen to you scream.”
“I don’t have any teeth,” Hunker said. “That ain’t a good punishment for this group.”
What to say to that? Quinlan thought and winked at Corey. She looked furious. Thomas was walking on his own, but Corey was helping him. His arm wasn’t bleeding so much now, but the blood loss was taking its toll, that and shock.
Sally was trudging along beside him, looking pale and very thoughtful. He said out of the side of his mouth, real low, so maybe all those old people wouldn’t hear him, “Hold up, Sally. We’ll figure out something. Hell, I could take at least a dozen of the old guys, no problem. Could you pound the old ladies?”
That made her smile. “Yeah, I could pound them into the dust. But I want to go back and get Amory St. John. They just left him and Amabel there, James, both of them. They’ll get away. My aunt, well, I don’t know, but she’s not quite the aunt I’d hoped she was.”
An understatement, Quinlan thought. Another blow for her, another person she’d believed she could trust had betrayed her. Thank God her mother had come through for her. He thought he just might come to like Noelle St. John a lot in the future. If he had a future.
Quinlan said, “Maybe the calvary will arrive before St. John and your aunt get their wits back together and can get away. But even if they do escape, we’ll get them sooner or later.”
To Quinlan’s surprise, they were herded up the wide, beautifully painted white steps and into Thelma’s Bed and Breakfast. He guessed he had thought they’d be taken to the Vorheeses’ house.
“I’ll be damned,” Quinlan said as he got a poke with a rifle, shoving him into the large drawing room. There was Thelma Nettro, sitting on that chair of hers that looked for all the world like a throne. She was smiling at them. She was wearing a full mouth of false teeth and her pumpkin peach lipstick.
She said, “I wanted to join in the fun, but I just don’t get around as well as I used to.”
There was Purn Davies sitting on one of the sofas, looking white and shriveled. Good, Corey had whacked him hard.
“Why are we here?” Quinlan asked, turning to Reverend Hal Vorhees.
“You’re here because I wanted you here. Because I ordered my people to bring you to me. Because, Mr. Quinlan, I’m going to tell you all what we’re going to do with you.”
They all stared at Martha as she moved from behind Thelma Nettro’s chair. There was nothing soft and bosomy about her now. There were no pearls around her neck. Her voice was loud and clear, a commander’s voice, not her gentle cook’s voice announcing an incredible meal. Jesus, Quinlan thought, what was going on here?
“Martha?” Sally said, bewildered. “Oh, no, not you too, Martha?”
“Don’t look so surprised.”
“I don’t understand,” Sally said. “You’re a wonderful cook, Martha. You go out with poor Ed. You take grief from Thelma. You’re nice, damn you. What’s going on?”
Quinlan said slowly, “I knew there had to be a ringleader, one person with a vision, one person who could get all the others to fall in line. Aren’t I right, Martha?”
“Exactly right, Mr. Quinlan.”
“Why didn’t you just let them elect you mayor?” Sally said. “Why murder innocent people?”
“I’ll let that go, Sally,” Martha said. “Oh, poor Mr. Shredder. You, Corey, set him down in that chair. Too bad Doc Spiver fell sick of cowardice and remorse. He drew the straw and had to kill that woman who’d overheard a meeting we were having. We caught her on the phone, dialing 911. Poor bitch. She was different. We didn’t know what to do with her. She wasn’t like those tourists who came into town for the World’s Greatest Ice Cream. No, we wouldn’t ever have picked her. She was too young; she had children. But then, we didn’t know what to do with her either. We couldn’t very well let her go.
“When she got loose that first night and screamed her head off—you heard her, Sally, Amabel told us the next day—we put a guard on her. But then two nights later she got loose again, and that time Amabel was forced to call Hal Vorhees over, because of you, Sally. There was no choice. Since it was Doc’s fault that she got loose, since he’d been her guard, we all decided that she had to die. There was simply no other choice. We were sorry about it, but it had to be done, and Doc Spiver had to kill her. He just couldn’t stomach it. He was going to call Sheriff Mountebank.” She shrugged.
“Fair is fair. Yes, we’ve always been scrupulously fair. Helen Keaton drew the straw. She put the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. If it hadn’t been for that sheriff and that medical examiner down in Portland, it would have been declared an accident. Yes, that was a pity. Amazingly unfair.”
It was remarkable, Quinlan was thinking, that every criminal he’d ever known had loved to talk, to brag about how great he was, how he was smarter than everyone else. Even a little old lady.
“Yeah,” he said, “a real pity.”
Martha was fiddling with her glasses, since she wasn’t wearing her pearls, but her voice was calm and assured. “You don’t appreciate what we’ve done, Mr. Quinlan. We turned a squalid little ghost town into a picture postcard village. Everything is so pristine. Everything is so beautifully planned. We leave nothing to chance. We discuss everything. We even have a gardening service for those who don’t enjoy tending flowers. We have a painting service that comes in every week. Of course, we also have a chairperson for each service. We are an intelligent, loyal, industrious group of older citizens. Each of us has a responsibility, each has an assignment.”
“Who selects the victims?” Corey asked. She was standing beside Thomas, her hand on his shoulder. He was still conscious, but his face was white as death. She’d wrapped a hand-crocheted afghan around him. It looked as if a grandmother had spent hours putting those soft pastel squares together.
Quinlan stared at that afghan. Then he stared at Martha. He’d be willing to wager that she had knitted the afghan. No accounting for grandmothers. Martha was a vicious cold-blooded killer.
Martha laughed softly. “Who? Why all of us, Ms. Harper. Our four gentlemen who play gin rummy around their barrel? Yes, they look over everyone who drives in for refreshment at the World’s Greatest Ice Cream Shop.
“Zeke down at the cafe eyes every tourist from his window in the kitchen. When he’s too busy, then Nelda pays attention when folk take out their wallets to pay.
“Sherry and Della run the souvenir shop in that little cottage close to the ocean cliffs. They check out tourists there. As you can imagine, we must make decisions very quickly.” She sighed. “Sometimes we’ve erred. A pity. One couple looked so very affluent, drove a Mercedes even, but we only found three hundred dollars, nothing else of any use. All we could do was send Gus to Portland with the car to sell it. It turned out it was leased. That was close. As I recall, Ralph refused to lay them out, didn’t you, Ralph? Yes, that’s right, you said they didn’t deserve it. And we all agreed. They weren’t honest with us. They lied.”
“Exactly right,” Ralph Keaton said. “I just wrapped them each in a cheap sheet, the dirty liars. Helen wanted the name Shylock on their grave marker, but we knew we couldn’t be that obvious so we changed it to Smith, so nondescript it was like they’d never even existed.”
“This is amazing,” Sally said, looking at each one of those old faces. “Truly amazing. You’re all mad. I wonder what they’ll do with all of you. Put you all on trial as mass murderers? Or just chuck you into an insane asylum?”
“I hear a helicopter,” Reverend Hal Vorhees said. “We’ve got to hurry, Martha.”
“You’re going to shoot us?” Corey asked, stepping away from Thomas. “You honest to God think you can get away with killing all of us?”
“Of course we can,” Purn Davies said, rising from the sofa, looking a bit less pale. He picked up a shotgun from beside him and walked forward. “We’ve got nothing to lose. Nothing at all. Isn’t that right, Martha?”
“Perfectly right, Purn.”
“You’re all senile and stupid!” Sally screamed.
In that instant, when most attention was focused on Sally, Quinlan grabbed Purn Davies’s sawed-off shotgun and leaped to Martha. He took her down and rolled over her. He had his arm around her throat and the gun digging into the small of her back. His right hand was tangled in the chain that secured her glasses.
There was stunned silence. Thelma Nettro slowly turned around in her chair. “Let her go, Mr. Quinlan. If you don’t, we’ll just kill her along with the rest of you. You agree, don’t you, Martha?”
There was no choice, none at all. Quinlan knew that. He knew he had to act quickly, with no hesitation. He had to make them believe. He had to scare them shitless. It had to be shocking. It had to punch these old people back to reality, out of the insane world they’d created and inhabited. He had to show them they had no more control.
Quinlan raised the shotgun and shot Purn Davies in the chest. The blast knocked the old man off the floor, against an ancient piano. Blood spewed everywhere. The old man didn’t make a sound, just slid onto the floor. There were a dozen screams, curses, and just plain horrified yells.
Quinlan shouted over the din, “I can get at least three more of you before you get me. Want to bet it’s not going to be you? Come on, you old geezers, come and try it.”
The shotgun was double-barreled. One of them would realize quickly enough that he had only one shot left.
“Corey, grab my gun, quick.”
She had it in an instant. Reverend Hal Vorhees raised his pistol. Quinlan shot him cleanly through his right arm. Corey threw Quinlan his SIG-sauer.
“Who else?” Quinlan said. “This gun is a semiautomatic. It can take you all down. Anybody else? It will make a bigger, bloodier mess than that wimpy little shotgun did on old Purn. It’ll spew your ancient guts all over this room. I’ll bet none of you has ever dispatched your victim with a semiautomatic. It ain’t a pretty sight. Just look at Purn. Yeah, look at him. It could be you.”
Silence. Dead silence. He heard someone vomiting. That was amazing. One of them could actually throw up seeing Purn Davies after they’d killed sixty people?
Thelma Nettro said, “You all right, Martha?”
“Oh, yes,” Martha said. She flexed her hands. She smiled. She kicked back against Quinlan’s groin. He felt searing pain, felt his head swim with dizziness, felt the inevitable nausea. He took the SIG-sauer and hit her on the temple.
He didn’t know if she was dead. He didn’t particularly care. He said between gritted teeth as the nausea began to get to him, “Sally, get me Gus’s gun. Be sure to stay clear of any hands that could grab you. The rest of you, drop all your weapons. Ease those old bones of yours down to the floor. We’re going to stay here nice and quiet until my guys arrive.”
Thelma Nettro said, “Did you kill her, Mr. Quinlan?”
“I don’t know,” he said, the pain still roiling through his groin.
“Martha’s like a daughter to me. Don’t you remember? I told you that once.” She raised a pistol from her lap and shot him.
In the next instant, the front door burst open. Sally, who was running to Quinlan, heard a man shout, “Nobody move! FBI!”
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“MR. QUINLAN, CAN you hear me?”
“Yes,” he said very clearly. “I can hear you, but I don’t want to. Go away. I hurt and I want to hurt alone. My Boy Scout leader told me a long time ago that men didn’t whine or moan, except in private.”
“You’re a trooper, Mr. Quinlan. Now, I’ll make that hurt go away. How bad is it?”
“On a scale from one to ten, it’s a thirteen. Go away. Let me groan in peace.”
The nurse smiled over at Sally. “Is he always like this?”
“I don’t know. This is the first time I’ve ever been around him when he’s been shot.”
“Hopefully that won’t happen again.”
“It won’t,” Sally said. “If he ever lets it happen again, I’ll kill him.”
The nurse injected morphine into his IV drip. “There,” she said, lightly rubbing his arm above the elbow, “you won’t hurt very soon now. As soon as you have your wits together, you can give yourself pain medication whenever you need it. Ah, here’s Dr. Wiggs.”
The surgeon was tall, skinny as a post, with the most beautiful black eyes Quinlan had ever seen. “I’m in Portland?”
“Yes, at OHSU, Oregon Health and Sciences University Hospital. I’m Dr. Wiggs. I took that bullet out of your chest. You’re doing just fine, Mr. Quinlan. I hear you’re a very brave man. It’s a pleasure to save a brave man.”
“I’m going to get even braver soon,” Quinlan said, his voice a bit slurred from the morphine. He was feeling just fine now. In fact, if he weren’t tied to this damned bed with all these hookups in every orifice of his body, he’d want to dance, maybe even play his saxophone. He’d like to call Ms. Lilly, maybe even tell Marvin the Bouncer a joke. He realized his mind wasn’t quite on track. He had to remember to ask Fuzz the Bartender to get some decent white wine in stock for Sally.
“Why is that, Mr. Quinlan?” the nurse asked.
“Why is what?”
“Why are you going to get even braver?”
He frowned, then smiled as he remembered. He said, his voice as proud and happy as a man’s could ever get, “I’m going to marry Sally.”
He turned his head and gave her the silliest smile she’d ever seen. “We’re going to spend our honeymoon at my cabin in Delaware. On Louise Lynn Lake. It’s a beautiful place, with smells that make your senses melt and—”
He was out.
“Good,” Dr. Wiggs said. “He needs lots of sleep. Don’t worry, Ms. Brainerd. He’ll be fine. I was a bit worried for a while in surgery, but he’s strong and young and he’s got a will to survive that’s rare.
“Now, let me just check him over. Why don’t you go outside? Mr. Shredder and Ms. Harper are in the waiting room. Oh, yes, there’s a Mr. Marvin Brammer there too and a man who’s sitting on the sofa with a computer on his lap.”
“Mr. Brammer is James’s boss. He’s an assistant deputy director of the FBI. The guy with the computer—”
“The sexy one.”
“Yes, that’s Dillon Savich. He’s also FBI.”
“Mr. Brammer’s got quite a twinkle in those eyes of his,” Dr. Wiggs said. “As for Mr. Savich, no matter how gorgeous he is, I don’t know if he’s even aware of where he is. I heard him say, to no one in particular, ‘Eureka!’ but nothing else. Go out now, Ms. Brainerd, and leave me alone with my patient.”
The waiting room was just down the hall. Sally ran into Marvin Brammer’s arms. “He’s all right,” she said over and over. “He’ll be just fine. He’s already complaining. He was talking about his Boy Scout leader telling him that men never whine or moan except when they’re alone. He’ll be just fine. We’re going to get married, and I’ll make sure he never gets shot again.”
“Good,” Marvin Brammer said, hugged her tightly, then turned her over to Dillon, who gave her a distracted hug and kiss on the cheek. “I’ve found them, Sally,” he said. “I’ve found that damned jerk who isn’t your father.”
Marvin Brammer said, “Eureka?”
“That’s it. I’ve got to get to the FBI office in Seattle. They’re at Sea Tac Airport. Yeah, the stupid bugger bought two tickets to Budapest, via New York. He used a phony credit card and a phony passport.”
“Then how the hell did you get him?” Thomas Shredder said, walking over. His arm was in a sling. He had good color in his cheeks again. He was no longer in shock. “He doesn’t look like Amory St. John anymore.”
“Not hard,” Dillon said, patting his laptop. “Me and MAX here and our modem can do anything. Sally’s aunt used her own passport. Ain’t that a kick? She had to, I guess. I suppose they just prayed that she’d get through. They should have laid low until they’d gotten a phony one for her too. Corey, you and Thomas must have scared the shit out of them. They couldn’t wait to get out of the country.”
“So,” Sally said slowly, as Dillon phoned the Seattle FBI office. “It’s nearly over. What’s going to happen to the town, Mr. Brammer?”
“Agents are all over the cemetery. Like the old folk said, they buried all the people they murdered with their identification, so there’s been no problem determining who anybody is.
“Mass murder, nothing else to call it, all by a bunch of senior citizens.” He shook his head. “I thought I’d seen just about everything, but this takes the cake.
“Evil,” he added, stroking his chin. “Evil can sprout up just about anyplace. None of the seniors is saying a word. They’re loyal to each other, I’ll say that for them, even though it doesn’t matter. That Martha Crittlan, she’ll pull through, although I’ll bet she’ll wish she hadn’t. Just imagine, that seemingly sweet old lady was the brains and resolution behind the town.”
“She’s the most wonderful cook,” Corey Harper said and sighed. “That last dinner was the most delicious meal I’ve ever eaten in my life.”
“Yeah,” Thomas Shredder said, “and it could have been our last meal, since she drugged us.”
“You’ll survive,” Marvin Brammer said. “Oh, yes, one of the agents found a diary that old Thelma Nettro kept throughout all her time in The Cove.”
“Oh, yes,” Sally said. “She always had it with her. Do you know that she had a black circle on her tongue from licking the end of the fountain pen before she wrote?”
“Knowing our people, they’ll probably check for that. Old Thelma was very specific about how everything came about. It’s probably the best proof and history anyone could have of the entire episode. I mean, she wrote everything, beginning back in the 1940s when she and her husband came to The Cove.
“It’s all the attorney general’s problem now. I’ll wager they’re hating every minute of it. You can’t begin to imagine what the media are doing with all this. Well, maybe you can. It’s nuts. At least Sheriff Mountebank came out of the coma this morning, that’s one good thing. His three deputies are pulling through as well. They were drugged and tied up in that shed where you guys were.”
“Amory St. John and my aunt Amabel,” Sally said. “Mr. Brammer, what will happen to them when you nab them?”
“He’ll be in jail three lifetimes. As for your aunt, Sally, I don’t know if they’ll toss her in with the other seniors or if they’ll add kidnapping charges and conspiracy charges. We’ll just have to see.”
“Eureka again!”
Everyone turned to Dillon. He looked up, grinning a bit sheepishly. “Well, I just wanted all of you to know that Sally’s divorce will be final in six months. Let’s make it the middle of October. I’ve booked Elm Street Presbyterian in D.C. for the fourteenth. Everything’s set.”
“Will you marry me, Corey?” Thomas Shredder said.
She gave him a sharp look. “You have to prove to me that you’re no longer a sexist. That could take a good year, even if you try really hard. Don’t forget, a condition is that I become the SAC of the Portland office.”
“You could always shoot him in the other arm if he backslides,” Brammer said. “As to special agent in charge, why, Ms. Harper, I’ll do a great deal of thinking about that.”
Sally just smiled at them all—all of them lifelong friends now—and walked back to James’s room.
He would live. As to all the rest of it, well, she just wasn’t going to think about it until she had to.
Life was all in your perspective, she’d decided during that helicopter ride to Portland, James white as death lying on that stretcher beside her, tubes sticking out of him. She was going to keep her perspective on James’s face. A nice face, a sexy face. She couldn’t wait for him to get well so they could go to the Bonhomie Club and he could play his saxophone.
 
* * *
 

The next morning, Quinlan opened the Oregonian that a nurse had brought him. The headline was:
 
AMORY ST. JOHN KILLED WHILE FLEEING FBI
 
Like he didn’t deserve it, he thought. “Yeah, poor bugger,” he said aloud, and read on. Evidently Amory St. John had tried to run, but he hadn’t made it. He’d left Amabel in a flash, jumped onto a baggage truck, knocked out the driver, and driven off, the FBI right behind him. He hadn’t gotten far. He’d even been stupid enough to fire on the agents, refusing orders to stop and throw down his weapon.
He was dead. The bastard was finally dead. Sally wouldn’t have to go through a trial. She wouldn’t ever have to face him again.
What about Amabel?
Apparently the Oregonian hadn’t known which headline to splash—The Cove murders or Amory St. John. Since The Cove had gotten the big print the day before, he supposed they decided it was Amory’s turn.
Amabel Perdy, he read, had pleaded innocent of all charges, both with regard to Amory St. John and with regard to The Cove, saying she had no idea what was going on in either case. She was an artist, she maintained. She helped sell the World’s Greatest Ice Cream. That was all she did.
Wait until the media found out about Thelma’s diary, he thought. That would nail her hide but good. All of the seniors’ hides. He was tired, his chest hurt real bad, and so he pumped a small dose of morphine into his arm.
Soon, he knew, he would be sleeping like a baby, his mind free of all this crap. He just wished he could see Sally before he went under again.
When she appeared at his bedside, smiling down at him, he knew he must be dreaming.

“You look like an angel.”
He heard a laugh and felt her mouth on his, all warm and soft.
“Nice,” he said. “More.”
“Go to sleep, buster,” she said. “I’ll be here when you wake up.”
“Every morning?”
“Yes. Always.”



Epilogue
 
SALLY ST. JOHN Brainerd and James Railey Quinlan were married on the date Dillon Savich had set for them—October 14. Dillon Savich was Quinlan’s best man and Sally’s mother was her matron of honor. She attended her daughter’s wedding with Senator Matt Montgomery from Iowa, a widower who’d taken one look at Noelle and fallen hard. She had worn a two-piece bathing suit that summer.
There were 150 special agents from the FBI, including two special agents from the Portland field office, one of them the newly appointed SAC, or special agent in charge. Every Railey and Quinlan within striking distance arrived at the Elm Street Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C. Sally was simply enfolded into her new family.
Ms. Lilly, Marvin the Bouncer, and Fuzz the Bartender were in attendance, Ms. Lilly wearing white satin and Marvin announcing to everyone that the chicky looked gorgeous in her wedding dress. Fuzz brought a bottle of Chardonnay for a wedding present. It had a cork.
The media mobbed the wedding, which was expected since the trial of Dr. Beadermeyer—aka Norman Lipsy—had ended just the previous week and Sally had been one of the major prosecution witnesses. He’d been found guilty of conspiracy, murder, kidnapping, extortion, and income tax evasion, which, a TV news anchorwoman said, was the most serious of all the charges and would keep him in jail until the twenty-second century.
Scott Brainerd had plea-bargained to a charge of kidnapping and conspiracy, which the government finally agreed to, since the Feds could find no solid proof of his activity in arms dealing. He was sentenced to ten years in jail. But Sally knew, she told Quinlan, that Scott would have the best behavior in the entire prison system. She’d just bet the little worm would be out in three years, curse him. Quinlan rubbed his hands together and said he couldn’t wait.
In the previous June, Sally had become the senior aide to Senator Bob McCain. She had begun showing Quinlan a glitzy Washington, D.C., that was sleazy in a very different way from what he was used to. He said he wasn’t certain which Washington was more fascinating. Sally was running every day, usually with James, and in July she began to sing in the shower again.
Amabel Perdy, it had been agreed to in late July, was going to be treated differently from the other fifty members of The Cove. Besides committing eight murders—four by stabbing—she’d also shot a special agent, kidnapped her niece, and aided and abetted the escape of a murder suspect, thus becoming an accessory. Her trial would be held at the end of the year. Neither Quinlan nor Sally was looking forward to it.
All the murders were detailed in Thelma Nettro’s diary—how they had been done, when, and by whom. Thelma Nettro wrote that there was little or no remorse among the townspeople after the twentieth victim had been dispatched. Poison was the favored method, she wrote, because Ralph Keaton didn’t like mess when he laid the people out for burial.
She herself had murdered two people, an old couple from Arkansas, she wrote, who’d died quickly, smiling, because they’d eaten slices of Martha’s New Jersey cheesecake and hadn’t tasted the poison.

It came out that the last two murders of old people who’d had the misfortune to want to try the World’s Greatest Ice Cream had occurred just two months before Sally Quinlan had arrived for the first time in The Cove to hide at her aunt Amabel’s cottage. Reverend Hal Vorhees had drawn the highest number. He’d persuaded an affluent old couple to remain for a special evening spiritual revival service that had just been organized that very afternoon.
Thelma had written in her diary that it had been a very pleasant service, with many people rising to give thanks to God for what He’d done for them. There were punch and cookies after the service. Revered Hal hadn’t put enough arsenic in the cookies, and the old couple had had to be poisoned again, which distressed everyone, particularly Doc Spiver.
Three books were being written on The Cove, all with a different slant, the biggest best-seller presenting Reverend Hal Vorhees as a crazed messiah who had murdered children in Arizona, then come to The Cove and converted all the townspeople to a form of Satanism.
Since it was obvious that the murders would have continued until either all the townspeople died off or were caught, as was the case, the Justice Department and the lawyers agreed that the old people would be separated, each one sent to a different mental institution in a different state. The attorney general said simply in an interview after the formal sentencing, “We can’t trust any two of them together. Look what happened before.”
The ACLU objected, but not very strenuously, contending that the ingredients in the World’s Greatest Ice Cream (the recipe remained a secret) had induced an irresponsible hysteria in the old people that led them to lose their sense of moral value and judgment. Thus they shouldn’t be held answerable for their deeds. When the ACLU lawyer was asked if she would go to The Cove to buy ice cream, she allowed that she would only if she was wearing tattered blue jeans and driving a very old Volkswagen Beetle. Perhaps, one newspaper editorial said, it was a collective sugar high that drove them all to do it.
Thelma Nettro died peacefully in her sleep before the final disposition of her friends. Martha hanged herself in her cell when she was told by a matron in mid-July that young Ed had died of prostate cancer.
As for The Cove and the World’s Greatest Ice Cream, both ceased to exist. The sign at the junction of Highways 101 and 101A fell down some two years later and lay there until a memorabilia buff hauled it away to treasure it in his basement.
Hikers still visit The Cove now and again. Not much there now, but the view from the cliffs at sunset—with or without a martini—is spectacular.
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San Francisco, California
May 15
 
IT WOULDN’T stop, ever.
She couldn’t breathe. She was dying. She sat upright in her bed wheezing, trying to control the terror. She turned on the lamp beside her bed. There was nothing there. No, just shadows that kept the corners dark and frightening. But the door was closed. She always closed her bedroom door at night and locked it, then tilted a chair against it so that its back was snug against the doorknob. Just for good measure.
She stared at that door. It didn’t move. It didn’t so much as rattle in its frame. The knob did not turn. No one was on the other side trying to get in.
No one this time.
She made herself look over toward the window. She’d wanted to put bars on all the windows when she moved in seven months before, but at the last minute she decided that if she did she would have made herself a prisoner forever. Instead she’d switched to the fourth-floor apartment. There were two floors above her and no balconies. No one could come in through the window. And no one would think she was crazy because she lived on the fourth floor. It was a good move. There was no way she could continue living at home, where Belinda had lived. Where Douglas had lived.
The images were in her mind, always faded, always blurred, but still there and still menacing: bloody, but just beyond her ability to put them in focus. She was in a large dark space, huge, she couldn’t see the beginning or the end of it. But there was a light, a narrow focused light, and she heard a voice. And the screams. Loud, right there on her. And there was Belinda, always Belinda.
She was still choking on the fear. She didn’t want to get up, but she made herself. She had to go to the bathroom. Thank God the bathroom was off the bedroom. Thank God she didn’t have to unlock the bedroom door, pull the chair back from beneath the knob, and open it onto the dark hallway.
She flipped the bathroom light on before she went into the room, then blinked rapidly at the harsh light. She saw movement from the corner of her eye. Her throat clogged with terror. She whirled around: It was only herself in the mirror.
She stared at her reflection. She didn’t recognize the wild woman before her. All she saw was fear: the twitching eyes, the sheen of sweat on her forehead, her hair ratty, her sleep shirt damp with perspiration.
She leaned close to the mirror. She stared at the pathetic woman whose face was still tense with fear. She realized in that moment that if she didn’t make some serious changes the woman in the mirror would die.
To the woman staring back at her, she said, “Seven months ago I was supposed to go study music at Berkeley. I was the best. I loved making music, all the way from Mozart to John Lennon. I wanted to win the Fletcher competition and go to Juilliard. But I didn’t. Now I’m afraid of everything, including the dark.”
She turned slowly away from the mirror and walked back into her bedroom. She walked to the window, turned the three locks that held it firmly in place, and pulled it up. It was difficult. The window hadn’t been opened since she’d moved in.
She looked out into the night. There was a quarter moon. There were stars flooding the sky. The air was cool and fresh. She could see Alcatraz, Angel Island beyond it. She could see the few lights in Sausalito, just across the bay. The Trans-america building was brightly lit, a beacon in downtown San Francisco.
She turned away and walked to the bedroom door. She stood there a very long time. Finally she pulled the chair away and set it where it belonged, in the corner beside a reading light. She unlocked the door. No more, she thought, staring at that door, no more.
She flung it open. She stepped out into the hallway and stopped, every burgeoning whisper of courage in her freezing as she couldn’t help but hear the sound of a creaking board not more than twenty feet away. The sound came again. No, it wasn’t a creak; it was a lighter sound. It seemed to be coming from the small foyer by the front door. Who could be toying with her this way? Her own breath whooshed out. She was shaking, so frightened she could taste copper in her mouth. Copper? She’d bitten her lip, drawn blood.
How much longer could she live like this?
She dashed forward, turning on every light as she went. There was the sound again, this time like something lightly bumping against a piece of furniture—something that was a lot smaller than she was, something that was afraid of her. Then she saw it scurry into the kitchen. She burst out laughing, then slowly sank to the floor, her hands over her face as she sobbed.
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Seven Years Later
FBI Academy
Quantico, Virginia
 
SHE WOULD get to the top of that rope if it killed her. And it just might. She could actually feel each individual muscle in her arms pulling, stretching, feel the burning pain, the rippling cramps that were very close to knotting up on her. If that happened, she’d go sprawling to the mat below. Her brain already felt numb, but that was okay. Her brain wasn’t climbing. It had just gotten her into this fix. And this was only the second round. It seemed as if she’d been climbing this rope since she was born.
Just two more feet. She could do it. She heard MacDougal’s steady, unhurried breathing beside her. From the corner of her eye she saw his huge fists cover that rope, methodically clamping down one fist over the other, not consuming that rope as he usually did. No, he was keeping pace with her. He wasn’t going to leave her. She owed him. This was an important test. This one really mattered.
“I see that pathetic look, Sherlock. You’re whining even though you’re not saying anything. Get those twerpy arms working, pull!”
She grabbed that rope just three inches above her left hand and pulled with all her strength.
“Come on, Sherlock,” MacDougal said, hanging beside her, grinning at her, the bastard. “Don’t wimp out on me now. I’ve worked with you for two months. You’re up to twelve-pound weights. All right, so you can only do ten reps on your biceps, but you can do twenty-five on your triceps. Come on now, do it, don’t just hang there like a girl.”
Whine? She didn’t have enough breath to whine. He was goading her, doing a good job of it actually. She tried to get annoyed. There wasn’t a pissed bone in her body, just pain, deep and burning. Eight more inches, no, more like nine inches. It would take her two years to get those nine inches. She saw her right hand pull free of the rope, grab the bar at the very top of the knotted rope that was surely too far for her to make in one haul, but her right hand closed over that bar and she knew she’d either do it or she wouldn’t.
“You can do it, Sherlock. Remember just last week in Hogan’s Alley when that guy pissed you off? Tried to handcuff you and haul you off as a hostage? You nearly killed him. You wound up having to apologize to him. That took more strength than this. Think mean. Think dead-meat thoughts. Kill the rope. Pull!”
She didn’t think of the guy in Hogan’s Alley; no, she thought of that monster, focused on a face she’d never seen, focused on the soul-deep misery he’d heaped upon her for seven years. She wasn’t even aware when she hauled herself up those final inches.
She hung there, breathing hard, clearing her mind of that horrible time. MacDougal was laughing beside her, not even out of breath. But he was all brute strength she’d told him many times; he’d been born in a gym, under a pile of free weights.
She’d done it.
Mr. Petterson, their instructor, was standing below them. He was at least two stories below them; she would have sworn to that. He yelled up, “Good going, you two. Come on down now. MacDougal, you could have made it a little faster, like half the time you took. You think you’re on vacation?”
MacDougal shouted down to Petterson since she didn’t have a breath in her lungs, “We’re coming, sir!” He said to her, grinning so wide she could see the gold filling in a molar, “You did good, Sherlock. You have gotten stronger. Thinking mean thoughts helped, too. Let’s get down and let two other mean dudes climb this sucker.”
She needed no encouragement. She loved going down. The pain disappeared when her body knew it was almost over. She was down nearly as fast as MacDougal. Mr. Petterson waved a pencil at them, then scribbled something on his pad. He looked up and nodded. “That was it, Sherlock. You made it within the time limit. As for you, Mac, you were way too slow, but the sheet says you pass so you pass. Next!”
“Piece of cake,” MacDougal said, as he handed her a towel to wipe off her face. “Look at all that sweat on you.”
If she’d had the energy, she would have slugged him.
 
She was in Hogan’s Alley, the highest-crime-rate city in the United States. She knew just about every inch of every building in this town, certainly better than the actors who were paid eight dollars an hour to play bad guys, better than many of the bureau employees who were witnesses and robbers alike. Hogan’s Alley looked like a real town; it even had a mayor and a postmistress, but they didn’t live here. Nobody really lived here or really worked here. It was the FBI’s own American town, rife with criminals to be caught, situations to be resolved, preferably without killing anyone. Instructors didn’t like innocent bystanders to be shot.
Today she and three other trainees were going to catch a bank robber. She hoped. They were told to keep their eyes open, nothing else. It was a parade day in Hogan’s Alley. A festive occasion, and that made it all the more dangerous. There was a crowd of people, drinking sodas and eating hot dogs. It wasn’t going to be easy. Chances were that the guy was going to be one of the people trying to blend in with the crowd, trying to look as innocent as an everyday guy; she’d stake a claim on that. She would have given anything if they’d gotten just a brief glance at the robber, but they hadn’t. It was a critical situation, lots of innocent civilians milling about and a bank robber who would probably run out of the bank, a bank robber who was probably very dangerous.
She saw Buzz Alport, an all-night waiter at a truck stop off I-95. He was whistling, looking as if he didn’t have a care in the world. No, Buzz wasn’t the bad guy today. She knew him too well. His face flushed scarlet when he played the bad guy. She tried to memorize every face, so she’d be able to spot the robber if he suddenly appeared. She slowly worked the crowd, calm and unhurried, the way she’d been trained.
She saw some visitors from the Hill, standing on the sidelines, watching the agents’ role-playing simulations. The trainees would have to be careful. It wouldn’t look good for the Bureau if any of them killed a visiting congressman.
It began. She and Porter Forge, a southerner from Birmingham who spoke beautiful French without a hint of a drawl, saw a bank employee lurch out of the front doors, yelling at the top of his lungs, waving frantically at a man who had just fled through a side door. They got no more than a brief glimpse. They went after him. The perp dove into the crowd of people and disappeared. Because there were civilians around, they kept their guns holstered. If any one of them hurt a civilian, there’d be hell to pay.
Three minutes later they’d lost him.
It was then that she saw Dillon Savich, an FBI agent and computer genius who taught occasional classes here at Quantico, standing next to a man she’d never seen before. Both were wearing sunglasses and blue suits and blue-gray ties.
She’d know Savich anywhere. She wondered what he was doing here at this particular time. Had he just taught a class? She’d never heard about his being at Hogan’s Alley. She stared hard at him. Was it possible that he was the suspect the bank employee had been waving at as he’d dashed into the crowd? Maybe. She tried to place him in that brief instant of memory. It was possible. Only thing was that he didn’t look at all out of breath, and the bank robber had run out of the bank like a bat out of hell. Savich looked cool and disinterested.
Nah, it couldn’t be Savich. Savich wouldn’t join in the exercise, would he? Suddenly, she saw a man some distance away from her slowly slip his hand into his jacket. Dear God, he was going for a gun. She yelled to Porter.
While the other trainees were distracted, Savich suddenly moved away from the man he’d been talking to and ducked behind three civilians. Three other civilians who were close to the other guy were yelling and shoving, trying to get out of the way.
What was going on here?
“Sherlock! Where’d he go?”

She began to smile even as other agents were pushing and shoving, trying desperately to sort out who was who. She never lost sight of Savich. She slipped into the crowd. It took her under a minute to come around him from behind.
There was a woman next to him. It was very possibly about to become a hostage situation. She saw Savich slowly reach out his hand toward the woman. She couldn’t take the chance. She drew her gun, came right up behind him, and whispered in his ear as she pressed the nose of the 9mm SIG pistol into the small of his back, “Freeze. FBI.”
“Ms. Sherlock, I presume?”
She felt a moment of uncertainty, then quashed it. She had the robber. He was just trying to rattle her. “Listen to me, buddy, that’s not part of the script. You’re not supposed to know me. Now, get your hands behind your back or you’re going to be in big trouble.”
“I don’t think so,” he said, and began to turn.
The woman next to them saw the gun, screamed, and yelled, “Oh my God, the robber’s a woman! Here she is! She’s going to kill a man. She’s got a gun! Help!”
“Get your hands behind your back!” But how was she going to get cuffs on him? The woman was still yelling. Other people were looking now, not knowing what to do. She didn’t have much time.
“Do it or I’ll shoot you.”
He moved so quickly she didn’t have a chance. He knocked the pistol out of her hand with a chop of his right hand, numbing her entire arm, bulled his head into her stomach and sent her flying backward, wheezing for breath, landing in a mass of petunias in the flower bed beside the Hogan’s Alley Post Office.
He was laughing. The bastard was laughing at her. She was sucking in air as hard and fast as she could. Her stomach was on fire. He stuck out his hand to pull her up.
“You’re under arrest,” she said and slipped a small Lady Colt .38 from her ankle holster. She gave him a big grin. “Don’t move or I guarantee you’ll regret it. After I climbed that rope, I know I’m capable of just about anything.”
His laughter died. He looked at the gun, then at her, up on her elbows in the petunia bed. There were a half dozen men and women standing there watching, holding their breath. She yelled out, “Stay back, all of you. This man’s dangerous. He just robbed the bank. I didn’t do it, he did. I’m FBI. Stay back!”
“That Colt isn’t Bureau issue.”
“Shut up. No, you so much as twitch and I’ll shoot you.”
He’d made a very small movement toward her, but she wasn’t going to let him get her this time. He was into martial arts, was he? She knew she was smashing the petunias, but she didn’t see any way around it. Mrs. Shaw would come after her because the flower beds were her pride and joy, but she was only doing her job. She couldn’t let him get the better of her again.
She kept inching away from him, that Colt steady on his chest. She came up slowly, keeping her distance. “Turn around and put your hands behind you.”
“I don’t think so,” he said again. She didn’t even see his leg, but she did hear the rip of his pants. The Colt went flying onto the sidewalk.
She was caught off guard. Surely an escaping crook would turn tail and run, not stand there looking at her. He wasn’t behaving the way he should. “How’d you do that?”
Where were her partners?
Where was Mrs. Shaw, the postmistress? She’d once caught the designated bank robber by threatening him with a frying pan.
Then he was on her. This time, she moved as quickly as he did. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her, just disable her, jerk her onto her face and humiliate her in front of everyone, which would be infinitely worse than being actually hurt. She rolled to the side, came up, saw Porter Forge from the corner of her eye, caught the SIG from him, turned and fired. She got him in midleap.
The red paint spread all over the front of his white shirt, his conservative tie, and his dark blue suit.
He flailed about, managing to keep his balance. He straightened, stared down at her, stared down at his shirt, grunted, and fell onto his back into the flower bed, his arms flung out.
“Sherlock, you idiot, you just shot the new coach of Hogan’s Alley High School’s football team!” It was the mayor of Hogan’s Alley and he wasn’t happy. He stood over her, yelling. “Didn’t you read the paper? Didn’t you see his picture? You live here and you don’t know what’s going on? Coach Savich was hired just last week. You just killed an innocent man.”
“She also made me rip my pants,” Savich said, coming up in a graceful motion. He shook himself, wiping dirt off his hands onto his filthy pants.
“He tried to kill me,” she said, rising slowly, still pointing the SIG at him. “Also, he shouldn’t be talking. He should be acting dead.”
“She’s right.” Savich sprawled onto his back again, his arms flung out, his eyes closed.
“He was only defending himself,” said the woman who’d yelled her head off. “He’s the new coach and you killed him.”
She knew she wasn’t wrong.
“I don’t know about that,” Porter Forge said, that drawl of his so slow she could have said the same thing at least three times before he’d gotten it out. “Suh,” he continued to the mayor who was standing at his elbow, “I believe I saw a wanted poster on this big fella. He’s gone and robbed banks all over the South. Yep, that’s where I saw his picture, on one of the Atlanta PD posters, suh. Sherlock here did well. She brought down a really bad guy.”
It was an excellent lie, one to give her time to do something, anything, to save her hide.
Then she realized what had bothered her about him. His clothes didn’t fit him right. She leaned over, reached her hands into Savich’s pockets, and pulled out wads of fake one-hundred-dollar bills.
“I believe ya’ll find the bank’s serial numbers on the bills, suh. Don’t you think so, Sherlock?”
“Oh yes, I surely do, Agent Forge.”
“Take me away, Ms. Sherlock,” Dillon Savich said, came to his feet, and stuck out his hands.
She handed Porter back his SIG. She faced Savich with her hands on her hips, a grin on her face. “Why would I handcuff you now, sir? You’re dead. I’ll get a body bag.”
Savich was laughing when she walked away to the waiting paramedic ambulance.

He said to the mayor of Hogan’s Alley, “That was well done. She has a nose for crooks. She sniffed me out and came after me. She didn’t try to second-guess herself. I wondered if she’d have guts. She does. Sorry I turned the exercise into a comedy at the end, but the look on her face, I just couldn’t help it.”
“I don’t blame you, but I doubt we can use you again. I have a feeling this story will pass through training classes for a good long while. No future trainees will believe you’re both a new coach and a crook.”
“It worked once and we saw an excellent result. I’ll come up with another totally different exercise.” Savich walked away, unaware that his royal blue boxer shorts were on display to a crowd of a good fifty people.
The mayor began to laugh, then the people around him joined in. Soon there was rolling laughter, people pointing. Even a crook who was holding a hostage around the throat, a gun to his ear, at the other end of town looked over at the sudden noise to see what was going on. It was his downfall. Agent Wallace thunked him over the head and laid him flat.
It was a good day for taking a bite out of crime in Hogan’s Alley.
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SHE MET with Colin Pety, a supervisor in the Personnel Division, known in the Bureau as the Bald Eagle. He was thin, sported a thick black mustache, and had a very shiny head. He told her up front that she’d impressed some important people, but that was at Quantico. No one working here in Headquarters was impressed yet. She was going to have to work her butt off. She nodded, knowing where she’d been assigned. It was tough, but she managed to pull out a bit of enthusiasm.
“I’m pleased to be going to the Los Angeles field office,” she said, and thought, I don’t want anything to do with any bank robberies. She knew they dealt with more bank robberies than any field office in the Bureau. She guessed it was better than Montana, but at least there she could go skiing. How long was a usual tour of duty? She had to get back here, somehow.
“L.A. is considered a plum assignment for a new agent right out of the Academy,” Mr. Petty said as he flipped through her personnel file. “You originally requested Headquarters, I see here, the Criminal Investigative Division, but they decided to send you to Los Angeles.” He looked up at her over his bifocals. “You have a B.S. in Forensic Science and a Master’s degree in Criminal Psychology from Berkeley,” he continued. “Seems you’ve got a real interest here. Why didn’t you request the Investigative Services Unit? With your background, you would probably have been escorted through the door. I take it you changed your mind?”
She knew there were notes about that in her file. Why was he acting as if he didn’t know anything? Of course. He wanted her to talk, get her slant on things, get her innermost thoughts. Good luck to him on that, she thought. It was true that it was her own fault that she was being assigned to Los Angeles and there was no secret as to why.
She forced a smile and shrugged. “The fact is that I just don’t have the guts to do what those people do every day of their lives and probably in their dreams as well. You’re right that I prepared myself for this career, that I believed it was what I wanted to do with my life, but—” She shrugged again. And swallowed. She’d spent all these years preparing herself, and she’d failed. “It all boils down to no guts.”
“You always wanted to be a Profiler?”
“Yes. I read John Douglas’s book Mindhunter and thought that’s what I wanted to do. Actually I’ve been interested in law enforcement for a very long time, thus my major in college and graduate school.” It was a lie, but that didn’t matter. She told it easily, with no hesitation. She had practically come to believe it herself over the past several years. “I wanted to help get those monsters out of society. But after the lectures by people from ISU, after seeing what they see on a day-to-day basis for just a week, I knew I wouldn’t be able to deal with the horror of it. The Profilers see unspeakable butchery. They live with the results of it. Every one of those monsters leaves a deep mark on them. And the victims, the victims . . .” She drew a deep breath. “I knew I couldn’t do it.” So now she’d go after bank robbers and he would remain free and she wanted to cry. All this time and commitment and incredibly hard work, and she was going to go after bank robbers. She should have just quit, but the truth of the matter was that she just didn’t have the energy to redefine herself again, and that’s what it would mean.
Mr. Petty said only, “I couldn’t either. Most folks couldn’t. The burnout rate is incredible in the unit. Marriages don’t do well either. Now, you did excellently at the Academy. You handle firearms well, particularly in mid-distances, you excel at self-defense, you ran the two miles in under sixteen minutes, and your situation judgment was well above average. There’s a little footnote here that says you managed to take down Dillon Savich in a Hogan’s Alley exercise, something never before done by a trainee.” He looked up, his eyebrows raised. “Is that true?”
She remembered her rage when he’d disarmed her twice. Then, just as suddenly, she remembered her laughter when he’d walked away, his boxer shorts showing through the big rip in his pants. “Yes,” she said, “but it was my partner, Porter Forge, who threw me his SIG so I could shoot him. Otherwise I would have died in the line of duty.”
“But it was Dillon who bought the big one,” Petty said. “I wish I could have seen it.” He gave her the most gleeful grin she’d ever seen. Even that bushy mustache of his couldn’t hide it. It was irresistible. It made him suddenly very human.
“It also says that you pulled a Lady Colt .38 on him after he’d knocked the SIG out of your hand. Do you still have this gun?”
“Yes, sir. I learned to use it when I was nineteen. I’m very comfortable with it.”
“I suppose we can all live with that. Ah, I know everyone must comment on your name, Agent Sherlock.”
“Oh yes, sir. No stone left unturned, so to speak, over the years. I’m used to it now.”
“Then I won’t say anything about offering you a pipe.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Let me tell you about your new assignment, Agent Sherlock,” Petty said, and she thought, because I don’t have any guts, I’m going to be catching jerks who rob banks. He continued, “The criminal you brought down in Hogan’s Alley, namely, Dillon Savich, has asked that you be reassigned to his unit.”
Her heart started pounding. “Here in Washington?”
“Yes.”
In one of those huge rooms filled with computers? Oh God, no. She’d rather have bank robbers. She didn’t want to play with computers. She was competent with computer programming, but she was far from an intuitive genius like Savich. The stories about what he could do with a computer were told and retold at the Academy. He was a legend. She couldn’t imagine working for a legend. On the other hand, wouldn’t he have access to everything? Just maybe—“What is his unit?”
“It’s the Criminal Apprehension Unit, or CAU for short. They work with the Investigative Services Unit for background and profiles, get their take on things, that sort of thing. Then they deal directly with local authorities when a criminal takes his show on the road—in other words, when a criminal goes from one state to another. Agent Savich has developed a different approach for apprehending criminals. I’ll let him tell you about it. You will be using your academic qualifications, Agent Sherlock. We do try to match up agents’ interests and areas of expertise with their assignments. Although you might have seriously doubted that if you’d gotten sent to Los Angeles.”
She wanted to leap over the desk and hug Mr. Petty. She couldn’t speak for a moment. She’d thought she’d doomed herself after she’d realized she simply couldn’t survive in the ISU as a Profiler. The week she’d spent there had left her so ill she’d endured the old nightmares in blazing, hideous color for well over a week, replete with all the terror, as fresh as it had been seven years before. She just knew, deep down, that she could have never gotten used to it, and the ISU people did admit that many folks just couldn’t ever deal with it, no matter how hard they tried. No, she wouldn’t have been able to survive it, not with the horror of the job combined with the horror of the nightmares.
But now, she felt an incredible surge of excitement. She hadn’t known about Savich’s unit, which was strange because there was always gossip about everything and everyone at the Academy. And this sort of unit would provide her with an ideal vantage point. At the very least, she would be able to access all the files, all the collected data impossible for her to see otherwise. And no one would wonder at her curiosity, not if she was careful. Oh yes, and she would have free time. She closed her eyes with relief.
She’d never felt as though anyone was looking after her before. It was frightening because she hadn’t believed in much of anything since that long ago night seven years ago. She’d had a goal, nothing more, just that goal. And now she had a real chance at realizing it.
“Now, it’s two-twenty,” Mr. Petty said. “Agent Savich wants to see you in ten minutes. I hope you can deal with this work. It’s not profiling, but I don’t doubt that it will be difficult at times, depending on the case and how intimately involved you have to become in it. At least you won’t be six floors down at Quantico working in a bomb shelter with no windows.”
“The people in the ISU deserve a big raise.”
“And lots more help as well, which is one of the reasons Agent Savich’s unit was formed. Now, I’ll let him tell you all about it. Then you can make a decision.”
“May I ask, sir, why Agent Savich requested me?”
There was that unholy grin again. “I think he really can’t believe that you beat him, Agent Sherlock. Actually, you will have to ask him that.”
He rose and walked her to the door of his small office. “I’m joking, of course. The Unit is three turns down this hallway and to the right. Turn left after another four doors and two conference rooms. It’s just there on the left. Are you getting used to the Puzzle Palace?”
“No, sir. This place is a maze.”
“It’s got more than two million square feet. It boggles a normal mind. I still get lost, and my wife tells me I’m not all that normal. Give yourself another ten years, Agent Sherlock.”
Mr. Petty shook her hand. “Welcome to the Bureau. I hope you find your work rewarding. Ah, did anyone ever refer to a tweed hat?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Sorry, Agent Sherlock.”
It was hard not to run out the door of his office. She didn’t even stop at the women’s room.
 
Savich looked up. “You found me in ten minutes,” he said, looking down at his Mickey Mouse wristwatch. “That’s good, Sherlock. I understand from Colin Petty that you’re wondering why I had you reassigned to my unit.”
He was wearing a white shirt rolled up to his elbows, a navy blue tie, and navy slacks. A navy blazer was hanging on a coatrack in the corner of his office. He rose slowly from behind his desk as he spoke. He was big, at least six two, dark, and very muscular. In addition to the martial arts, he clearly worked out regularly. She’d heard some of the trainees call him a regular he-man, not a G-man. She knew just how strong and fast he was, since he’d worked her over in that Hogan’s Alley exercise. Her stomach had hurt for three days after that head butt. If she didn’t know he was an agent, she would have been terrified of him. He looked hard as nails, except for his eyes, which were a very soft summer-sky blue. Dreamy eyes, her mother would have called them. Her mother would have been wrong. There was nothing soft about this guy. He was patiently looking at her. What had he been talking about? Oh yes, why he’d wanted her reassigned to this unit.
She smiled and said, “Yes, sir.”
Dillon Savich came around his desk and shook her hand. “Sit down and we can discuss it.”
There were two chairs facing his desk, clearly FBI issue. On top of the desk was an FBI-issue computer. Beside it was a laptop that was open and humming, definitely not FBI issue. It was slightly slanted toward her, and she could see the green print on the black background, a graph of some kind. Was this little computer the one she’d heard everyone say that Savich made dance?
“Coffee?”
She shook her head.
“Do you know much about computers, Sherlock?” Just Sherlock, no agent in front of it. It sounded fine to her. He was looking at her expectantly. She hated to disappoint him, but there was no choice.
“Not all that much, sir, just enough so I can write reports and hook into the databases I will need to do my job.”
To her unspeakable relief, he smiled. “Good, I wouldn’t want any real competition in my own unit. I hear you had wanted to be a Profiler, but ultimately felt you couldn’t deal with the atrocities that flood the unit every moment of every day and well into the night.”
“That’s right. How did you know that? I just left Mr. Petty less than fifteen minutes ago.”
“No telepathy.” He pointed to the phone. “It comes in handy, though I much prefer e-mail. I agree with you, actually. I couldn’t do it either. The burnout rate for Profilers is pretty high, as I’m sure you’ve heard. Since they spend so much time focusing on the worst in humanity, they wind up having a difficult time relating to regular folks. They lose perspective on normal life. They don’t know their kids. Their marriages go under.”
She sat forward a bit in her seat, smoothing her navy blue skirt as she said, “I spent a week with them. I know I saw only a small part of what they do. That’s when I knew I didn’t have what it took. I felt as if I’d failed.”
“What any endeavor takes, Sherlock, is a whole lot of different talents. Just because you don’t end up profiling doesn’t mean you’ve failed. Actually, I think what we do leaves us more on the normal side of things than not.
“Now, I asked to have you assigned to me because academically you appear to have what I need. Your academic credentials are impressive. I did wonder, though. Why did you take off a year between your sophomore and junior years of college?”
“I was sick. Mononucleosis.”
“Okay, yes, here’s an entry about that. I don’t know why I missed it.” She watched him flip through more pages. He hadn’t missed it. She couldn’t imagine that he’d ever miss a thing. She would have to be careful around him. He read quickly. He frowned once. He looked up at her. “I didn’t think mono took a person out for a whole year.”
“I don’t know about that. I just wasn’t worth much for about nine or ten months, run-down, really tired.”
He looked down at a page of paper that was faceup on his desktop. “You just turned twenty-seven, I see, and you came directly to the Bureau after completing your Master’s degree.”
“Yes.”
“This is your first job.”
“Yes.” She knew he wanted more from her in the way of answers, but she wasn’t about to comply. Direct question, direct answer; that’s all she’d give him. She’d heard about his reputation. He wasn’t only smart; he was very good at reading people. She didn’t want him reading anything about her that she didn’t want read. She was very used to being careful. She wouldn’t stop now. She couldn’t afford to.
He was frowning at her. He tossed her file onto the desktop. She was wearing a no-nonsense dark blue business suit with a white blouse. Her hair, a deep auburn color, was pulled severely back, held at the base of her neck with a gold clamp. He saw her for a moment after he’d butted her into the petunias in Hogan’s Alley. Her hair had been drawn back then. She was on the point of being too thin, her cheekbones too prominent. But she’d taken him, not lost her composure, her training. He said, “Do you know what this unit does, Sherlock?”
“Mr. Petty said that when a criminal took his show on the road, we’re many times called in by the local police to help catch him.”
“Yes. We don’t deal in kidnappings. Other folk do that brilliantly. No, primarily we stick to the kinds of monsters who don’t stop killing until we stop them. Also, like the ISU, we do deal with local agencies who think an outside eye just might see something they missed on a local crime. Usually homicide.” He paused and sat back, just looking at her, seeing her yet again on her back in the petunia bed. “Also, like the ISU, we only go in when we’re asked. It’s our job to be very mental, intuitive, objective. We don’t do profiling like the ISU. We’re computer-based. We use special programs to help us look at crimes from many different angles. The programs correlate all the data from two or more crimes that seem to have been committed by the same person in order to bring everything possibly relevant, possibly important, into focus. We call the main program the PAP, the Predictive Analogue Program.”
“You wrote the programs, didn’t you, sir? And that’s why you’re the head of the unit?”
He grinned at her. “Yeah. I’d been working on prototypes a long time before the unit got started. I like catching the guys who prey on society and, truth be told, the computer, as far as I’m concerned, is the best tool to take them out. But that’s all it is, Sherlock, a tool. It can turn up patterns, weird correlations, but we have to put the data in there in order to get the patterns. Then of course we have to see the patterns and read them correctly. It comes down to how we look at the possible outcomes and alternatives the computer gives us; it’s how we decide what data we plug into it. You’ll see that PAP has an amazing number of protocols. One of my people will teach you the program. With luck, your academic background in forensics and psychology will enable you to come up with more parameters, more protocols, more ways of sniffing out pertinent data and correlating information to look at crimes in different ways, all with the goal of catching the criminals.”
She wanted to sign on the dotted line right that minute. She wanted to learn everything in the next five minutes. She wanted, most of all, to ask him when she could have access to everything he did. She managed to keep her mouth shut.
“We do a lot of traveling, Sherlock, often at a moment’s notice. It’s gotten heavier as more and more cops hear about us and want to see what our analysis has to offer. What kind of home life do you have? I see you’re not married, but do you have a boyfriend? Someone you are used to spending time with?”
“No.”
He felt as if he were trying to open a can with his fingernails. “Would you like to have your lawyer present?”
She blinked at that. “I don’t understand, sir.”
“You are short on words, Sherlock. I was being facetious.”
“I’m sorry if you don’t think I’m talking enough, sir.”
He wanted to tell her she’d talk all he wanted her to soon enough. He was good. Actually, he was better with a computer, but he could also loosen a tongue with the best of them in the Bureau. But for now he’d play it her way. Nothing but the facts. He said, “You don’t live with anyone?”
“No, sir.”
“Where do you live, Agent Sherlock?”
“Nowhere at the moment, sir. I thought I was being assigned to Los Angeles. Since I’ll be staying in Washington I’ll have to find an apartment.”
Three sentences. She was getting positively chatty.
“We’ll be able to help you on that. Do you have stuff in storage?”
“Not much, sir.”
There was a faint beep. “Just a moment,” Savich said and looked at the computer screen on his laptop. He rubbed his jaw as he read. Then he typed quickly, looked at the screen, tapped his fingertips on the desktop, then nodded. He looked up at her. He was grinning like a maniac. “E-mail. Finally, finally, we’re going to have a chance to catch the Toaster.”
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SAVICH LOOKED as if he wanted to jump on his desk and dance. He couldn’t stop grinning and rubbing his hands together.
“The Toaster, sir?”
“Oh yes. On this one, I had feelers out with everyone. Excuse me, Agent Sherlock.” He lifted the receiver on his phone and began to punch in numbers. He put it down and cursed softly. “I forgot. Ellis’s wife is having their baby; she just went into the hospital an hour ago and so he’s not available. No, I won’t ask him. He’ll insist on coming, but he needs to be with his wife. It’s their first kid. But he’s going to be really pissed to miss this. No, I just can’t. He’s gotta be there.” He looked down at his hands a moment, then back up at her. He looked just a bit worried. “What do you think of trial by fire?”
Her heartbeat speeded up. She was so new she still squeaked, but he was going to take a chance on her. “I’m ready, sir.”
She looked ready to leap out of her chair. He didn’t remember being this eager on his first day. He rose. “Good. We’re leaving this afternoon for Chicago. Bottom line: We’ve got a guy who killed a family of four in Des Moines. He did the same thing in St. Louis three months later. After St. Louis, the media dubbed him the Toaster. I’ll tell you about it when we’re in the air. That was Captain Brady in the Chicago Police Department, homicide, and he believes we might be able to help him. Actually, he’s praying that we can do something. The media wants a sideshow, and he can’t even give them a dancing bear. But we can.” He looked at his watch. “I’ll meet you at Dulles in two hours. We should be there no more than three days.” He rolled down the sleeves of his white shirt and grabbed his jacket. “I really want this guy, Sherlock.”
The Toaster. She knew about him as well. She scoured all the major newspapers for monsters like this one. Yes, she already knew the details, at least the ones that had made the papers.
He opened the office door for her. Her eyes were positively glistening, as if she were high on drugs. “You mean you know how to catch him?”
“Yes. We’re going to get him this time. Captain Brady said he had some leads, but he needs us to come out. You go ahead and pack. I’ve got to update some people in the unit. Ollie Hamish is in charge when I’m unavailable.”
 
They flew on United in Business Class. “I didn’t think the Bureau let its agents fly anything other than tourist class.”
Savich stowed his briefcase beneath the seat in front of him and sat down. “I upgraded us. You don’t mind that I have the aisle?”
“You’re the boss, sir.”
“Yeah, but now you can call me Dillon or Savich. I answer to either one. What do most people call you?”
“Sherlock, sir. Just plain Sherlock.”
“I met your daddy once about five years ago, just after he was appointed to the bench. Everyone in law enforcement was tickled to have him named because he rarely cut a convicted criminal any slack. I remember his selection didn’t go over too well with liberals in your home state.”
“No,” she said looking out the window as the 767 began to taxi down the runway. “It didn’t. There were two serious efforts to have him recalled—neither succeeded, of course. The first try was after he upheld the death penalty for a man who’d raped and tortured two little boys, then dumped their bodies in a Dumpster in Palo Alto. The second was when he wouldn’t grant bail to an illegal Mexican alien who’d kidnapped and murdered a local businessman.”
“Hard to believe there are people who’d want to rally behind those kinds of killers.”
“Oh, there are. Their rationale in the first case was that my father showed no compassion. After all, the man’s wife had died of cancer, his little boy had been killed by a drunk driver. He deserved another chance. He’d been pushed to torture those little boys. He had shown remorse, claimed grief had sent him out of his mind, but Dad said ‘bullshit’ and upheld the death penalty. As for the illegal Mexican, they claimed Dad was a racist, that there was no proof the man would flee the U.S. Also they claimed that the man had kidnapped the businessman because he had refused to give him a job, had threatened to call Immigration if the guy didn’t leave the premises. They claimed the man hadn’t been treated fairly, that he’d been discriminated against. It didn’t matter that the businessman was an immigrant—a legal one. I also seriously doubt that he made that threat.”
“They didn’t succeed in recalling him.”
“No, but it was close. You could say that the Bay Area is a fascinating place to grow up. If there’s any other possible take on something, some group of locals will latch onto it.”
“What does your dad think of your joining the FBI?”
The flight attendant spoke over the PA system, telling them about their seat belts and the oxygen masks. He saw it in her eyes—the wariness, the relief that now she could concentrate on her flotation cushion instead of his questions. She was proving to be a puzzle. He very much appreciated puzzles. A good one fascinated him. He’d get her again with that question. Maybe when she was tired or distracted.
He sat back in his seat and said nothing more. Once in the air, he opened his briefcase and gave her a thick file. “I hope you read quickly. This is everything on the three different crimes. I knew you didn’t have a laptop, so I had it downloaded and printed out for you. Read everything and absorb as much as you can. If you have questions, write them down and ask me later.” He gently lifted his laptop onto the fold-down tray and got to work.
 
He waited until they were served dinner before he spoke again. “Have you finished reading everything?”
“Yes.”
“You’re fast. Questions? Ideas? Anything that doesn’t seem kosher?”

“Yes.”
This time he didn’t say anything. He just chewed and waited. He watched her cut a small piece of lettuce from her salad. She didn’t eat it, just played with it.
“I already knew about this man from the papers. But there’s so much more here.” She sounded elated, as if she’d made the insiders’ club. He frowned at her. She suddenly cleared her throat, and her voice was nearly expressionless. “I can understand that he has low self-esteem, that he probably isn’t very bright, that he probably works at a low-paying job, that he’s a loner and doesn’t relate well to people—”
He waited, something he was excellent at.
“I always wondered why it killed families. Families of four, exactly.”
“You called him ‘it.’ That’s interesting.”
She hadn’t meant to. She forked down her lettuce and took her time chewing. She had to be more careful. “It was just a slip of the tongue.”
“No, it wasn’t, but we’ll let that go for now, Sherlock. This family thing—the people in the ISU, as you’ve read in their profile, believe he lived on the same block as the first family he killed in Des Moines, knew them, hated them, wanted to obliterate them, which he did. However, they couldn’t find anyone in the nearby area of the first murders in Des Moines to fit that description. Everyone just figured that the profile wasn’t correct in this particular case. When he killed again in St. Louis, everyone was flummoxed. When I spoke to Captain Brady in Chicago, I asked him if the St. Louis police had canvassed the area for a possible suspect. They had, but they still didn’t find anybody who looked promising.”
“But you had already talked to the police in St. Louis, hadn’t you?”
“Oh yes.”
“You know a lot, don’t you?”
“I’ve thought about this case, Sherlock, thought and thought and re-created it as best I could. Unlike the cops, I firmly believe the profile is right on target.”
“Even though they didn’t find anyone in Des Moines or St. Louis to fit the profile?”
“Yeah, that’s right.”

“You’re stringing me along, sir.”
“Yes, but I’d like to see what you come up with. Let’s just see if you’re as fast with your brain as with that Lady Colt of yours.”
She splayed her fingers, long slender fingers, short buffed nails. “You still kicked it out of my hand. It didn’t matter.”
“But you’re a good catch. I wasn’t expecting that move from Porter.”
She grinned at him then, momentarily disarmed. “We practiced it. In another exercise, he got taken as a hostage. I threw a gun to him, but he missed it. The robber was so angry, he shot Porter. As you can imagine, we got yelled at by the instructors for winging it.” She said again, still grinning, “Practice.”
He said slowly, shutting down his laptop, “I got creamed once when I was a trainee at the Academy. I wish I’d learned that move. My partner, James Quinlan, was playing a bank robber in a Hogan’s Alley exercise, and the FBI got the drop on him. I had to stand there and watch him get taken away. If I’d thrown him a gun, he might have had a chance. Although God knows what would have happened then.” He sighed. “Quinlan turned me in under questioning. I think he expected me to break him out of lockup, and when I didn’t, he sang. Although how he expected me to do it, I have no idea. Anyway, they caught me an hour later heading out of town in a stolen car, the mayor’s blue Buick.”
“Quinlan?”
“Yes.” Nothing more, just the yes. Let her chew on nothing for a bit.
“Who is this Quinlan?”
“An agent and longtime friend. Now, Sherlock, what do you think we’re going to find in Chicago?”
“You said the Chicago police believed they were close. How close?”
“You read it. A witness said he saw a man running from the victims’ house. They’ve got a description. We’ll see just how accurate it is.”
“What do you know, sir, that’s not in the reports?”
“Most of it’s surmise,” he said, “and some excellent stuff from my computer program.” He nodded to the flight attendant to remove his cup of coffee. He gently closed his laptop and slipped it into its hard case. “We’re nearly at O’Hare,” he said, leaned back, and closed his eyes.
She leaned back as well. He hadn’t shown her the computer analysis on the case. Maybe he’d thought she already had enough on her plate, and maybe she did. She hadn’t wanted to look at the photos from the crime scenes, but she had. It had been difficult. There hadn’t been any photos in the newspapers. The actual photos brought the horror of it right in her face. She couldn’t help it; she spoke aloud: “In all three cases, the father and mother were in their late thirties, their two children—always a boy and a girl—were ten and twelve. In each case, the father had been shot through the chest, then in his stomach, the second shot delivered after he was dead, the autopsy reports read. The mother was tied down on the kitchen table, her face beaten, then she was strangled with the cord of the toaster, thus the name the Toaster. The children were tied up, knocked out, their heads stuck in the oven. Like Hansel and Gretel. It’s more than creepy. This guy is incredibly sick. I’ve wondered what he would do if the family didn’t have a toaster.”
“Yeah, I wondered about that too, at first,” he said, not opening his eyes. “Makes you think he must have visited each of the homes to make sure there was one right there in the kitchen before the murders.”
“That or he brought the toasters with him.”
“That’s possible, but I doubt it. Too conspicuous.” He brought his seat back into its upright position. “Someone could have seen him carrying something. Another thing, in a lot of houses, kitchen ovens are set up high and built in. In a situation like that, how would he kill the children? In the photos, all of these are the big old-fashioned ovens.”
“He had a lot of checking out to do when he visited the families, didn’t he?”
She looked at his profile. He didn’t say anything. She slowly slid all the photos back into the envelope, each of them marked. She slowly lined up all the pages and carefully placed them back into their folders. He’d given this a whole lot of thought. On the other hand, so had she. She still wanted to see the computer analysis. Then again, she hadn’t demanded to see it either.
The flight attendant announced that they were beginning their descent into Chicago and for everyone to put away any electronic equipment. Savich fastened his seat belt. “Oh yes, our guy did a lot of checking.”
“How did you even remember my question? It’s been five minutes since I asked it.”
“I’m FBI. I’m good.” He closed his eyes again.
She wanted to kick him. She turned to look out the window. Lights were thick and bright below. Her heart speeded up. Her first assignment. She wanted to do things right.
“You’re FBI now too, Sherlock.”
It was a bone, not a meaty bone, but a bone nonetheless, and she smiled, accepting that bone gladly.
She fastened her own seat belt. She never once stopped looking down at the lights of Chicago. Hallelujah! She wasn’t going after bank robbers.
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CHICAGO WAS overcast and a cool fifty degrees on October eighteenth. Lacey hadn’t been to Chicago since she’d turned twenty-one, following a lead that hadn’t gone anywhere, one of the many police departments she’d visited during her year of “mono.”
As for Savich, he wasn’t even particularly aware that he was in Chicago; he was thinking about the sick little bastard who had brutally murdered three families. Officer Alfonso Ponce picked them up and ushered them to an unmarked light blue Ford Crown Victoria.
“Captain Brady didn’t think you’d want to be escorted to the station in a squad car. This one belongs to the captain.”
After a forty-five-minute ride weaving in and out of thick traffic, everyone in the radius of five miles honking his horn, he let them off at the Jefferson Park station house, the precinct for what was clearly a nice, middle-class neighborhood. The station house was a boxy, single-story building on West Gale, at the intersection of two major streets, Milwaukee and Hig-gins. It had a basement, Officer Ponce told them, and that was because it had been built in 1936 and was one of those WPA projects. When there’d been a twister seven years before, everyone had piled into the basement, prisoners and all. One nutcase had tried to escape. There had been little updating since the seventies. There was a small box out front holding a few wilted flowers and a naked flagpole.
Inside, it was as familiar as any station house Savich had ever been in—a beige linoleum floor that had been redone probably in the last ten years, but who knew? It still looked forty years old. He smelled urine wearing an overcoat of floral room spray. There were a dozen or so people shuffling around or sitting on the long bench against the wall, since it was eight o’clock at night. At least half of them were teenage boys. He wondered what they’d done. Drugs, probably.
Savich asked the sergeant on duty where he could find Captain Brady. They were escorted by an officer, turned wary after he’d seen their FBI badges, to a squad room with several offices in the back with glass windows. The room was divided off into modular units, a new addition that nobody liked, the officer told them. There wasn’t much noise this time of night, just an occasional ring of the phone. There were about a dozen people in the squad room, all plainclothes.
Captain Brady was a black man of about forty-five with a thick southern drawl. Even though there wasn’t a single white hair on his head, he looked older than his years, very tired, lines scored deeply around his mouth. When he saw them, his mouth split into a big smile. He came out from behind his cluttered desk, his hand out.
“Agent Savich?”
“Yes, Captain.” The two men shook hands.
“And this is Agent Lacey Sherlock.”
Captain Brady shook her hand, gave her a lopsided grin and said, “You’re a long way from London, aren’t you?”
She grinned back at him. “Yes, sir. I forgot my hat, but my pipe’s in my purse.” She hadn’t realized that Savich even knew her first name.
Savich was studying the computer on the captain’s desk.
Captain Brady waved them into two chairs that sat opposite a sofa. The chairs were surprisingly comfortable. Captain Brady took the sofa. He sat forward, his hands clasped between his knees. “Bud Hollis in St. Louis said you had followed this case since the guy killed the first family in Des Moines and the DMPD had asked the FBI to do a profile. He said I should get you here, and that’s why I e-mailed you. He, ah, appreciated your ideas even though they didn’t get him anywhere. But you already know that. The guy’s a mystery. Nothing seems to nail him. It’s like he’s a ghost.”
Captain Brady coughed into his hand, a hacking low cough. “Sorry, I guess I’m getting run-down. My wife chewed me out good this morning.” He shrugged. “But what can we do? We’ve been putting in long hours since the guy killed the family three and a half days ago. He did it right at six o’clock, right at dinnertime, right at the same time he killed the other two families. Sorry, but you already know that. You got all the police reports I sent you yesterday?”
“Oh yes,” Savich said. “I was hoping you’d contact me.”
The captain nodded. “Bud Hollis also said you had a brain and weren’t a glory hound and did your investigating with a computer. I don’t understand that, but I’m willing to give it a try.
“I still wasn’t sure bringing you here was such a good idea until five minutes before I e-mailed you. Thank you for coming so quickly. I thought I should talk to both of you for a few minutes before I introduce you to the detectives on the case. They’re, ah, a bit unhappy that I called you in.”
“No problem,” Savich said and crossed his legs. “You’re right, Captain. Neither Sherlock nor I am into glory. We just want this guy off the streets.”
Actually, Lacey wanted him really badly. She wanted him dead.
“Unfortunately we don’t have anything more than we did when I e-mailed you this afternoon. The pressure from the mayor’s office is pretty intense; everyone’s hiding in the men’s room because the media’s been on a tear since the first night it happened. They haven’t let up. Do you know that one station got hold of the crime scene photos, and they splashed them all over the ten P.M. news? Bloody vultures. They know all about Des Moines and St. Louis and that the media there had called the guy the Toaster. Got everyone scared to death. The joke in the squad room is that everyone is throwing out their kitchen appliances. You’ve read all the files from all the murders, haven’t you?”
“Yes. Every one. They were very complete.”
“I guess it’s time to cut to the chase, Agent Savich. Can you help us?”
“Both Agent Sherlock and I have just a few questions. Perhaps we can meet with your people and get the answers. Yes, Captain, there’s not a doubt in my mind that we can help you.”

Captain Brady gave Savich a dubious smile, but there was a gleam of hope in his tired eyes. “Let’s get to it,” he said, grabbed a huge folder from his desk, and walked to the door of his office. He yelled out, “Dubrosky! Mason! Get in the conference room on the double!” He turned back to them and said, “I hate these modular things. They just put them in last year. You can’t see a soul, and chances are the guy you want is in the john.” He glanced at her. “Well, or the girl, er, female officer you want is in the women’s room.”
Evidently neither Dubrosky nor Mason had gone to the john. They were already in the conference room, standing stiff and hostile, waiting for the FBI agents. Captain Brady was right about one thing—they weren’t happy campers. This was their turf, and the last thing they wanted was to have the FBI stick their noses into their business. Savich was polite and matter-of-fact. They looked at Sherlock, and she could see that they weren’t holding out for much help from her. Dubrosky said, “You don’t expect us to be your Watsons, do you, Sherlock?”
“Not at all, Detective Dubrosky, unless either of you is a physician.”
That brought her a grudging smile.
She wanted to tell all of them, Savich included, that she now knew as much about this guy as they did, maybe even more than the Chicago cops, and she’d thought about him for as long as Savich had, but she kept her mouth closed. She wondered what Savich had up his sleeve. She’d only known him for seven hours, and she would have bet her last buck that he had a whole lot up that sleeve of his. It wouldn’t have surprised her if he had the guy’s name and address.
They sat in the small conference room, all the files and photos spread over the top of the table. There was a photo of the crime scene faceup at her elbow. It was of Mrs. Lansky, the toaster cord still around her neck. She turned it facedown and looked over at Savich.
He had what she already thought of as the FBI Look. He was studying Dubrosky in a still, thoughtful way. She wondered if he saw more than she did. Poor Dubrosky: he looked so tired he was beyond exhaustion, a man who wasn’t smiling, a man who looked as if he’d just lost his best friend. He was wired, probably on too much coffee. He couldn’t sit still. His brown suit was rumpled, his brown tie looked like a hangman’s noose. He had a thick five-o’clock shadow.
Savich put his elbows on the table, looked directly at the man, and said, “Detective, were there any repairmen in the Lansky household within the past two months?”
Dubrosky reared back, then rocked forward again, banging his fist on the table. “Do you think we’re fucking idiots? Of course we checked all that! There was a phone repair guy there three weeks ago, but we talked to him and it was legit. Anyway, the guy was at least fifty years old and had seven kids.”
Savich just continued in that same calm voice, “How do you know there weren’t other repairmen?”
“There were no records of any expenditures for any repairs in the Lanskys’ checkbook, no receipts of any kind, and none of the neighbors knew of anything needing repairs. We spoke to the family members, even the ones who live out of town—none of them knew anything about the Lanskys’ having any repairs on anything.”
“And there were no strangers in the area the week before the murder? The day of the murder?”
“Oh sure. There were pizza deliveries, a couple of Seventh-Day Adventists, a guy canvassing for a local political campaign,” said Mason, a younger man who was dressed in a very expensive blue suit and looked as tired as his partner. Savich imagined that when they took roles, Mason was the good cop and Dubrosky the bad cop. Mason looked guileless and naïve, which he probably hadn’t been for a very long time.
Mason gave a defeated sigh, spreading his hands on the tabletop. “But nobody saw anyone at the Lansky house except a woman and her daughter going door-to-door selling Girl Scout cookies. That was one day before the murders. That doesn’t mean that UPS guys didn’t stop there a week ago, but no one will even admit that’s possible. It’s a small, close-knit neighborhood. You know, one of those neighborhoods where everybody minds everybody else’s business. The old lady who lives across the street from the Lanskys could even describe the woman and the little girl selling the cookies. I can’t imagine any stranger getting in there without that old gal noticing. I wanted to ask her if she kept a diary of all the comings and goings in the neighborhood, but Dubrosky said she might not be so happy if I did and she just might close right up on us.”
Captain Brady said, “You know, Agent Savich, this whole business about the guy coming to the house, getting in under false pretenses, actually coming into the kitchen, checking before he whacked the families to make sure they had a toaster and a low-set big gas oven didn’t really occur to anyone until you told Bud Hollis in St. Louis to check into it. He’s the one who got us talking to every neighbor within a two-block radius. Like Mason said, there wasn’t any stranger, even a florist delivery to the Lansky house. Everyone is positive. And none of the neighbors seem weird. And we did look for weird when we interviewed, just in case.”
Savich knew this of course, and Captain Brady knew that he knew it, but he wanted the detectives to think along with him. He accepted a cup of coffee from Mason that was thicker than Saudi oil. “You are all familiar with the profile done by the FBI after the first murders in Des Moines. It said that the killer was a young man between the ages of twenty and thirty, a loner, and that he lived in the neighborhood or not too far away, probably with his parents or with a sibling. Also he had a long-standing hatred or grudge or both toward the family in Des Moines, very possibly unknown by the family or friends of the family. Unfortunately this didn’t seem to pan out.”
“No shit,” Dubrosky said as he tapped a pen on the wooden tabletop. “The Des Moines cops wasted hours and hours going off on that tangent. They dragged in every man in a three-block radius of the house, but there wasn’t a single dweeb who could possibly fit the profile. Then it turned out that the Toaster wasn’t just a little-time killer, he’s now a serial killer. Thank God we didn’t waste our time going through that exercise. You people aren’t infallible.” Dubrosky liked that. He looked jovial now. “No, this time you were so far off track that you couldn’t even see the train. Like the captain said, we did talk to all the neighbors. Not a weirdo in the bunch.”
“Actually, on this case, we’re not off track at all,” Savich said. “Believe me, it’s astounding how often the profiles are right on the money.” He was silent a moment, then said, “Now, everyone agrees that the same guy murdered all three families. It makes sense that he had to visit each of the houses to ensure that there were both a toaster and a classic full-size stove/oven combo that sat on the kitchen floor. And not an electric stove, a gas one. There were delivery people all over the neighborhoods in both Des Moines and in St. Louis, but the truth is no one is really certain of anything. By the time they acted on the profile theory of the killer living in the neighborhood, there wasn’t much certainty anymore about any repairs or deliveries. Nobody remembered seeing anybody.”
“Good summary, Savich,” said Dubrosky.
“Bear with me, Detective.” He took another drink of coffee. “This stuff is so potent, I bet it breeds little cups of coffee.”
There was one small smile, from Sherlock.
Savich said, “You guys have done hours of legwork here and you did it immediately. You’ve proven that there wasn’t a repairperson or a salesman or even a guy whose car broke down and wanted to phone a garage near the Lansky house. So then we come back to the basic question. How then did he get into the Lansky house? Into the kitchen specifically so he could make certain they had all the props he needed?”
Dubrosky made a big show of looking at his watch. “Look, Savich, we thought of all that. We found out that all the houses were older, not just here, but also in Des Moines and St. Louis. To me it means that chances are excellent that you’d have a big low gas oven in the kitchens. And who the hell wouldn’t have a toaster? This is all nonsense. Our perp is a transient. He’s nuts. None of the shrinks agree on why he did this. Maybe God told him to strangle every mother with the toaster cord. Maybe God told him that kids are evil, that he was the evil witch out of Hansel and Gretel. Who the hell knows why he’s whacking families? Like I said, the fucker’s crazy and he’s traveling across the U.S., probably killing at whim, no rhyme or reason.”
Mason said, “Buck’s right. We don’t know why no one saw him in the Lansky neighborhood, why a single dog didn’t bark, but maybe he disguised himself as the postman or as that old woman who lives across the street from the Lanskys. In any case, he got lucky. But we’ll find him, we’ve got to. Of course with our luck, the bastard’s long gone from Chicago. We’ll hear about him again when he murders someone in Kansas.”
And that was truly what they believed, Sherlock thought. It was clear on all their faces. They believed the guy was long gone from Chicago, that they didn’t have a prayer of ever getting him.
“Let me tell you about the magic of computers, gentlemen,” Savich said and smiled. “They do things a whole lot faster than we can. But what’s important is what you put into them. It’s a matter of picking the right data to go into the mixer before you turn it on to do its thing.” He leaned down and picked up his laptop and turned it on. He hit buttons, made the little machine bleep, all in all, ignored the rest of them.
“I’ve got to go home, Captain,” Dubrosky said. “I’ve got gas, I need a shower or my wife won’t even kiss me, and my kids have forgotten what I look like.”
“We’re all bushed, Buck. Just be patient. Let’s see what Agent Savich’s got.”
Lacey realized then that Savich was just putting on a little show for them. He had the pages he wanted to show them in his briefcase. But he was going to call up neat-looking stuff on the screen and make them all look at it before he gave them any hard copy. In the next minute, Savich turned the computer around and said, “Take a look at this, Detectives, Captain Brady.”
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THE THREE men crowded around the small laptop. It was Detective Dubrosky who said suddenly, “Nah, I don’t believe this. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Yes, it does.” Savich handed out a piece of paper to each of them. Sherlock didn’t even glance at the paper. She knew what was on it. In that moment, Savich looked over at her. He grinned. He didn’t know how she knew, but he knew that she’d figured it out.
“You tell them, Sherlock.”
They were all staring at her now. He’d put her on the spot. But he’d seen the knowledge in her eyes. How, she didn’t know. He was giving her a chance to shine.
Lacey cleared her throat. “The FBI Profilers were right. It’s a local neighborhood guy who hated the Lansky family. He killed the families in Des Moines and St. Louis because he wanted to practice before he killed the people he hated. He wanted to get it perfect when it most mattered to him. So, the families in Des Moines and St. Louis were random choices. He undoubtedly drove around until he found the family that met his requirements. Then he killed them.”
Captain Brady whistled. “My God, you think the profile is correct, but it was meant only for the Lanskys?”
“That’s right,” Savich said. “The other two families were his dress rehearsal.” He turned to Dubrosky and Mason. “I wanted you to be completely certain that there was no stranger around the Lansky household before the killings. Are you both certain?”

“Yes,” Mason said. “As certain as we can be.”
“Then we go to the Lansky neighborhood and pick up the guy who will fit the profile. He screwed up and now we’ll nail him. The computer hit on three possibles, all within walking distance of the Lanskys’ house. My money’s on Russell Bent. He fits the profile better than the others. Given how well the profile fits this guy and given no strangers, the chances are really good that this wasn’t just another dress rehearsal. Also, Russell Bent lives with his sister and her husband. She is exactly two years older than he is.”
“I don’t understand, Agent Savich,” Captain Brady said, sitting forward. “What do you mean she’s two years older?”
“The boy and girl in all three families,” Lacey said. “The girl was twelve and the boy was ten.”
“Jesus,” Captain Brady said.
“Why didn’t you just tell us?” Dubrosky was mad. He felt that Savich had made him look like a fool.
“As I said,” Savich said as he rose from his chair, “I wanted you to be certain that no stranger had been near the Lansky home. It was always possible that the guy was having a third dress rehearsal. But he wasn’t. This time it was the real thing for him. I wasn’t really holding out on you. I just got everything in the computer this morning, once Captain Brady had sent me all your reports. Without the reports I wouldn’t have gotten a thing. You would have come back to this. It’s just that I always believed the profile and I had the computer.”
 
Russell Bent lived six houses away from the Lanskys’ with his sister and her husband and one young son. Bent was twenty-seven years old, didn’t date, didn’t have many friends, but was pleasant to everyone. He worked as a maintenance man at a large office on Milwaukee Avenue. His only passion was coaching Little League.
The detectives had already spoken to Russell Bent, his sister, and her husband as part of their neighborhood canvassing. They’d never considered him a possible suspect. They were looking for a transient, a serial killer, some hot-eyed madman, not a local, certainly not a shy young guy who was really polite to them.
“One hundred dollars, Sherlock, says they’ll break him in twenty minutes,” Savich said, grinning down at her.
“It’s for certain that none of them looks the least bit tired now,” she said. “Do we watch them?”
“No, let’s go to Captain Brady’s office. I don’t want to cramp their style. You know, I bet you that Bent would have killed one more family, in another state, just to confuse everyone thoroughly. Then he wouldn’t have killed again.”
“You know, I’ve been wondering why he had to kill the kids like that.”
“Well, I’ve given it a lot of thought, talked to the Profilers and a couple of shrinks. Why did Bent murder these families with two kids, specifically a boy and a girl, and in each case, the kids were two years apart, no more, no less? I guess he was killing himself and his sister.”
She stared at him, shivering. “But why? No, don’t tell me. You did some checking on Mr. Bent.”
“Yep. I told Dubrosky and Mason all about it in the john. They’re going to show off now in front of Captain Brady.”
“I wish I could have been there.”
“Well, probably not. Mason got so excited that he puked. He hadn’t eaten anything all day and he’d drunk a gallon of that atomic bomb coffee.”
She raised her hand. “No, don’t tell me. Let me think about this, sir.”
She followed him down the hall and into Captain Brady’s office. He lay down on the sofa. It was too short and hard as a rock, but he wouldn’t have traded it for anything at the moment. He was coming down. He closed his eyes and saw that pathetic Russell Bent. They’d gotten him. They’d won this time. For the moment it made him forget about the monsters who were still out there killing, the monsters that he and his people had spent hours trying to find, and had failed. But this time they’d gotten the monster. They’d won.
“The mother must have done something.”
He cocked open an eye. Sherlock was standing over him, a shock of her red hair falling over to cover the side of her face. He watched her tuck the swatch of hair behind her ear. Nice hair and lots of it. Her eyes were green, a pretty color, kind of mossy and soft. No, her hair wasn’t really red, but more red than anything else. There was some brown and a dash of cinnamon color as well. He guessed it was auburn. That’s what he’d thought the first time he’d seen her. “Yes,” he said, “Mrs. Bent definitely did something.”
“I don’t think Mr. Bent did anything. The three fathers Russell Bent shot were clean kills. No, wait, after they were dead, Bent shot them in the stomach.”
“The quick death was probably because to Bent, the father didn’t count, he wasn’t an object of the bone-deep hatred. The belly shot was probably because he thought the father was weak, he was ineffectual, he wasn’t a man.”
“What did Mrs. Bent do to Russell and his sister?”
“To punish Russell and his sister, or more likely, just for the kicks it gave her, Mrs. Bent gagged them both, tied their arms behind them and locked them in the trunk of the car or in a closet or other terrifying closed-in places. Once they nearly died from carbon monoxide poisoning. The mother didn’t take care of them, obviously, she left them to scrounge food for themselves. Social Services didn’t get them away from her until they were ten and twelve years old. Some timing, huh?”
“How did you find out this stuff so quickly?”
“I got on the phone before we left to pick up Russell Bent. I even got Social Services down to check their files. It was all there.”
“So the toaster cord is a sort of a payback for what she didn’t do? Beating her face was retribution?”
“Yeah, maybe. A payback for all eternity.”
“And he must have come to believe that even though his mother was a dreadful person, he and his sister still deserved death, only they hadn’t died, they’d survived, so it had to be other children just like them?”
“That doesn’t make much sense, does it? But it’s got to have something to do with Russell Bent feeling worthless, like he didn’t deserve to live.”
“But why did he pick the Lansky family?”
“I don’t know. No one reported any gossip about the family, nothing about physical abuse, or the mother neglecting the children. No unexplained injuries with the kids winding up in the emergency room. But you can take it to the bank that Russell Bent thought the two Lansky kids were enough like him and his sister to merit dying. He thought the mother was enough like his own mother to deserve death. Why exactly did he have to gas the children? God only knows. Your explanation is as good as any. Brady will find out, though, with the help of the psychiatrists.”
“Russell Bent coached Little League. The Lansky boy was in Little League. Maybe the Lansky boy got close to Bent, just maybe the Lansky boy told Russell that his mother was horrible.” She shrugged. “It really won’t matter. You know what they’ll do, sir. They’ll dress it all up in psychobabble. Do you know what happened to the Bents’ parents?”
“Yes,” he said. “I know. Sherlock, call me anything but ‘sir.’ I’m only thirty-four. I just turned thirty-four last month, on the sixth. ‘Sir’ makes me feel ancient.”
The three cops erupted into the office. Captain Brady was rubbing his hands together. There was a bounce to his step. There would be a press conference at midnight. Mason and Dubrosky kept giving each other high fives. Brady had to call the mayor, the police commissioner—the list went on and on. He had to get busy.
It took the CPD only two hours to prove that Bent had traveled to Des Moines and to St. Louis exactly a week before each of those murders had been committed there and back on the exact dates of the murders.
Unfortunately, at least in Lacey’s view, Bent was so crazy, he wouldn’t even go to trial. He wouldn’t get the death penalty. He would be committed. Would he ever be let out? The last thing she heard as they were leaving the Jefferson Park precinct station was his sobs and the soft, soothing voice of his sister, telling him over and over that it would be all right, that they were in this together. She would take care of him. She had been two years older and she hadn’t protected him from their mother. She wondered if the sister was really lucky that her brother hadn’t gassed her.
They took a late-morning flight back to Washington, D.C. It didn’t occur to Savich until they were already in the air that Sherlock might not have a place to stay.
“I’m staying at the Watergate,” she said. “I’m comfortable. I’ll stay there until I find an apartment.” She smiled at him. “You did very well. You got him. You didn’t even need the police. Why didn’t you just call Captain Brady and tell him about Bent? Why did you want to go to Chicago?”
“I lied to Brady. I’m a glory hound—even if it’s just a crumb, I’m happy. I love praise. Who doesn’t?”
“But that’s not even part of why you went.”
“All right, Sherlock. I wanted to be in at the kill. I wanted to see this guy. If I hadn’t seen him, then it would never be finished in my mind. Too, this was your first day. It was important for you to see how I work, how I deal with local cops. Okay, it was a bit of a show. I think I deserved it. You’re new. You haven’t seen any disappointments yet, you haven’t lived through the endless frustration, the wrong turns our unit has suffered since the first murders in Des Moines. You didn’t hear all the crap we got about the profile being wrong. All you saw was the victory dance. This has been only the third real score I’ve gotten since the FBI started the unit up.
“But I can’t ever forget that there was Des Moines and St. Louis and twelve people died because we didn’t figure things out quickly enough. Of course Chicago was the key, since that was his focus. As soon as I realized that the neighbors knew one another and watched out for one another, and there hadn’t been any strangers at the Lansky house, then I knew our guy lived there. He had to. There wasn’t any other answer.”
Savich added in a tired voice, “You did just fine, Sherlock.”
For the first time in years, she felt something positive, something that made her feel really good wash through her. “Thanks,” she said, and stretched out in her seat. “What if I hadn’t known the answer when you asked me to explain it?”
“Oh, it was easy to see that you did know. You were about to burst out of your skin. You looked about ready to fly. Yeah, you really did fine.”
“Will you tell me about your first big score sometime? Maybe even the second one?”
She thought he must be asleep. Then he said in a slow, slurred voice, “Her name was Joyce Hendricks. She was seventeen and I was fifteen. I’d never seen real live breasts before. She was something. All the guys thought I was the stud of the high school, for at least three days.”

She laughed. “Where is Joyce now?”
“She’s a big-time tax accountant in New York. We exchange Christmas cards,” he mumbled, just before he drifted off to sleep.
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LACEY MOVED a week later into a quite lovely two-bedroom town house in Georgetown on the corner of Cranford Street and Madison. She had four glasses, two cups, a bed, one set of white sheets, three towels, all different, a microwave, and half a dozen hangers. It was all she’d brought with her from California. She’d given the rest of her stuff to a homeless shelter in San Francisco. When she’d told Savich she didn’t have much in storage, she hadn’t been exaggerating.
No matter.
The first thing she did was change the locks and install dead bolts and chains. Then she hung up her two dresses, two pairs of jeans, and two pairs of slacks on her hangers. She was whistling, thinking about MacDougal and how she’d miss him. He was on the fifth floor, working in the National Security Division. He was big-time into counterterrorism. It had been his goal, he’d told her, since a close friend of his had been blown out of the sky on the doomed Pan Am Flight 103 that exploded over Lockerbie in the late eighties. He’d just gotten his first big assignment. He would go to Saudi Arabia because of a terrorist bombing that had killed at least fifteen American soldiers the previous week.
“I’m outta here, Sherlock,” he’d said, grabbed her, and given her a big hug. “They’re giving me a chance. Just like Savich gave you. Hey, you really did well with that guy in Chicago.”
“The Toaster.”
“Yeah. What a moniker. Trust the media to trivialize murder by making it funny. Anything big since then?”
“No, but it’s been less than a week. Savich made me take three days off to find an apartment. Listen, no impulsive stuff out of you, okay? You take care of yourself, Mac. Don’t go off on a tear just because you’re FBI now and think you’re invincible.”
“This is just training for me, Sherlock. Nothing more. Hey, you’re good little-sister material.”
“We’re the same age.”
“Nah, with those skinny little arms of yours, you’re a little sister.”
He was anxious to be gone. He was bouncing his foot and shifting from one leg to the other. She gave him one more hug. “Send me a postcard with lots of sand on it.”
He gave her a salute and was off, whistling, just as she was now, his footsteps fast and solid down the short drive in front of her town house. He turned suddenly and called back, “I hear that Savich is big into country-and-western music. I hear he loves to sing the stuff, that he knows all the words to every song ever written. It can’t hurt to brownnose.”
Goodness, she thought, country-and-western music? She knew what it was but that was about it. It was twangy stuff that was on radio stations she always turned off immediately. It hadn’t ever been in her repertoire—not that she’d had much of a repertoire the past seven years. The last time she’d played the piano was in the bar at the Watergate a week and a half before. The drunks had loved her. She’d played some Gershwin, then quit when she forgot the next line.
She was standing in the middle of her empty living room, hands on hips, wondering where she was going to buy furniture when the doorbell rang.
No one knew she was here.
She froze, hating herself even as she felt her heart begin to pound. She had been safe at Quantico, but here, in Washington, D.C., where she was utterly alone? Her Lady Colt was in the bedroom. No, she wasn’t about to dash in there and get it. She drew in a deep breath. It was the paperboy. It was someone selling subscriptions.
The only people she knew were the eight people in the Criminal Apprehension Unit and Savich, and she hadn’t given them her address yet. Just Personnel. Would they tell anyone?
The doorbell rang again. She walked to her front door, immediately moving to stand beside it. No one would shoot through the front door and hit her. “Who is it?”
There was a pause, then, “It’s me, Lacey. Douglas.”
She closed her eyes a moment. Douglas Madigan. She hadn’t seen him for four months, nearly five months. The last time had been at her father’s house in Pacific Heights the night before she’d left for Quantico. He’d been cold and distant with her. Her mother had wept, then ranted at her for being an ungrateful girl. Douglas had said very little, just sat there on the plush leather couch in her father’s library and sipped at very expensive brandy from a very old Waterford snifter. It wasn’t an evening she liked to remember.
“Lacey? Are you there, honey?”
She’d called her father the day before. Douglas must have found out where she was from him. She watched her hand unfasten the two chains. She slowly clicked off the dead bolt and opened the door.
“I’ve got a bottle of champagne, just for us.” He waved it in her face.
“I don’t have any silverware.”
“Who cares? I don’t usually drink champagne from a spoon anyway. You nervous to see me, Lacey? Come, honey, all you need is a glass or two.”
“Sorry, my brain’s a bit scattered. I wasn’t expecting you, Douglas. Yes, I’ve got some cheap glasses. Come in.”
He followed her to the empty kitchen. She pulled two glasses from the cupboard. He said as he gently twisted the champagne cork, “I read about you in the Chronicle. You just graduated from the Academy and you already nailed a serial killer.”
She thought about that pathetic scrap, Russell Bent, who’d murdered twelve people. She hoped the inmates would kill him. He had murdered six children and she knew that prisoners hated child abusers and child killers. She shrugged. “I was just along for the ride, Douglas. It was my boss, Dillon Savich, who had already figured out who the guy was even before we went. It was amazing the way Savich handled everything—all low-key, not really saying anything to anybody. He wanted the local cops to buy in to everything he’d done, then give them the credit. He says it’s the best P.R. for the unit. Actually, I’m surprised my name was even mentioned.”
She smiled, remembering that the very next day Assistant Director Jimmy Maitland came around to congratulate everyone. It had been quite a party. “Savich told me that I had arrived just in time for the victory dance. Everyone else had done all the hard work. His main person on the case was with his wife in the hospital, having a baby, the wife, that is. And so I went in his place. Savich was right. I didn’t do a thing, just watched, listened. I’ve never seen so many happy people.”
“It was a Captain Brady of the Chicago police who thanked the FBI on TV, for all their valuable assistance. He mentioned both your names.”
“Oh dear, I bet Savich wasn’t very happy about that. I had the impression that he’d asked Captain Brady not to say anything. Oh well, it’s still very good press for the FBI. Now everyone knows about his unit.”
“Why the hell shouldn’t the two of you get the credit? He caught a serial killer, for God’s sake.”
“You don’t understand. The FBI is a group, not an individual. Loyalty is to the Bureau, not any single person.”
“You’re already brainwashed. Well, here’s to you, Lacey. I hope this works out the way you want it to.”
Douglas raised his glass and lightly clicked it against hers. She merely nodded, then took a sip. It was delicious. “Thank you for bringing the champagne.”
“You’re welcome.”
“His wife had the baby at about midnight.”
“Whose wife? Oh, the agent who’d done all the work.”
“Yeah, I thought he’d cry that he’d missed it, but he was a good sport about it. Why are you here, Douglas? I only called my father yesterday with my new address.”
He poured himself some more champagne, sipped it, then said with a shrug and a smile, “It was good timing. I had to come to Washington to see a client and decided to put you up front on my itinerary.” He moved into the living room. “I like your living room. It’ll have lots of afternoon sunlight. It’s good sized. Why don’t you have any furniture?”

“It wasn’t worth it to have all my old stuff trucked across the country. I’ll get some new stuff.”
They were standing facing each other in the empty living room. Douglas Madigan downed the rest of his champagne and set his empty glass on the oak floor. He straightened, took her glass, and set it next to his. “Lacey,” he said, taking her upper arms in his hands, “I’ve missed you. I wish you had come home for a visit, but you didn’t. You didn’t write me or call. You left a hole in my life. You’re beautiful, you know that? I’ll bet all the guys are always telling you that, or just staring at you, even with your hair all frizzy around your face, even with those baggy jeans you’re wearing and that ridiculous sweatshirt. What does it say across the back? Dizzy Dan’s Pizza? What the hell is that all about?”
“Nothing, Douglas, just a local place. And no one seems to have noticed my soul-crushing beauty at all. But you’re kind to say so.” Actually, she’d gone out of her way at the Academy and now at Headquarters to dress very conservatively, even severely. As for her hair, she’d always worn it pulled back and clipped at the base of her neck. But this was Saturday. She was in jeans and a sweatshirt, her hair loose around her face. Since it wasn’t raining and there was next to no humidity, Douglas obviously didn’t know what frizzy was.
“You’re looking good, Douglas. But you never change. Maybe you just get better.” It was true. He was six feet tall, had a lean runner’s body and a thin face with soulful brown eyes. Women loved him, always had. Even her mother had never said a word against Douglas. He charmed easily. He dominated just as easily.
“Thank you.” He touched her hair, then sifted it through his fingers. “Beautiful. It’s auburn, but not really. Perhaps more Titian, but there’s some blond in there too and some brown. Ah, you know I didn’t want you doing this silly FBI thing. Why? Why did you leave me and do this?”
Leave him? She said in her low, calm voice, the one she’d practiced and practiced at the Academy when she took courses in interviewing, “I always wanted to be in law enforcement, you know that. The FBI is the best, the very best. It’s the heart of the whole system.”
“The heart? I doubt it. As to your always wanting to be in law enforcement, I don’t remember that. You started out as a music major. You play the piano beautifully. You were playing Beethoven sonatas since you were eleven years old. You wanted to go to Juilliard. I remember you dropped out of the Fletcher competition. I always believed you weren’t quite of this world. You seemed to live for your music. Of course we all changed after Belinda. It’s been a very long time now. Seven long years. Your father didn’t appreciate your talent, didn’t understand it since he didn’t have any at all, but everyone else did. Everyone was worried about you when you sold your Steinway years ago, when you stopped even playing at parties. Hell, you even stopped going to parties.”
“That was a long time ago, Douglas. Dad isn’t particularly disappointed in me now. He hoped I’d finally do something worthwhile. He hoped this was my first step to growing up. He only acted cold to me because I hadn’t asked him to help me get in. He was dying to use his pull, and I didn’t let him.” Actually, she had blackmailed him. When the FBI agents interviewed him after she’d applied, he’d not said much of anything about Belinda or how Lacey had changed. She’d told him straight out that she’d never speak to him again if he did. He’d evidently glossed over everything, and very smoothly. She’d gotten into the FBI, after all.
She still missed her piano, but that missing was buried deep down, so deep she scarcely ever thought of it now. “Yes, I did sell it. It just didn’t seem important anymore.” A piano was nothing compared to what Belinda had lost. Still, though, she would still find herself playing a song on the arm of a chair, playing along with the music in a movie or on the car radio. She could remember when she was nineteen playing on the arm of a young man she was dating.
Douglas said, “I don’t remember much from that time, to tell you the truth. It’s blurred now, distant, and I’m grateful for it.”
“Yes,” she said. But she remembered; she had lived it and held it deep and raw inside her since that awful night. He moved closer to her and she knew he would kiss her. She wasn’t sure she wanted him to. Douglas had always fascinated her. Seven years. A long time. But still it didn’t seem quite right.

He did kiss her, just a light kiss, a touch of his mouth to hers, a brief remembrance, a coming back. His mouth was firm and dry. The kiss was so brief, she didn’t get the taste of him, just a whisper of the tart champagne. He immediately dropped his hands and stepped back.
“I’ve missed you. I had to listen to your father yell and curse that you’d lost it and gone off the deep end when you told him you were changing your major to Forensic Science. ‘Fingerprinting, for God’s sake,’ he told me. ‘She’ll be wasting herself lifting some goon’s damned fingerprints from a dead body!’”
“You know there’s lots more to it than that. There are a good dozen specialties in forensics.”
“Yes, I know. He wanted you to go to law school, of course. He still thought there was hope after you finished your Master’s degree in criminal psychology. He said it would be helpful in nailing scum. Your dad, the judge, is always forgetting that I’m a defense attorney.”
“I just changed my mind, that’s all.”
“That’s what I told the FBI guy who came doing a background check on you. I figured if you wanted to go into the FBI, then I wasn’t going to stand in your way.”
What did Douglas mean by that? That he could have told the FBI that she was unstable, that she’d gone around the bend seven years ago? Yes, he could have said that. She wondered if anyone had told the FBI that? No, if they had, then she wouldn’t have been accepted, would she?
“I know my father was positive when the agents came to interview him.”
“Yes, he told me you’d given him no choice. I said good for you, it was your life and he should keep his mouth shut if he ever wanted to see you again. He was pissed at me for a good month.”
“Thank you for standing up for me, Douglas.” She had assumed at the time that the people doing the check on her background just hadn’t considered it all that important. But they had, evidently, and they’d asked questions. “I had no idea, but I am grateful. No one dredged up anything about that time. Do you know that you haven’t changed? You really are looking good.” He was thirty-eight now. There were just a few white strands woven into his black hair. He was very probably more handsome now than he had been seven years ago. She remembered that Belinda had loved him more than anything. Anything. Lacey felt the familiar hollowing pain and quickly picked up the champagne bottle. She poured each of them another glass.
“You’ve changed. You’re a woman now, Lacey. You’re no longer a silent kid. You still have a dozen locks on your door, but hey, this is D.C. I’d probably have a submachine gun sitting next to the front door. What does the FBI use?”
“A Heckler and Koch MP-5 submachine gun. It’s powerful and reliable.”
“I have trouble imagining you even near something like that, much less holding it and firing it. Ah, that sounded sexist, didn’t it? You spoke of change. As for me, perhaps I haven’t changed all that much on the outside, but well, life changes one, regardless, doesn’t it?”
“Oh yes.” She was the perfect example of what life could do to a person.
“You’re on the thin side. Did they work you that hard at the Academy?”
“Yes, but it was a classmate of mine—MacDougal—who worked me the hardest. He swore he’d put some muscle on my skinny little arms.”
“Let me see.”
He was squeezing her upper arm. “Flex.”
She did.
“Not bad.”
“My boss works out. Don’t picture him as a muscle-bound, no-neck bodybuilder. He’s very strong and muscular, but he’s also into karate, and he’s very good. I was on the receiving end of his technique once at the Academy. Just the other day I saw him eyeing me. I don’t think he liked what he saw. I’ll bet he’ll have me in the gym by next Tuesday.”
“Boss? You mean this Savich character?”
“I suppose we’re all characters in our own way. Savich is a genius with computers. One of his programs helped nail Russell Bent. He’s the chief of the unit I’m in now. I was very lucky that he asked for me. Otherwise I would have ended up in L.A. chasing bank robbers.”

“So may I take you out to lunch to celebrate your first case? How about we have lunch at one of the excellent restaurants you’ve got in this neighborhood?”
She nodded. “How long will you be here, Douglas?”
“I’m not certain. Perhaps a week. Did you miss me, Lacey?”
“Yes. And I do miss Dad. How is his health?”
“You write him every week, and I know for a fact that he writes you back every week. He told me that you don’t like the telephone. So he has to write letters. So you know he’s just fine.”
Of course Douglas knew very well why she hated phones. That was how she’d been told about Belinda. “Soon I’ll probably be into e-mail full-time. My boss is really big on e-mail, and so is everyone else in the unit. It’s weird, you don’t hear all that many phones ringing.”
“I’ll write my e-mail address down for you before I leave. Let’s go eat, Lacey.”
“You look like a prince and I look like a peasant. Let me change. It’ll take me just a minute. Oh yeah, everybody calls me Sherlock.”
“I don’t like that, I never did. And everybody has to make a stupid remark when they meet you. It doesn’t suit you. It’s very masculine. Is that what the FBI is all about? Turning you into a man?”
“I hope not. If they did try, I’d flunk the muscle mass tests.”
Actually, she thought, as she changed into a dress in her bedroom, she liked being called Sherlock, just Sherlock. It just moved her one step further from the woman she had been seven years ago.
It was at lunch that he told her about this woman who claimed he’d gotten her pregnant.
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SAVICH STOPPED by her desk Monday morning and said, “Ollie just told me that you still didn’t have any stuff for your apartment. I thought you were going to take care of it this weekend. What happened?”
She looked over at Ollie Hamish and cocked her elbow at him, tapping it with her other hand. He waved back at her, shrugging.
Why should Savich care if she slept in a tent? “A friend from California came into town. I didn’t have a chance.”
“Okay, take off today and shop yourself to death.” Then he frowned. “You don’t know where to shop, do you? Listen, I’ll call a friend of mine. She knows where to find anything you could possibly invent. Her name’s Sally Quinlan.”
Lacey had heard all about James Quinlan, presumably this woman’s husband. She’d heard about some of his cases, but none of the real details. Maybe when she met Sally Quinlan, she’d find out all the good stuff.
It turned out that Sally Quinlan wasn’t free until the following Saturday. They made a date. Lacey spent the day learning about PAP, the Predictive Analogue Program, and all the procedures in the unit.
That Monday evening, Lacey found two lovely, but small, prints at Bentrells in Georgetown, which would probably look insignificant against that long expanse of white wall in her living room. She bought some clothes at another Georgetown boutique. When she got back to her apartment, there was Douglas waiting for her. He’d been busy Sunday, hadn’t even had time to phone her. She said, “I’m starving. Let’s go eat.”

He nodded and took her to Antonio’s, a northern Italian restaurant that wasn’t trendy. Over a glass of wine and medallions of veal, he said, “I guess you want to know about this woman, huh?”
“Yeah, you dropped that bomb and then took off.” She fingered a bread stick. “If you don’t want to tell me, Douglas, that’s all right.”
“No, you should know. Her name is Candice Addams. She’s about your age, so beautiful that men stop in midstride to stare at her, smarter than just about anyone I know.” He sighed and pushed away his plate. “She claims I got her pregnant and I suppose that I could have, but I’ve always been so careful. Living in San Francisco, you’re probably the most careful of any American.”
“Do you want to marry her?” Odd how it hurt to say the words, but they had to be said. Although she didn’t know what she wanted from Douglas, she did realize that she valued him, that he attracted her, that he amused her, that he stood up for her, at least most of the time. And he’d been there for her through it all. She’d been closer to him during those awful months than to her father. Of course no one was really close to her mother. That was impossible.
“No, of course not. She’s a local TV reporter. I can’t imagine that she wants to have a baby now.”
She felt suddenly impatient with him. “Haven’t you spoken about all this with her? Does she want to have the baby? An abortion? Does she want to get married? What, Douglas?”
“Yeah, she says she wants to marry me.”
“You said she’s smart and beautiful. You said you always wanted to have kids. So marry her.”
“Yeah, I guess maybe I’ll have to. I wanted to tell you about it in person, Lacey. I don’t want to marry her, I’m not lying about that. I’d hoped that someday you and I could, well, that would probably never have happened, would it?”
“I don’t know,” she said finally, setting down her fork. The medallions of veal looked about as appetizing as buffalo chips. “There’s been so much, Douglas, too much. I’m very grateful to you, you know that. I wish I could say that I wanted to be with you—”
“Yeah, I know.”

“What will you do?”
“I’d turn her down flat if you’d have me, Lacey.”
She wondered in that moment just what he’d do if she said yes. She’d thought several times in the last few years that she was a habit to him, someone he was fond of, someone he would protect, but not as a woman, not as a wife. No, she was Belinda’s little sister and she probably always would be in his mind. She dredged up a smile for him. “I hope she hasn’t given you an ultimatum.”
“Oh no, Candice is far too intelligent to do that. I’m hooked, but she isn’t pulling at all on the line.”
It was his life. He had to forget and move on. It had been seven years. And as for her, well, she would move on as well, toward the goal she’d always had, toward the goal she would pursue until the monster was caught and dead, or she was.
She’d heard that Russell Bent had gotten himself a hotshot lawyer who was claiming police brutality and coercion. The press was speculating that the lawyer might get him off. She wouldn’t let that happen to him. Never.
 
On Thursday, Savich said, “I don’t want you to flab out on me, Sherlock. You don’t live more than a mile from me. My gym is right in between. I’ll see you there at six o’clock.”
“Flab out? I’ve only been out of the Academy for two weeks. And I’ve walked every square inch of Georgetown since Monday, shopping until I dropped, just as you ordered me to do. Flab out?”
“Yeah, you haven’t been lying around, but your deltoids are losing tone. I’m an expert. I can tell these things. Six o’clock.”
He strolled away, singing, “Like a rock, I was strong as I could be. Like a rock, nothin’ ever got to me . . .” He walked into his glass-enclosed office. That wasn’t country-and-western, that was a commercial. Was it Chevrolet? She couldn’t remember. She watched him sit down at his desk and turn immediately to his laptop.
Flabby deltoids, ha. She grinned toward his office. He was just being a good boss; that was it. She was new in town, and he didn’t want her to get lonesome. She shook her head and went back to work. She jumped a good six inches when a woman’s voice said from behind her, “Don’t even consider going after him.”
Lacey blinked up at Hannah Paisley, an agent who’d started with the Unit some six months before. She’d been in the Bureau five years. She was very tall, beautifully shaped, and was very smart. Lacey had seen her do her dumb blonde act on a witness at the Academy, on video. She’d made the guy feel like the stud of the universe. Then he’d spilled his guts. She was very good, which was why she was loaned out on sting operations. She also seemed to have a sixth sense about killers, which was why she’d joined this unit. Lacey envied her this ability.
Hannah wanted Dillon Savich? She was jealous because Savich thought Lacey was flabby? What was all this about? “I wasn’t going after him, Hannah. Actually, I was just thinking that he was a jerk, criticizing my deltoids.”
“I know. I was joking. Are you doing work on the Radnich case?”
Lacey nodded. Was Hannah joking? She didn’t think so. She didn’t need this. Hannah gave her a small salute and went back to her desk and computer.
Lacey was working with Ollie Hamish on the Radnich case. It had flummoxed everyone, including Savich. It wasn’t the “who” of it that was driving everybody nuts; it was the “how.” Lacey was feeding in more data they’d just gotten from the various local police reports and the autopsies and the forensic evidence, and in the back of her mind, she was also trying to figure out how this weirdo guy could have gotten into four nursing homes—the count as of today—and strangled old women with no one seeing a single thing. The first nursing home was in Richmond, Virginia, eight months ago. Then four months ago, it happened again in northern Florida, home of the nonagenarian. Norma Radnich was the old woman strangled at the South Banyon Nursing Home in St. Petersburg, Florida. They’d been called in by the SPPD only after this last murder. To date there were no leads, no clues, no guesses that were helpful. The Profilers were working on it now as well. Ollie was committed to this one. He was the lead agent on it, and Lacey wanted it that way.
She wanted to go digging. She’d figured out how to access everything she needed. Perhaps tonight after Dillon let her leave the gym she would come back here and work. If he didn’t kill all her body parts, if she’d still be able to walk once he was through with her.
No one would know. She’d be very careful, do her work for the unit during the day and search at night. She felt her heart speed up at the thought. She’d get him. She had to get him. But he’d lain low for nearly seven years. It would be seven years in three days. An anniversary. Just as the past six years had each been an anniversary. Had he died? Had he simply stopped? She didn’t think so. He was a classic psychopath. He would never stop until he was dead or locked away. Cycles, she’d thought many times. He was into cycles and so far it hadn’t triggered yet for whatever reason.
The weekly update meeting was at two o’clock. There were nine agents in the conference room: six men, including Savich; three women; one secretary, Claudia, a gum-chewing grandmother with bright red hair and a brain like a razor; and one clerk, Edgar, who would bet on just about anything and won the pool on the birth weight of Ellis’s baby.
Everyone presented what he was doing, the status, what he or she needed.
The status meeting went quickly, no wasted time. All the agents felt free to speak up when another agent wanted advice. Savich moderated.
When it was Ollie’s turn, he said, “I’m working the Radnich case with Sherlock. She’s up to speed on it now. We just got the last pile of stuff today from the Florida cops. Sherlock, you just finished inputting all the data just a while ago, didn’t you?” At her nod, he said, “Then we’ll push the magic button this afternoon.”
Savich turned to her. “Sherlock? You got anything to add?”
She sat forward, clasping her hands together. “It’s like a locked-room murder mystery. How can this guy just saunter into these three nursing homes in Florida and the one in Richmond at ten o’clock at night and kill these poor old women with nobody seeing or hearing a thing? Naturally, all the old women killed were in single rooms or suites, but that shouldn’t matter. This whole thing is nuts. There has to be something we’re missing.”
“Obviously,” said Hannah. “But we’ll get there, we usually do.”
Savich said, “Actually, Ollie and I are going to St. Petersburg tomorrow morning. I just got another call from Captain Samuels. There’s been another murder. That means that our guy is going into overdrive. The Profilers don’t like it. It means he’s losing control. Five murders in eight months, the last two in the past week and a half. Captain Samuels really wants us to go down there and poke around, look at everything with new eyes. So, that’s where we’ll be for the weekend.”
Ollie nearly leaped out of his chair in excitement. “When, Chief?”
“Eight A.M. United flight from Dulles.”
Suddenly Ollie blanched and raised his eyes heavenward. “I won’t get too up for this. No, I’m a fatalist. If I really want to go, then my future mother-in-law will tell Maria that I’m a workaholic and lousy husband material and Maria will dump me. It’s the way my life works.”
“Don’t worry, Ollie,” Savich said, closing his folder. “It’s no big deal. We’ll just go down there to see if there’s anything they haven’t seen. I think it’s time to look the situation over firsthand.”
“Do you already know who did it?” Sherlock asked, sitting forward, her hands clasped on the conference table.
Savich heard that utterly serious voice, looked at that too-intense face, at that thick curling auburn hair trying to break free of the gold clasp at the back of her neck. “Not this time—sorry. Now, Ollie, don’t panic. Nothing to it.”
Still, Ollie looked doubtful. Lacey had heard that he’d already wagered with at least a dozen other agents that his wedding wouldn’t come off because either a terrorist would blow up the church or the preacher would be arrested for stealing out of the collection plates.
“I sure want to catch this creep,” Ollie said.
“I do too,” Savich said. “Like you and Sherlock and every cop in Florida, I want to know how he keeps pulling off this ghost act.” He stood. “Okay. Everyone is cooking along just fine. No big problems or breakthroughs. Cogan, see me for a minute. I’ve got an idea about those murders in Las Vegas.”
 
At six o’clock, Lacey walked into the World Gym on Juniper Street, wearing shorts, a baggy top, and running shoes, her hair pulled back and up high in a ponytail. She paid her ten dollars and went into the huge mirror-lined room. There was the usual complement of bodybuilders who watched every move they made in the mirrors. She got a kick out of watching them walk. They were overbulked and couldn’t really get around normally. They moved like hulks.
There were beautiful young women who were six feet tall, professional women on the StairMasters, looking at their watches every few minutes, probably thinking about their kids and what they were going to cook for dinner and did they have enough time if they did just five more minutes.
And there were quite a few professional men, all ages, all working hard. She didn’t see a single slacker. Then she saw Savich. He was wearing shorts, running shoes, and a sleeveless white cotton tank. He was doing lat pulldowns.
He was slick with sweat, his dark hair plastered to his head. He looked good. Actually, he looked better than good; he looked beautiful. Then she saw him glance over at a clock, do two more slow pulldowns, then release the bar and slowly stand up. He turned, saw her immediately, and waved. Seeing him from the front made her realize that she hadn’t seen any male as a man in a very long time. She let herself appreciate the clean definition of his muscles, the smooth contours of sinew, then she set him away from her, back into his proper role.
He looked her over as he approached. “I’ve decided your delts are okay. What you need is karate. I didn’t like the fact that despite the SIG and your Lady Colt, I still disarmed you with no sweat. You need to know how to protect yourself, and guns are dangerous. What do you say?”
What could she say? She’d begun karate and then had to stop it because she’d broken her leg skiing. Two years before. She’d gotten pretty good. But two years was a long time to be away from an art like karate. He was offering her another chance. She nodded. What followed was a warm-up, then stretching, then the most grueling hour of her life. Savich realized quickly enough that she’d already had some training. He threw her, hurled her, smashed her, and encouraged her endlessly. After one particularly bouncing toss, she lay on her back staring up at him.
“I’m not getting up. I’m not that much of a masochist. You’ll just do it again. I’m tired of hearing how great I am at falling and rolling.”
He grinned down at her. “You’re doing very well. Don’t whine. You took karate before, so it’s not at all new to you. You know learning how to fall is very important.”
“I’m still not going to get up. It’s been two years.”
He sighed, then offered her his hand. “All right. It can be your turn now. But I didn’t do all that just to torture you. If you don’t know how to fall properly, you might as well hang it up. Now it’s your turn. You get to toss me around.”
She grabbed his hand, leaped to her feet, and took the position.
He grinned at her. Her look was intense, as grim as could be. She wanted to kill him. “Never stop thinking, Sherlock. Never stop looking at my eyes. Get your muscles ready, but don’t tense. You know how to do it. Okay? Let’s go.”
He let her throw him, using his own momentum to help her. But she was hooting and shouting that she’d finally gotten him on the mat. “Not bad,” he said as he got back to his feet. They went through that single routine for another half hour.
She finally stepped back, bent over, her chest heaving, so exhausted she could barely breathe. “Enough. I’m nearly dead. I’ve nearly sweated off my eyebrows.”
He tossed her a towel. It was perfectly dry. He wasn’t even sweating. “Now that you’ve gotten a renewed taste, what do you think?”
She threw the towel at him. “I’ve never had so much fun in my life.”
He laughed and tossed the towel back to her.
“I’ve never worked so hard in my life.”
“Yeah, but on the other hand, it’s you in control and not a gun.”
“You can’t smack someone from twenty feet, sir. Even I could have blown you away if you hadn’t been so close to me.”
“True, but I was and if it had been the real thing, then you’d be dead. I don’t want that to happen. I’ll be spending a lot of time training you. I don’t want you to go get yourself shot. Now, there’s a class that would be great for you. It’s both women and men, and the guy who teaches it is an old buddy of mine. His name’s Chico and he’s one tough buzzard. He might let you in even if you do have skinny little arms.”
She laughed. It was impossible not to. They both showered and changed. He walked her home, gave her a salute, and said, “You get your apartment furnished this weekend, Sherlock. No more excuses. See you at headquarters Monday. Here’s Chico’s phone number. Oh, Sherlock. You might be kind of sore tomorrow, but nothing too bad. Be sure to take a long hot bath. Maybe a couple of aspirin, too. You might also consider some ice packs first.”
He paused a moment, looking at her face, clean of any makeup, her ratty hair, strands straggling around her face. He cocked his head to one side, then just smiled at her. “You did fine, Sherlock, just fine. I plan to overlook all your whining.”
She eyed the sidewalk, wondering if she could possibly throw him.
“I’m watching your eyes. I’m seeing right into your twisted mind. Nah, Sherlock, don’t try to toss me into the flower bed, not tonight.” He waved, and walked away.
She stood watching him a moment before she went into the town house. She watched him until he turned at the corner, east.
“Is that Savich?”
She was so startled she nearly fell over backward. As she was flailing for balance, he came out from behind a tree. “Oh my heavens, it’s you, Douglas. You nearly stopped my heart. Is something the matter? Is everyone all right?”
“Oh yes. I’ve been waiting for you, Lacey. I came over hoping we could have dinner. But you weren’t here.”
“No, I was at the gym. Savich beat the stuffing out of me.” At his stare, she added, “Karate. I don’t know if you remember, but I began taking karate lessons two years ago, then stopped. I’m getting back into it, starting with learning how to fall.”
“Why with him?”
“I’ll be taking classes with a guy named Chico after tonight. Knowing Savich, he’ll want me there every night.”
“Is the guy coming on to you, Lacey?”
“Savich? Goodness, Douglas, he’s my boss! He’s the chief of the unit. It’s all business.”
“Yeah, he’s got the best way to get to you.”
He was jealous. It was amazing to see this side of him. She smiled up at him and lightly placed her hand on his arm. “Savich is a professional. He has no interest in anybody in his unit, not the kind you’re worried about.” She thought about Hannah Paisley. Was there something between Savich and Hannah?
Douglas saw the lie in her eyes. Why? He’d never known her to lie, but on the other hand, he hadn’t seen her in five months. The damnable FBI had had her in their clutches for sixteen weeks. What more would they do to her? He breathed in deeply. “Why don’t we go inside? You can change, then I’ll take you to dinner. I’ve got to go back to San Francisco in the morning.”
“That would be nice, Douglas. When you get home, you’ll be speaking to Candice Addams, won’t you?”
“Yes.”
She nodded and preceded him into her empty town house.
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SHE SMILED at the guard and flipped open her black FBI wallet. Her beautiful gold star shone.
“You’re Agent Sherlock?” He checked the list in his hand. “You’re a new agent?”
“Yes, I would like to go to my office and do some more work.”
“Hey, you can’t light your pipe here in the building, Sherlock.”
“Thanks, I won’t. But it’s too bad, I’ve got a really nice blend.”
“Guess you hear that lots, huh?”
The guard was about her age, black, his head shaved, a real hard jaw. “No,” she said, grinning at him, “this was the very first time.”
“How about: Do you live on Baker Street?”
“Where’s that?”
“All right. But I’ll be thinking of a new one you really haven’t heard before. You’re clean. Just sign in here. On your way out, check with me again. Oh, my name’s Nick.”
She waved back at the guard. She walked to the elevators, the low heels of her shoes loud on the marble floor. If anyone asked, she planned to say that she wanted to do more study on the Radnich case. She exited the elevator at the fifth floor, walked down a long hall, turned right, then left, down another hall. She unlocked the door to the CAU. It was dark. Unfortunately she had to light up the entire area. It was different at night. The absence of people, laughing, talking, just breathing, robbed her of even an illusion of safety. She was alone in this large room. She also had her 9mm SIG in her holster.
“Don’t be a goon and a wimp.” She laughed, a ghostly sound in the room. She hated the overhead fluorescent lights.
She brought up the menu on her computer and checked all the available databases. She found him after only twenty minutes. She would have found him in under two minutes if he’d killed any more in the past seven years. But he hadn’t.
She read the profile, then read it again, then cursed. She could have written it. She’d written profiles, dozens of them, during her graduate courses in Criminal Psychology. She’d even written her Master’s thesis on The Inclusive Psychometry of the Serial Criminal. She supposedly knew all the ingredients that went into the psychotic mind, co-mingled in endless patterns to produce a monster. The “inclusive” had been her advisor’s idea. She still thought it sounded obtuse and pretentious, but her advisor had patted her on the back and told her he knew what the professionals respected. She’d passed, so at least she must have sounded convincing in her defense. In fact, she’d gotten high grades on all the various protocols, tests, and measuring tools she’d developed to predict and judge the depths of contamination in the serial murderer’s mind. None of it had helped. He’d gone underground.
But even the FBI profile hadn’t provided a clue about where to find him. There was nothing at all that provided a different slant or perspective. Nothing new. Wait. She scrolled up again and reread two sentences. “The subject would never vary in his execution. His mind is locked into performing this single repetitive act again and again.”
It made sense. As far as she knew, each of the seven murders had been utterly identical. She slowly went through all the police reports, including Belinda’s, then printed them out.
She hated the autopsy reports, but through the courses she’d taken, she’d learned to remove herself from the gruesome details, most of which were couched in medicalese. But the photos were different, tougher. She didn’t read Belinda’s autopsy report. She knew she’d have to, but not now. No, not now, or tomorrow either. She printed out all of them, including Belinda’s.

She had to stop. She’d barely be able to carry out all the papers she’d already printed out.
Nick was smiling, that jaw of his out there, when he saw her. “You got lots of stuff there, Agent Sherlock. You gonna take it all back to two twenty-one B Baker Street now? I just remembered the two twenty-one B part.”
“Yep. It’s all on Moriarty, you know. I’ll catch that villain yet.”
“I don’t know about this Moriarty. But I did see a Sherlock Holmes movie about that hound. Boy, was that hound mean.”
“It was a good one,” she agreed as she signed out.
“You’ll be working more overtime?”
“Probably. They’re all real hardnoses here. They never let up.”
When she reached her car, she clicked her security alarm before she reached her Mazda 4x4. Everything worked. Lights went on inside the Navajo. No one had broken in.
When she got to her town house, she checked all the entries, then fastened the dead bolts and the two chains. She turned on the security alarm. She left her bedroom door open.
She read over the reports far into the night. But not Belinda’s, not just yet.
 
“Just feast your eyes on this, Sherlock.”
She looked down at a map with dots on it. The computer had connected a number of lines. “It’s the Star of David, Ollie. So what?”
He was rubbing his hands together. “Nothing bad happened, Sherlock. Savich and I got there and we talked with everybody. You know Savich, he was cool and low-key and then he just showed this to everyone. I thought Captain Samuels—she’s with the St. Petersburg Police Department—was going to kiss him. These four dots are where the killer’s already hit. Savich just did some extrapolation and voila`!”
“It could be anything, Ollie. A Star of David?” She studied the three dots that represented murder sites. They formed a nearly perfect right-side-up equilateral triangle. The other murder could very well be the beginning of an upside-down equilateral triangle, but who knew? “Well, sure, it could be, but it could also be random.”

“We’ll soon see,” Ollie said. “If you go with Savich’s reasoning, then the guy is going to kill right here next.” He pointed to the next point.
“That’s pretty neat,” she said. “But no ideas on how the Ghost gets into the nursing homes and out again without anyone noticing?”
“Not yet. But the surveillance on the next one Savich pinpointed is going to be intense. You know what? The media took up your word. All the papers and TV are screaming about the Ghost murdering their grandmothers.”
“Surely not. How would they know about our saying that?”
Ollie looked down at his black wing tips. “Well, I kind of said it to a TV woman who was really pretty and wanted something so badly.” Ollie looked up at her and grinned. “I thought Savich was going to deck me.”
“Better you than me. He’s already thrown me all over that gym of his. I’m still sore, but I don’t dare say anything because he’ll accuse me of whining.”
“Ain’t that the truth? He’s got you into karate?”
She nodded.
“He told me I was one of the best basketball players in the Bureau. He said I should keep myself in shape playing games with all my nieces and nephews. He said kids kept you honest and in shape out of fear of humiliation.”
“Ha. He just said that because he realized he couldn’t throw you around, the sexist jerk.”
“Nah, he cleaned my clock but good when I asked him about karate. He really flatten you, Sherlock?”
“More times than I can count.”
“What’s this about a sexist jerk?”
Both she and Ollie turned to see Savich standing behind them, his laptop in one hand, a modem in the other.
“I don’t know about any sexist jerk, do you, Ollie?”
“Me? I never even heard the word except from Maria, and she didn’t even know what it meant.”
Savich grunted at them. “What do you think of the Star of David angle, Sherlock?”
“It’s so weird as to have a grain of truth in it. But you know, the murders started in Virginia, not Florida. That could put a monkey wrench in the works.”

“Agreed. We’ll see soon enough. The local cops are covering the next probable nursing home.”
She frowned at him. “I do prefer comparing all the physical evidence, but truth be told there isn’t all that much. Actually, this Star of David thing, well, I have this feeling that you’re right. But I also have the feeling that it won’t matter. He’ll probably kill at the nursing home you picked out but no one will see him.”
“She’s said what I’m feeling,” Ollie said. “It’s driving me nuts. I’ve asked the computer to compare and contrast all sorts of evidence, but we’re coming up with nothing, just nothing.”
“We’ll get him, Ollie.”
“I sure hope so,” Lacey said. She turned to Ollie. “Did your future mother-in-law convince Maria that you’re a workaholic since you were gone for the whole weekend?”
“No, I blamed it on the chief. I told her that Agent Savich would kick me into the street if I didn’t go with him. Then I’d be blackballed and permanently on unemployment. She backed off.”
Savich just laughed and walked back to his office. Lacey saw Hannah Paisley rise quickly and follow him. To her surprise, Ollie was watching Hannah, a frown on his face.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing really. I just wish Hannah would be a little more cool about Savich.”
Lacey didn’t say a word; she didn’t want to know anything personal about anybody. It was safer that way. But Ollie didn’t notice, just said thoughtfully, “I heard Savich and Hannah dated before she came to the Unit. Then when she joined the Unit, word was that Savich called it off. I heard him say that no one in the Unit should dip his Bureau quill into Bureau ink.”
“Now that was sexist, Ollie. You think Hannah’s still interested, then?”
“Oh yeah, just look at her. She can’t keep her eyes off him. Why don’t you talk to her, Sherlock? Maybe she’d listen to you. Savich isn’t interested, or if he is, he still wouldn’t go near a woman agent in his unit.”
Lacey just shook her head as she punched up one of the forensic reports. She didn’t care what Savich did with his Bureau quill. Goodness, she thought. She’d just made a joke to herself. It had been a long time. She saw Hannah come out of Savich’s office, her face set. She wasn’t about to say a word to that formidable woman. She sincerely doubted that Hannah Paisley would listen to Lacey’s opinion on the time of day. She went back to work on the Ghost.
 
Lacey unfolded the Boston Globe, the last large city newspaper in her pile. She was tired of scouring the ten largest city newspapers every day of the week, but she couldn’t stop. She’d done it for nearly seven years. It cost a fortune for all the subscriptions, but she had enough money from her trust fund so she’d never have to worry about feeding herself and buying as many subscriptions as she wanted. She knew he was out there. She would never stop.
She couldn’t believe it. She nearly dropped her coffee cup. It was on page three. Not a big article, but large enough to immediately catch her eye. She read:
“Yesterday evening at 6:30, Hillary Ramsgate, 28, a stockbroker with Hameson, Lyle & Obermeyer, was found brutally murdered in an abandoned warehouse on Pier Forty-one. Detective Ralph Budnack of the BPD said that she had apparently been led through a bizarre game that had resulted in her death from multiple stab wounds to her chest and abdomen. A note tied around her neck said that she had lost the game and had to pay the forfeit. At this point, police say they’re following leads.”
He was back. In Boston. He’d begun again. She prayed that this poor woman was his first victim of this new cycle, that she hadn’t missed others, or that he hadn’t murdered women in small towns where the AP wouldn’t pick up the story.
Hillary Ramsgate. Poor woman. She reread the newspaper article, then rose from her kitchen table. She had died just as Belinda and six other women in San Francisco had seven years ago. They’d all lost the game.
What the newspaper article didn’t say was that her tongue had also been cut out. The police were holding that back. But Lacey knew all about that. She’d been brutally stabbed and her tongue had been sliced out.
The bastard.

She realized then that yesterday had been the seventh anniversary of the last murder.
Seven years. He’d struck seven years ago to the day. The monster was back.
 
Lacey was pacing back and forth in front of Savich’s office when he came around the corner. He watched her a moment. He said very quietly, so as not to startle her, “Sherlock, it’s seven in the morning. What are you doing here? What’s wrong?”
When she turned abruptly to face him, he saw more pain on her face than he’d seen in a long time. Then the hollow, despairing look was gone. She’d gotten a grip. She’d hidden the pain again. And left nothing at all.
What was going on here?
“Sherlock? What’s wrong?”
She smoothed out her face. What had he seen? She even managed a smile. “I’m sorry to bother you so early, but I have a favor to ask. I need to take a few days off and go to Boston.”
He unlocked his office door and waved her in. “Boston?”
“Yes. I have a sick aunt. It’s an emergency. I know I’ve only been in the Unit a couple of weeks, but there’s not anyone else to see to this situation.”
“Your aunt is elderly?”
“Not really, well, she’s got Alzheimer’s. She’s gotten suddenly worse.”
“A relative called you?”
Why was he asking all these questions? Didn’t he believe her? “Yes, my cousin called me. He, well, he’s not well himself so there’s no one but me here on the East Coast.”
“I see,” he said slowly, not looking at her directly now. She looked pale, scared, and excited—an odd combination, but that’s what he saw in her face. Her hair was pulled severely back, held in the same gold clasp at the nape of her neck. It looked like she’d flattened it down with hair spray. She couldn’t seem to be still, her fingers now flexing against her purse, one foot tapping. She’d forgotten to put on any makeup. She looked very young. He said slowly, “How long do you think you’ll need to be away?”

“Not more than three days, just long enough to see that her care is all locked into place.”
“Go, Sherlock. Oh yes, I want you to call me from Boston tonight and tell me what’s going on, all right?”
Why did he care what she was doing away from Washington? More lies. She hated lies. She wasn’t particularly good at them, but she’d rehearsed this one all the way in. Surely he believed her, surely. “Yes, sir. I’ll call you this evening.”
He jotted down his phone number on a piece of paper. “If it’s late, call me at home.” He handed her the folded paper. He said nothing until she was nearly at the outer door, then, “Good luck. Take care.”
He turned back to his office only after she was out the door. He listened a moment to the sound of her quick footfalls.
This was odd.
Why was she lying to him?
 
It was 10:30 that night when the phone rang. Savich muted the baseball game between the Giants and the Red Sox, Giants leading 7 to 2 in the seventh inning. He kept looking at the screen as he answered the phone.
“Sir, it’s Sherlock.”
He grinned into the phone. “What’s going on?”
“My aunt is just fine. I have more details to tie up but I’ll be back by Thursday, if that’s all right.”
He said easily, “I have a good friend at Boston Memorial, a doctor who specializes in geriatrics. Would you like his name so you can speak to him about your aunt?”
“Oh no, sir. Everything’s under control.”
“That’s good, Sherlock. What’s the weather like in Boston?”
“It’s chilly and raining. Everything looks old and tired.”
“About the same here. I’ll see you on Thursday. Oh yes, call me again tomorrow night.”
There was a pause, then, “Very well, sir, if that’s what you want.”
“It is. You sound tired, Sherlock. Sleep well. Good night.”
“Thank you, sir. You too.”
• • •

He watched her from his office. It was nearly one o’clock Thursday afternoon. He’d been in meetings all morning. This was the first time he’d seen her since she’d left for Boston. She looked tired beyond her years. No, it was more than that. She looked flattened, as if she’d lost her best friend, as if someone had pounded her, not physically, but emotionally. He wasn’t at all surprised.
She was typing furiously on the keyboard, completely absorbed. He waited for a few more minutes, then strolled to her workstation. He’d spoken to her three nights running, each night at 10:30, each night mirroring the previous one and the next, except that on Wednesday, she hadn’t quite been the same. He’d wished he could see her. When he looked at her, her thoughts were clear as the shine Uncle Bob put on his wing tips every Wednesday.
“Sherlock.”
She raised her face, her fingers stilling on the computer keyboard. “Good afternoon, sir. You just get here?”
“Yes. Call me Savich. Or Dillon.”
“Yes, sir. Dillon.”
“Would you please come in my office? In say ten minutes?”
She nodded, nothing more, just a defeated nod that she tried to hide from him.
When she walked into his office, he said immediately, “I don’t like lies or liars.”
She just looked at him hopelessly.
“Your mother’s sister lives in San Diego. You have three cousins, none of them older than thirty-five, all living on the West Coast. You don’t even have a third cousin in Boston. Also, there’s nary a trace of Alzheimer’s in anyone in your family.”
“No, I guess there isn’t.”
“Sit down, Sherlock.”
She sat.
He watched her pull her skirt to her calves. She sat on the edge of her chair like a child ready to be chastised. Only she wasn’t remotely a child.
“Don’t you think it’s about time you leveled with me?”
“Not until I call Chico and take a dozen or so lessons.”

Humor from her. He appreciated it. At least she had her balance, if nothing else. “I could still wipe up the floor with you. I’m an old hand at karate and other things as well. Speaking of hands, I played right into yours when I requested you for my unit, didn’t I? You must have thought God was looking out for you when Petty told you you didn’t have to go to L.A.”
It didn’t matter now. He probably knew everything. At least she didn’t have to lie anymore. “It’s true I wasn’t interested in bank robbers. I told you that the day you first interviewed me.”
“Oh no, that’s for sure. What you wanted was the chance to track down the serial killer who murdered your sister seven years ago. Her name was Belinda, wasn’t it?”
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SHE TOOK the blow, bending slightly inward to absorb the pain of it, the unbearable nakedness of it spoken aloud. She knew she’d blown her chance to hell and gone. It was all over for her now. But maybe it wasn’t. He was in Boston. She would simply resign from the FBI and move to Boston. She had no choice.
She didn’t stir, just looked at him and said, “They named him the String Killer. Isn’t that a stupid name? String! Something hardly thicker than a thread, a piece of skinny hemp he used to torture the women, all seven of them—psychological torture—and the media reduced it to string, to make it sexy and clever.”
“Yes, I remember the case well. And now he’s struck again after seven years, in Boston this time. In fact, it’s seven years to the day.”
She just sat there, looking at him, and said in that flattened voice of hers, that held no surprise at all, “How do you know?”
“I went into your computer, saw what you’d accessed, and downloaded. I saw that you’d used my password to get into a couple of specialized data banks. Odd, but I never thought one of my own people would steal my password. You just looked over my shoulder one day?”
She nodded, didn’t say anything, which was smart. He was very angry.
He drew a deep breath, tamping down on the anger. “I checked the security log. You spent three and a half hours here Monday night. You read the paper Tuesday morning and left for Boston the same day. I bought a Boston Globe. The story was on the third page.”
She rose slowly, like an old woman. “I’ll clean out my desk, sir, then go see Mr. Petty.”
“And what will you tell Petty?”
“That I lied, that you discovered it, and I’ve been dismissed. I’m really sorry, sir, but I had no choice.”
“I haven’t canned you. If you think I intend to let you loose on the Boston Police Department, you’re mistaken, Sherlock. But you’ve already spoken to them, haven’t you? They kissed you off, right? No matter, don’t tell me just yet. I’ll call Ralph Budnack.”
She looked as if he’d struck her. Then she gave him the coldest smile he’d ever seen. Her chin went up. “I know how the killer got into the nursing homes in Florida to strangle those old ladies.”
He realized in that instant that he admired her brain. Was she trying to bargain with him? Make a deal? Gain some kind of leverage? “I see,” he said easily, sitting back in his chair, fiddling with a pen between his fingers. “I give you something and you give me something in return?”
“No. I guess I want to show you that I’m not a complete fool, that I do care about something other than the man who murdered my sister. I really don’t want any more old ladies to die. I just wanted to mention it before I forgot and left.”
“You wouldn’t have forgotten, just as you couldn’t bring yourself to put your sister’s death behind you and go on with your life. Now, I already told you. You’re not leaving. Go back to your desk, Sherlock, and write out your ideas on the Ghost. We’ll talk later.”
She didn’t want to talk to him. She wasn’t in his league. Her very first attempt at deception, and he’d nailed her but good. She hadn’t realized she’d been so obvious. But she had been. He’d seen through everything. His anger was frightening, since he didn’t yell. It was cold, so very cold, that anger of his. Why hadn’t he just plain fired her? She’d betrayed him.
Why?
He would, soon enough; she was certain of that. She’d fire herself if she were in his shoes. She would pull everything else out of the database and then she would just slip away. He would know what she’d done quickly enough, but who cared? She couldn’t continue here. He wouldn’t allow it; the breach had been too great, her conduct too far beyond the line. No, he wouldn’t allow her to stay, no matter what game he was playing with her now.
She’d barely sat down at her desk before Hannah Paisley said from behind her, “You’re stupid, Sherlock, or does he call you by your cute little first name, Lacey?”
“I’m not stupid, Hannah, I’m just very tired. Well, maybe I am stupid.”
“Why are you so tired? Did Savich keep you up all night? How many times did he fuck you, Sherlock?”
Lacey flinched at the harshness of Hannah’s voice, not the naked word. That naked word conjured up some smutty, frankly silly photos in Playboy, showing contorting bodies. Now that she thought about it, they hardly ever showed the men completely naked, just the women. Really naked.
“Please, Hannah, there’s nothing at all between us. Savich doesn’t even like me. In fact—”
“In fact what?”
Lacey just shook her head. No, let Hannah hear it from Savich. It would happen soon enough.
“Just look at me, Hannah. I’m skinny and very plain. You’re beautiful—surely you must know that. I’m no threat to you, please believe me. Besides I don’t like Savich any more than he likes me. Would you try to believe at least that?”
“No. I spotted what you were the minute you walked into the Unit.”
“What am I?”
“You’re a manipulative bitch. You saw Savich at the Academy and you got him interested so he’d bring you into the Unit. But you listen to me, you stay away from Savich or I’ll take you apart. You know I can. Do you hear me?”
Ollie came walking over, nearly sauntering, whistling, if Lacey wasn’t mistaken, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but she saw his eyes. He recognized what he was seeing and he didn’t like it. “Hey, Hannah, what’s happening with the Lazarus case? What does the guy use all those Coke bottles for?”
She wasn’t shaking because of what Hannah had said—no, Hannah and her ridiculous jealousy meant less than nothing to her. Lacey had seen other women in Savich’s office, young women, nice-looking women. Did Hannah go after all of them as well?
Who cared? Forget Hannah. She turned her back on both Hannah and Ollie and booted up her computer, tapped her fingers while she waited, then punched in Savich’s password. Nothing happened.
Then suddenly, there appeared: Not this time, Sherlock.
The screen went black. The computer was her enemy. As long as Savich was still breathing, the computer would remain her enemy. She lifted her fingers from the keyboard and laid her hands in her lap.
“Your aunt all right?”
It was Ollie. He pulled up a chair and sat beside her. “You look like shit, Sherlock.”
“Thanks. Yes, my aunt is just fine now.”
“You look like you’re ready to go over the edge.”
She’d lived on the edge for seven years; no reason to go over now. She smiled at him. “Not really. I’m just tired, and that’s what I told Hannah. Thanks for drawing her fire, Ollie. I wish she’d open her eyes and realize that I’m about as much a threat to her as a duck in the sights of a hunter.”
“That’s an odd thing to say, Sherlock. Savich told me to tell you to come into the conference room. What’s it all about?”
 
“Tell the agents how the Ghost gets into the nursing homes, Sherlock.”
She sat forward, her hands clasped together. “The Ghost is disguised as an old woman, a nursing home resident. Ollie showed me how to mix and match report data and plug it into two overlapping protocols. I did it with data from what the witnesses had said after each of the murders. No one found anything unusual in any of these reports—not the witnesses, not the cops, not us. But the computer did.” She handed out a piece of paper. “These are direct quotes from the witnesses, just the pertinent parts, naturally, just the parts that, once tied together, pull the killer out of the bag.”
Savich read aloud: “ ‘No one around, Lieutenant. Not a single soul. Oh, just some patients, of course. They were scared, some of them disoriented. Perfectly natural.’” He raised his head. “This is from a night floor nurse.” He read down the page. “This one is from a janitor: ‘There wasn’t anybody around. Just old folks and they’re everywhere. Scared, they were. I helped several of them back to their rooms.’”
Romero nearly squeaked when he read: “ ‘There was this one old lady who felt faint. I carried her into the nearest room, the recreation parlor. Poor old doll. She didn’t want me to leave her, but I had to.’” Romero had a long narrow face, rather like Prince Charles’s. He had thick, black brows that nearly met between his eyes, eyes that were black and mirrored a formidable intelligence. He shook the paper toward Lacey. “Good going, Sherlock. That last quote was from a cop. A cop! Jesus, it was there all the time.”
Savich was sitting back in his chair, just looking at each of the agents, one by one. “So,” he said finally, once all of them were looking at him, “do you think this is the answer? Our killer is disguised as an old woman, a patient?”
“Looks good to me,” replied George Hanks, a thirty-five-year veteran of the Bureau who had the oldest eyes Lacey had ever seen.
Savich turned to Ollie. “You’re the lead on this case. What do you think?”
Ollie was staring at Lacey. He looked wounded, his mouth pinched. “I didn’t know anything about what Sherlock was going to do. It seems fairly straightforward, put like this. Like it’s so out there that we were all fools not to catch it. Of course they did already check this once, and we mulled it over too, but I guess none of us went deep enough. The first thing to do is call that cop and ask him who that old lady he carried into the recreation room was.”
“Good idea,” Savich replied. “That could pretty well clinch it if the cop remembers.” He turned to Lacey. “I don’t suppose you know if the killer is Jewish, Sherlock? Or hates Jews? Not necessarily the residents, since only two of the five old ladies who were killed were Jews. The owners, you think? Or have you dismissed the Star of David idea?”
“I don’t know, sir, about either. Listen, this idea just came to me, that’s all. It was blind luck.”

“Yes, I rather suppose it was,” Hannah said as she rose, “since you’re so new at this.”
Ollie was dogging Lacey’s heels out of the conference room. “Why?” he said, lightly touching her arm.
“There honestly wasn’t time, Ollie. No, of course there was time. It’s just that I, oh damn, this sounds ridiculous, but I really wasn’t even thinking about it until it popped right into my head. Surely you’ve done the same thing.”
“Yeah, sure, but then when I find something, the first thing I do is tell my partner. You didn’t say a word. You just tromped into the conference room and showed everyone how great you were. It wasn’t a very nice thing to do, Sherlock.”
“No, you’re right. It wasn’t. I can only say that I honestly wasn’t thinking about it.” It was true. She hadn’t known that Savich would put her on the spot in front of the whole Unit, but he had. There’d been no time then to say anything to Ollie. No, there’d been time. She just hadn’t thought about it. “Listen, Ollie, what happened was this. When I was on the plane going to Boston, I was pushed into this old woman coming out of the gangway. She turned on me and blasted me with the foulest language I’d ever heard. She looked mean. She looked at me as if she wanted to kill me. She’s the one who should get all the credit if this works out.”
“How did Savich know that you’d come up with something?”
“I can’t tell you that, Ollie. I’d like to, but I can’t. I’m sorry. Please. I might not be around much longer. I don’t know.”
“What’s going on?” Even though Ollie was a fatalist, he forgot anger very quickly. He laid his hand on her shoulder. “It’s something heavy, isn’t it?”
“Yes. Very heavy.”
“Sherlock. In my office. Now.”
Ollie spun around at Savich’s voice. “Would you like to tell me what’s wrong?”
“No, this is just between the two of us, Ollie. Stop looking like a rottweiler. I’m not going to pound her into the floor—at least not yet, not here. Come along, Sherlock.”
But they didn’t go to his office. He led her out of the Hoover Building to a small park that was catty-corner to it. “Sit.” She sat on the narrow bench. Fortunately, she didn’t have to wake up a homeless person and ask him to leave. It was a beautiful day, the sky clear, just a light, cool breeze. The sidewalks were crowded with a batch of fall tourists. There were two families with small kids eating picnic lunches on blankets. It was utterly foreign to her, this family thing. It hadn’t been, a long time ago. That was before her mother had become ill. At least before Lacey had realized how very ill she was.
“I’ve given this a lot of thought.”
“You found me out so quickly, I’m sure that you’ve had plenty of time to figure out everything.”
“Look at me, Sherlock.”
She looked. Then suddenly she began to laugh. “You look like Heathcliff: brooding, piercing eyes, and dangerous. I remember thinking once that you had summer-blue eyes, a dreamer’s eyes. But not now. You could kill easily now.”
He wanted to smile, but he didn’t. Dreamer’s eyes? Jesus, that was nuts. He said, “I’ve reviewed the seven murders this guy did seven years ago. I called Ralph Budnack in Boston and asked if he’d heard of any murders committed with this same M.O. other than the one they’d had just the other day. He said they hadn’t heard about other murders, but that they’d just realized they had a serial killer on their hands, a guy who’d struck in San Francisco seven years ago.” He paused a moment, turning at the unearthly cooing of a pigeon.
“I finally managed to get in to see Detective Budnack,” Lacey said. “He wouldn’t even talk to me. He said I was a sicko and that they didn’t need any help.”
“I know. I spoke to him right after he kicked you out of his office.”
She wanted to hit him. “That was Tuesday afternoon. You didn’t say a damned thing about it when I called you that night!”
“That’s right. Why should I?”
“Well, so you really didn’t have to, but you knew. You knew all the time what I was trying to do.”
“Oh yes. Tell me, Sherlock, what did you do for the other two days?”
“Nothing that got me anywhere. The medical examiner wouldn’t talk to me even when I managed to lie my way in. With my background, it wasn’t that hard. But he was closemouthed, said he didn’t like outsiders poking their noses in his business. I spoke to the main reporter at the Boston Globe. His name’s Jeb Stuart, of all things. He didn’t know much more than was in the paper. I bought him dinner and he spilled his guts, but there wasn’t much I could use. Then I came home. To you. To get the ax for being a fool.”
Savich looked out over the park. He leaned back, stretching out his arms on the bench back. Horns sounded in the background, the sun slivered through the thick canopy of oak leaves, a father was shouting at his kid. “The Boston police have asked for our help. Why didn’t you tell Lieutenant Budnack that you were FBI? Chances are good he would have cooperated.”
“I knew that if I did, you’d hear about it and aim your computer toward Boston and you’d find out everything. Of course you did that anyway. I should have shown my badge. Maybe I would have gotten something before Budnack tossed me out on my ear. I was stupid. I didn’t think it through. I thought if I pretended to be a member of the Ramsgate family, it would be my best shot at getting information.” A pigeon darted close to her feet, then away again. “They’re used to being fed,” she said, watching the pigeon begin to pace in front of her. “I hope the person who feeds them isn’t dead.”
“Old Sal usually sits here. She isn’t here this afternoon because she’s picking up her Social Security check. Her health is better than yours. She has names for all the pigeons. Now, what are you planning to do?”
She stood abruptly and looked down at him, hands on hips. “What do you want from me? I already told you I’d resign.”
“Then I suppose you’ll hightail it up to Boston and go on a one-woman hunt for the String Killer?”
“Yes. I have to. I’ve prepared myself. I’ve waited a very long time for him to strike again.”
“Very well. I don’t seem to have any choice.” He stood up abruptly. He was very big. Inadvertently, she took a step back.
He looked impatient. “You afraid I’ll throw you here in the park?”
No, she’d been afraid that he’d kill her. Just as that man had killed Belinda. She tried to shrug it off. “I guess I’m just a bit nervous. Sorry. What don’t you have a choice about? You have a choice about everything.”
“If you only knew,” he said, and plowed his fingers through his hair. “I had you call me every night from Boston because I was afraid you’d get yourself into trouble.”
“I’m a trained FBI agent. What trouble? Even if I couldn’t get to my gun, I sure know how to fall.”
He grinned down at her, raised his hand, then lowered it. “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen. You know more about this guy than any other living person. Would you say that’s accurate?”
“Yes.” Her heart began to beat in a slow cadence. “I guess you know I printed out all the police and autopsy reports from the seven murders in San Francisco?”
He nodded, looking toward an old woman who was pulling a grocery cart loaded with bags filled with old clothes, cardboard, empty cola bottles. “It’s Old Sal. I’ll introduce you, then we need to get back.”
Old Sal just looked her over with very worldly, bloodshot eyes. She could have been any age from fifty to ninety.
“Get your check, Sal?”
“Yeah, Dillon, I got it. You feed my little birdies?”
“No, Sherlock here wanted to, but I wouldn’t let her.”
The old eyes turned to her. “You Sherlock?”
“Yes, ma’am. Nice to meet you.”
“You be good to my boy here, you get me, young lady?”
“I’m not a young lady, ma’am, I’m an FBI agent.”
Savich laughed. “She’s right, Sal. I rather think I’ll be the one taking care of her.”
“You get your problems solved, dear, then you can play with my boy here. He’s a good lad.”
“I will, ma’am.”
“I don’t like this ma’am stuff.”
“It’s okay, Sal. She calls me sir, right to my face, as if I were her father or something even worse.”
“How old are you, Sherlock?”
“I’m twenty-seven.”
“That’s a good age. Dillon is thirty-four. Just turned thirty-four three and a half weeks ago. We had a little party for him here. Me and my birdies. Is Sherlock your first or last name?”
“It’s my last name, Sal. My first name’s Lacey.”
“Huh. I like Sherlock better. It gives you distinction.”
“I agree.”
“You need anything, Sal?”
“No, Dillon. I just want to sit in this lovely sun, rest my bones, and feed my birdies. I got them a pound of unsalted peanuts. I don’t want to harden their little arteries.”
Lacey was still smiling when they went back into the Hoover Building.
She wasn’t smiling ten minutes later.
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“SO HE’S going to take you to Boston. How’d you manage that, Sherlock?”
Hannah Paisley was leaning over her, her voice low and furious in her ear.
“You shouldn’t be going. You’re new, you don’t know anything. You don’t deserve to go. It’s because you’re sleeping with him, isn’t it?”
Lacey slowly turned in her chair, looking up. “No, Hannah. Stop this. This is all business, nothing else. Why don’t you believe me?”
“You’re lying, damn you. I’ve seen women look at him. They all want him.”
“Ollie told me that Savich doesn’t believe in becoming involved with anyone in his unit. That includes all of us, Hannah. If you want him, then I suggest you transfer out. Listen, I just want to catch this monster in Boston. Actually I did lie. I do want Savich’s brain and his expertise. Does that count? Is that brain lust?”
Finally Hannah had left.
Now Lacey leaned her head back against her new sofa and grabbed one of the fat pillows to hug. She closed her eyes and thought of the woman who had just about everything and wanted more. She was sorry if Hannah loved Savich, but there was nothing either of them could do about it. Hannah had to get a grip. Lacey was the last woman on earth who was a threat to her. No matter now. She wouldn’t worry about it anymore. It was Savich’s problem. She leaned over and stared at the phone. She picked up the receiver, stared at it some more, then took a deep breath. She dialed the number very slowly.
It rang once, twice, then “Hello, Judge Sherlock here.”
“Hello, Dad.”
“Lacey?”
“Yes, Dad.”
“This is a surprise. You usually only write. Is something wrong?”
“No. I just didn’t have time to write. How are you? How is Mom?”
“Your mother is the same as ever, as am I. So Douglas tells me you’re in this special unit in the FBI and then I read about you and this genius guy catching that murderer in Chicago. You happy now?”
She ignored the sarcasm in his voice, but it was difficult. She’d always hated that awful cutting tone of his that used to annihilate her when she was growing up. In letters, she usually missed it, which was one reason why she only wrote him letters. But there was no time for a letter now. “Dad, he’s struck again.”
“What? Who’s struck whom?”
“The monster who murdered Belinda. He’s struck again in Boston. He killed a woman exactly the same way he killed the seven women in San Francisco. It’s been exactly seven years since he stopped. It’s a cycle. He’s on a seven-year cycle.”
There was no sound, no breathing, nothing.
“Dad? He’s begun again. Didn’t you understand me?”
“Yes, Lacey, I understand you.”
“I’m going to Boston tomorrow morning with my boss, Dillon Savich, who’s the chief of the Criminal Apprehension Unit. I’m going to catch this monster, Dad. Finally, I’m going to get him.”
She was breathing hard. There was nothing but silence on the other end of the line. She drew a deep breath. She had to calm down. She didn’t want to sound like some sort of obsessed nut.
But she was. That monster had taken everything from her and left her with a fear she’d managed to control, but it was there still, deep inside of her. No, it wasn’t just for her. She just wanted to get this scum off the streets. She wanted to shoot him herself.
“Lacey? What do you mean, you’re going to catch him? You’re not involved. Leave it to the professionals.”
“That’s what I am, Dad.”
“No,” he said, angry now. “No, you’re not. You’re a scared little girl. I think you should come home now. Listen to me. Your sister’s been dead seven years. Seven years, Lacey. Douglas told me what you were doing, but I didn’t want to believe it. We all know you’ve given up the last seven years of your life. It’s way beyond time to let go of it. Forget it. Come home. I’ll take care of you. You can play the piano again. You enjoyed that, and it sure as hell won’t get you killed. I won’t say a word about law school. Come home.”
Forget it? Forget what that butcher had done to Belinda, to her? She drew a deep breath. “How is Mom?”
“What? Oh, your mother. She had a quiet day. Her nurse, Miss Heinz, told me at dinner that she ate well and she watched television, The Price Is Right, I believe it was, with seeming understanding.”
“I’m not like my mother.”
“No, certainly you’re not. But this has got to stop, Lacey.”
“Why?”
“Let the police catch that madman.”
“I am the police. The highest police in the land.”
He was silent for a very long time, then he said quietly, “Your mother began this way.”
“I must be going, Dad. I had hoped you’d be pleased that I have a shot at catching this monster.”
Her father said nothing at all.
To her shock, a soft whispery voice came on the line. “Is that you, Lacey?”
“Hello, Mom. You sound great. How do you feel?”
“I’m hungry, but Nurse Heinz won’t get me anything from the kitchen. I’d like some chocolate chip cookies. You always liked chocolate chip cookies when you were small, I remember.”
“I remember too, Mom.”
“Don’t try to catch the man who murdered Belinda. He’s too dangerous. He’s insane, he’ll kill you and I couldn’t bear that. He’s—”
The line went dead, then the familiar dial tone.
The phone rang again immediately. It was her father. “I’m sorry, Lacey. I was so agitated that I dropped the phone. Listen, I’m scared. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“I understand, but I must try to catch him. I must.”
She heard him sigh. “I know. Be careful.”
“I will.” She looked at the receiver a moment, then gently laid it back in its cradle. She looked at the lovely Bentrell paintings on the stretch of white wall. Landscapes—rolling hills, some grazing cows, a small boy with a bucket on either end of a pole, carried across his back and balanced over his shoulders. She slowly lowered her face into her hands and cried. She saw her father’s face from seven years ago, silent and still, no expression at all, just the silence of the grave, and he’d leaned down and whispered very softly in her ear, just after Belinda’s funeral, when she’d been so blank, so hollow, but not quite yet utterly terrified, “It’s over, thank the good Lord. You’ll survive, Lacey. She was only your half sister, try to remember that.”
And she’d just stared at him as if he were crazier than her mother. Only her half sister? That was supposed to mean something? It had only been three days later when the first nightmare had come in the deep of the night and her grief had become terror.
When the doorbell rang, she nearly shrieked, memories from the past overlaying the present. It was the doorbell, that was all, just the doorbell. Still, where was her gun? She looked frantically around the living room. There was her purse. She always carried her Lady Colt in her purse, in addition to the holster with her SIG.
She grabbed it, feeling its cold smoothness caress her hand like a lover even as the doorbell sounded again. She moved to stand beside the door.
“Sherlock? You there? Come on, I see the lights. Open the damned door!”
She nearly shuddered with relief as she shucked off the two chains, clicked back the dead bolt, and unlocked the door.
He was standing there in a short-sleeved shirt, jeans, and running shoes. A pale blue sweater was tied in a knot around his neck. She’d seen male models in magazines dressed like that—with the knotted sweater—and thought it looked ridiculous. It didn’t on him. He was frowning at her.
He stepped inside, still frowning. “That’s quite a display of gadgets you’ve got on that door. A strong guy, though, could just kick it in.”
She hadn’t thought of that. She lowered the gun to her side, still saying nothing. She would have to reinforce the door. No, she was being absurd.
He closed the door behind him. “I wanted to see if you were furnished yet,” he said, and walked into the living room. He looked around at the very expensive furnishings, then whistled. “The FBI must pay you too much. When did you get all this stuff, Sherlock?”
He was acting as though nothing was wrong. He was acting as though she was normal. She was normal. She gently laid her Lady Colt on the lamp table beside the sofa. “I’m not much of a shopper, and Sally Quinlan had to cancel out on me. I just called an interior designer in Georgetown and told him what I wanted and needed in place before my boss found out. He took care of it. Really fast.”
He turned slowly to look at her. “As I said, we must pay you too much.”
“No, I have a trust fund. Normally I don’t ever dip into it. I don’t need to, but I wanted this place furnished and I didn’t want to take the time to do the shopping myself. I knew you’d keep after me until I at least got a sofa.”
“The trust is from your grandmother, right? If I remember correctly, she died four years ago and left you a bundle.”
“Yes.” She wasn’t at all surprised. “Please tell me you have better things to do with your time than memorize my personal history.”
“Yeah, I’ll tell you about my better things if you tell me why you’ve been crying.”
Her hands went to her face. She’d forgotten. She stared at him, straight in the eye, and said, “I have an allergy.”
“Yeah, right. Just look at all the pollen floating around in the air in here. Come on, who upset you?”

“It’s nothing, sir, nothing at all. Now, would you like a cup of coffee? Some tea?”
“Tea would be great.”
“Equal in it?”
“Nah, only women use Equal. Make mine plain.”
“No chemicals for you?”
He just grinned at her as he followed her to the kitchen. A whole row of shiny new appliances, from a blender to a Cuis-inart, were lined up on the pale yellow tiles. “No,” he said, more to himself than to her, “not all of them are unused. I see you’ve pushed buttons on the microwave, but nothing else.”
“That’s right,” she said coolly, as she put the teapot spout beneath the water spigot. “However, I’ve always believed that woman can indeed live by microwave alone,” she added, trying to smile at him, which really wasn’t all that difficult. She turned on the electric burner. “As for the toaster, that needs bread and I haven’t bought any yet.”
She said over her shoulder as she set the kettle on the stove, “I’m not packed yet, sir, but I will be ready in time. I will meet you at the airport tomorrow morning.”
“I know,” he said, staring at the bread maker that looked like a lonely white block at the end of the counter. “You know how to use that thing?”
“No, but a recipe book came with it. The designer said that every modern kitchen needs one.”
“Why were you crying, Sherlock?”
She just shook her head, went to the cabinet, and got down two teacups and saucers.
“You got any cheap mugs? I don’t want to get my pinky fingers near those. They look like they cost more than I make in a week.”
“I guess they do. The guy went overboard on some of the things.”
“I thought women liked to pick out their own dishes.”
“Actually, I thought everyone did, guys included. But I just didn’t want to take the time. There’s too much happening that’s so much more important. I told you.”
“Come to think of it, I did pick out my own dishes. They’re microwavable.”

“So are mine. That was the only criterion on my list, that and not too much fancy stuff.”
“Why were you crying?”
“I would appreciate it if you would leave that alone, sir.”
“Call me Savich and I might.”
“All right, Savich. Old Sal calls you Dillon. I think I like that better.”
“What’s the guy’s name?”
“What guy?”
“The one who made you cry.”
She just shook her head at him. “Men. You think a woman’s world has to revolve around you. When I was young I used to watch the soaps occasionally. A woman couldn’t seem to exist by herself, make decisions for herself, simply enjoy being herself. Nope, she was always circling a man. I wonder if they’ve changed any.”
“I hadn’t thought of it quite like that before, but yeah, I guess that’s about right. What’s his name, Sherlock?”
“No man. How about I pour some milk in your tea? Is that manly?”
“Sometimes, but not in tea. Keep it straight.”
She wanted to smack him. But he’d made her smile, a good-sized smile. She walked to a pristine white wallboard and ostentatiously wrote Equal on it with a blue washable Magic Marker. “There. All done. You happy?”
“Happy enough. Thanks. You call Chico yet?”
“Things have been happening a bit fast. I haven’t had the time.”
“If you don’t, I’ll have to take you back to the gym and throw you around.”
“The first dozen or so falls weren’t that bad.”
“I went easy on you.”
“Ollie told me you nearly tromped him into the floor.”
“At least Ollie’s a guy, so he didn’t whine.”
She just grinned at him. “This cup is too expensive to waste throwing at you.”
“Good. Do you have just plain old Lipton’s tea bags?”
“Yes.”
He watched her pour the hot water over the tea bags. “If it wasn’t a guy who made you cry, then what did?”

“I could throw a tea bag at you.”
“All right, I’ll back off, but I don’t like to see my agents upset—well, upset by something else other than me and my big mouth. Now, let’s talk about our game plan in Boston. That’s why I busted in on you this evening. There’s a lot we need to get settled before we descend on the Boston PD.”
“You’re really not going to fire me?”
“Not yet. I want to get everything out of you, then if I’m still pissed off that you lied to me, that’s when I’ll boot you out.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You got what you wanted. How sorry can you be?”
He was right about that. She was a hypocrite. She gave him a big smile. “I’m not sorry at all. I’m so relieved, so grateful, that I’ll let you say anything sexist you want, at least for tonight.”
“You won’t whine about getting up early tomorrow, will you? The flight’s at seven-thirty A.M.”
She groaned, then toasted him with her teacup. “Thank you, sir . . . Dillon. I won’t make you sorry.”
“Somehow I can’t imagine that you won’t.”
Savich left at ten o’clock, singing to himself as he left. It had to be a line from a country-and-western song, but of course she’d never heard it before. She grinned as she heard his deep voice drawl, “A good ole boy Redneck is what I aim to be, nothing more, nothing less will ever do for me. All rigged out in my boots and jeans, my belt buckle wide, my belly lean . . .”
She closed the door, refastened the chains and clicked the dead bolt into place. That was the third or fourth time she thought she’d heard him singing country-western words. Oddly, her classical leanings weren’t offended. What could be wrong with music that made you smile?
They hadn’t spoken much about the case after all. No, he’d just checked out her digs and told her she needed a CD player. It was clear what kind of music he preferred.
She packed methodically. She prayed he would help her find the man who had killed her sister.
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SAVICH SAID to Lacey, “as I told you last night, Detective Budnack will be meeting us at the station. It’s District Six in South Boston. They found Hillary Ramsgate in an abandoned warehouse on Congress Street. Somebody called it in anonymously, either the killer or a homeless person, probably the latter. But they’ve got the guy’s voice on tape so when we catch him, we can make a comparison.
“He’ll have all the police reports, the autopsy, the results of any other forensic tests they’ve done as of today. I’d appreciate it if you’d go over all this stuff. You got all our things?”
“Yes,” she said, turning in her seat to face him fully. “Also, I doubt that Detective Budnack understood the game. He knew there was a game because of the note saying Hillary Ramsgate lost and had to pay the forfeit, but he didn’t understand what it meant.”
“No, but it’s his first hit with this guy. By the time we get there, he’ll have spoken to the police in San Francisco and probably read most of the reports. Tell me your take on his game, Sherlock. I’m sure you’ve got one.”
They accepted coffee from the flight attendant, then settled back. The coffee was dreadful, but it was at least hot. She looked hard at her coffee. A lock of hair had come loose from its clamp and hung down along the side of her face, curving along her jawline. He watched her jerk it behind her ear, never looking away from that coffee of hers. What was going on here?

She said finally, “I’ve pictured this in my mind over the years, refined it, changed it here and there, done many profiles on him, and now I think I’ve got it exactly the way he did it. He knocks the woman on the head and takes her to a deserted building, the bigger the building the better. In three instances, he used abandoned and condemned houses; in one, he used a house whose owners were out of town. He’s intimately familiar with the buildings and houses. He’s set up all his props and arranged the sets. He’s turned them into houses of horror, then, finally, into mazes.
“When the woman regains consciousness, she’s alone and unharmed. She isn’t in complete darkness, although it’s late night outside. There’s a faint light, just enough so she can see about a foot or two all around her. What she does first is call out. She’s afraid to have an answer and just as afraid when there’s dead silence. Then she’s hopeful that he’s left her there alone. She yells again.
“Then she gets herself together and tries to find a way out of the building. But there isn’t a way out. There are doors, but they’re bolted. She’s nearly hysterical now. She knows something is very wrong. Then she finds the string that was lying beside where she’d awakened.
“She doesn’t understand the string, but she picks it up and begins to follow it. It leads her through convoluted turns, over obstacles, into mirrors he’s set up to scare the hell out of her when she suddenly comes upon her own image. Then the string runs out. Right at the narrow entrance to this set he’s put into place.
“Then perhaps he laughs, calls out to her, tells her that she’s going to fail and when she fails, he’s going to have to punish her and she won’t like that. Yes, he will have to punish her because she will lose the game. But he doesn’t tell her why he’s doing it. Why should he? He’s enjoying her ignorance. Maybe he even calls out to her, taunts her, before she walks into the maze. That’s possible, too. The note thing. He only did that with the first woman he killed in San Francisco. It’s as though he’s identified what he’s done and the next time and the time after that, it isn’t necessary. Everyone will know who he is.”

He said slowly, “You are awfully certain of what he does, Sherlock.”
“I told you, I’ve thought and thought about it. The shrinks believe—as do the FBI Profilers—that he watches every move she makes, memorizes every expression on her face, possibly even films her. I’m not so sure about that.
“But I bet he even tells her she can win the game if she runs, if she manages to reach the center of the maze. She does run, hoping, praying that he isn’t lying, that she can save herself, and she runs right into this maze he’s built since there’s nowhere else for her to go. There are dead ends in the maze. Finally she finds her way to the center. She’s won. She’s breathing hard. She’s terrified, hopeful, both at the same time. She’s made it. She won’t be punished.
“He’s waiting for her there.” She had to stop trembling. She drew a deep breath, took another drink of her now-cold coffee, then said with a shrug, “This much was obvious when everything was reconstructed by experts after the fact.”
Savich said, “So then he stabs her in the chest and in the abdomen until she’s dead. Is everyone you know of certain he does this when she makes it to the center of the maze?”
“Yes. Instead of winning, she loses. He’s there, with a knife. He also cuts out her tongue. This fact never appeared in any publicized reports so that any confessions could be easily verified.”
“Why does he do that?”
She didn’t look at him. “Probably to shut her up forever. He killed only women. He hates them.”
“A game,” Savich said slowly, looking down at a ragged thumbnail. “A game that leads to certain death. I don’t understand why she loses if she manages to find the center of the maze. As you said, usually that means you’ve won. But not with this guy. You have any ideas about why he kills her when she makes it to the center of the maze?”
“Not a clue.”
But she did and he didn’t know how she did. “Do you remember the legend of Theseus and the Minotaur?”
“Yes,” she said. “I remember that at the center of the cave, Theseus came upon the Minotaur. But Theseus didn’t lose. He killed the Minotaur.”

“And Ariadne led him out with a string.”
“You’re thinking that maybe he sees himself as Theseus and that the women are the Minotaur? I don’t know. It doesn’t make much sense to me.”
“But you know that it makes perfect sense to him. How much of a study did you do of the legend?”
“Not all that much really,” she said.
“Do it when we get home again.”
“But even if I happen to discover more parallels between what the killer does and the Theseus legend, it won’t tell us anything about the man’s identity, about how to find him. Do you know that he used the same abandoned building for two of his victims in San Francisco? It was down in the China Basin. The very same building! Then the police put a watch on it, but it was too late. He was surely laughing at them, at all of us, because we were helpless.”
“It surprises me that no one saw anything. There are usually lots of homeless around those abandoned buildings. And cops do patrol. To set up all the props, he would have had to carry stuff in and out of the buildings, yet no one appeared to see anything. He would have had to transport his props. A truck? He had to make them himself or buy them somewhere.”
“Yes, but only once. He took away most of his props after he killed each woman. He left just enough so the police would know what he’d done.”
“And still no one saw anything. That boggles the mind.”
“Evidently one old man saw him, because he was found strangled near one of the abandoned buildings. It was the same kind of string used to get to the center of the maze. He wanted the cops to know it had been him.”
“What did you mean that he was laughing at us?” She had been nineteen years old at the time her sister was murdered. How was she involved? He would find out later. She was just shaking her head at him as he said, very quietly, “You’re on a cycle too, Sherlock. A seven-year cycle. He’s done nothing for seven years, just gone about his business, probably stewing inside but not enough to make him snap. As for you, you’ve given the last seven years of your life to him.”
She was stiff, her eyes colder than the ice frozen over her windshield the previous winter. It was what Douglas had said to her, what her father had said: “It’s none of your business.”
“I suppose your family has told you it isn’t very healthy.”
“It’s none of your business.”
“I imagine you couldn’t bear it, that you couldn’t bear to let your sister go, not the way she was removed, like the pawn in a game that she had to lose.”
She swallowed. “Yes, that’s close enough.”
“There’s more, isn’t there? A whole lot more.”
She was very pale, her fingers clutched around the paper coffee cup. “No, there’s nothing more.”
“You’re lying. I wish you wouldn’t, but you’ve lied for a very long time, haven’t you?”
“There’s nothing more. Please, stop.”
“All right. Do you want to shoot this guy once we nab him? You want to put your gun to his head and pull the trigger? Do you want to tell him who you are before you kill him? Do you think killing him will free you?”
“Yes. But that’s unlikely to happen. If I can’t shoot him then I want him to go to the gas chamber, not be committed the way Russell Bent will be. At least that’s what my brother-in-law, Douglas Madigan, told me.”
“No one knows yet if Russell Bent will be judged incompetent to stand trial. Don’t jump the gun. Life imprisonment without parole isn’t good enough?”
“No. I want him dead. I don’t want to worry about him escaping and killing more women. I don’t want to worry that he might be committed to an institution, then fool the shrinks and be let loose. I don’t want him still breathing after he killed seven—no, eight—people. He doesn’t deserve to breathe my air. He doesn’t deserve to breathe any air.”
“I’ve heard the opinion that since killing a murderer doesn’t bring back the victim, then as a society we shouldn’t impose the death penalty, that it brings us down to the murderer’s level, that it’s nothing but institutional revenge and destructive to our values.”
“No, of course it doesn’t bring the victim back. It’s a ridiculous argument. It makes no sense at all. It should be very straightforward: If you take another human life, you don’t deserve to go on living. It’s society’s punishment, it’s society’s revenge against a person who rips apart society’s rules, who tries himself to destroy who we are and what we are. What sort of values do we have if we don’t value a life enough to eradicate the one who wantonly takes it?”
“We do condemn, we do imprison, we just don’t necessarily believe in killing the killer.”
“We should. It’s justice for the victim and revenge as well. Both are necessary to protect a society from predators.”
“What about the argument that capital punishment isn’t a deterrent at all, thus why have it?”
“It certainly wouldn’t be a deterrent to me, the way the appeals process works now. The condemned murderer spends the taxpayer’s money keeping himself alive for at least another thirteen years—our money, can you begin to imagine?—no, I wouldn’t be deterred. That monster, Richard Allen Davis, in California who killed Polly Klaas and was sentenced to death. You can bet you and I will be spending big bucks to keep him alive for a good dozen more years while they play the appeals game. Someone could save him during any appeal in those years. Tell me, if you knew that if you were caught and convicted of killing someone you’d be put to death within say two years maximum, wouldn’t it make you think about the consequences of killing? Wouldn’t that be something of a deterrent?”
“Yes. And I agree that more than a decade of appeals is absurd. Our paying for all the appeals is nuts. But revenge, Sherlock, just plain old revenge. Wouldn’t you have to say that the committed pursuit of it is deadening?”
That’s what he’d wanted to say all along. She was very still, looking out the small window down at the scattered towns in New England. “No,” she said finally, “I don’t think it is. Once it’s over you see, once there’s justice, there can be a final good-bye to the victim. Then there’s life waiting, life without fear, life without guilt, life without shame. It’s all those things that are deadening.” She said nothing more.
He pulled a computer magazine out of his briefcase and began reading. He wondered what else had happened to her. Something had, something bad. He wondered if the something bad had happened to her around the time her sister had been killed. It made sense. What the hell was it?
• • •

Homicide Detective Ralph Budnack was a cop’s cop. He was tall, with a runner’s body, a crooked nose that had seen a good half dozen fights, intelligent, a stickler for detail, and didn’t ever give up. His front teeth lapped over, making him look mischievous when he smiled. He met them at the District 6 Station and took them in to see his captain, John Dougherty, a man with bags under his tired eyes, bald and overweight, a man who looked like he wanted to retire yesterday.
They reviewed all that they knew, viewed the body in the morgue, and met with the medical examiner. There had been twenty stab wounds in Hillary Ramsgate’s body: seven in the chest, thirteen in the abdomen. No sexual assault. Her tongue had been cut out, really very neatly, and there was a bump on her head from the blow to render her unconscious.
“Ralph tells me the guy’s on a seven-year cycle and we lucked out that he just happened to be here when the seven years were up. That kind of luck can kill a person.” Captain Dougherty chewed on his unlighted cigar. “The mayor called just before you came. The governor is next. I sure hope you guys can catch this guy.”
“There are many meanings and contexts to the number seven,” Savich said, looking up from the autopsy report he was reviewing again. “I don’t know if we’ll get much out of this, but just as soon as we’ve inputted all the information from Ms. Ramsgate’s murder into the program, I’m going to correlate it to any instances of the number seven as working behavior in numerology.” He looked over at Lacey, who was staring blankly at him. “Hey, it’s worth a try. There just might be something, it just might be that our guy buys into all that stuff, that it will give us some clues about him.”
“Hell,” said Captain Dougherty, “use a psychic if you think it might help. A trained cat, if you’ve got one.”
Savich laughed, not at all insulted. “I know it sounds weird, but you know as well as I do that people can be loonier than the Mad Hatter.”
“I didn’t catch your name,” Ralph Budnack said, staring at Lacey, “but I’ve seen you before. Now I’ve got it. You came in here claiming to be related to the victim.” He turned to Savich, his jaw working. “You want to tell me what the hell is going on here?”

“Calm down, Ralph. It’s all very understandable. Her sister was killed seven years ago in San Francisco by this guy. That’s why she realized so fast that he’d struck again. That’s why she came up here. Thanks to her, we’re on to him immediately. Now, you don’t have to worry about her. She works for me. I’ll have her under control.”
Captain Dougherty was staring at her, chewing harder on the unlit cigar. “I don’t want any vigilante stuff here, Agent Sherlock. You got that? You even tiptoe outside the boundaries and I’ll bust you hard. I don’t care if you’re FBI. I wouldn’t care if you were Hoover himself. It appears to me that Savich would bust you too. I wouldn’t want to go in the ring with him.”
“I understand, sir.” Why did Dillon have to tell them the truth? She could have lied her way out of it. She caught his eye and realized he knew exactly what she was thinking. He didn’t want her to lie anymore. Well, bully for him. It hadn’t been his sister who’d been butchered; it hadn’t been him to have nightmares horrible enough to wake you up wheezing, knowing that you were dying, that someone was close, really close, nearly close enough to kill you. She wanted to throw him through the window, although it looked as though it had been painted shut.
Now Budnack would tell the other cops who she was and what she’d done, and no one would trust her as far as the corner.
“I hope we’ll find out something about this seven-year thing,” Savich said. “It also occurred to me that he knows how to build sets and props. Not just build them, but he has to transport them to the buildings where he intends to commit the murders. They must be constructed to fold pretty small to fit in a car trunk or in a van. That means he has to be proficient at least at minimal construction.
“Also, surely a truck would have been remarked upon. And he must do it in the middle of the night to cut way down on the chance of being seen. It’s possible that the seven business will correlate to building things. Who knows?”
“Like a propman in the theater,” Lacey said slowly, hope soaring.
“Could be,” Savich said. “Let’s get the rest of the goodies in the program, then see what we come up with. He stood. “Gentlemen, anything else?”
“Yes,” Ralph Budnack said. “I want to help you input into this magic program of yours.”
“You got it,” Savich said and shook his hand.
The three of them took turns until late in the afternoon. Savich said, “There, that about takes care of it. Now let me tell MAX to stretch his brain and see what he can find for us. I inputted every instance of the number seven I could find. For example, two of the murders were committed on the seventh day of the week. Another murder was committed in the seventh month of the year. Sounds pretty far-out, but we’ll see. The real key is the seven-year cycle and the fact that he killed seven women. MAX has more to work with here than he’s ever had before. Also I gave MAX another bone—the construction angle.” His fingers moved quickly over the keys. Then he grinned up at Lacey, and pressed ENTER.
“That computer your kid?” Ralph Budnack asked.
“You’d think so,” Savich said. “But no, MAX is a partner, and by no means a silent one.” He patted the keyboard very lightly. “Nope, I’ll have some real kids one of these days.”
“You married?”
“No. Ah, here we go. MAX’s first effort. Let me print it out.”
There were only two pages.
Savich grinned at them. “Take a look, guys.”
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“THE PLEIADES?”
Ralph Budnack looked ready to cry. “We spent four hours inputting stuff and we get the Pleiades? What the hell are the Pleiades?”
“The seven daughters of Atlas and Pleione,” Lacey read. “They’re a group of stars, put in the sky by Zeus. Orion is behind them, chasing them.”
“This is nuts,” Ralph said.
“Keep reading,” Savich said. “Just keep reading.”
Lacey looked up, her face shining. “He’s an astronomer, he’s got to be. That or he’s an astrologer or into numerology, with astronomy as a hobby.”
Ralph Budnack said, “Maybe he’s a college professor, teaching mythology. He builds furniture on the side, as a hobby.”
“At least there appears to be something in the seven scenario,” Savich said, laying down page two. “We’ve got some leads. I’ve got a couple of other ideas, but Ralph, you and your guys can start checking this all out. Chances are, according to the Profilers, that the guy has been here at least six months, but less than a year. Enough time, in other words, for him to scout out all the places he’s going to take his victims.”
“Good point,” Budnack said, rubbing his hands together. “My other team members are interviewing everyone they can scrape up from the Congress Street area. I’ll pull them off to do this.”
When Lacey and Savich were alone, she said, “You’re having a problem with all this, aren’t you?”

“This whole business with the seven sisters of the Pleiades, it just seems too easy, too obvious.”
“Why? It took MAX to come up with it. The SFPD didn’t come up with it. The Profilers didn’t either. Also, it’s a seven-year interval between killings. He kills seven women at each cycle. Two sevens is a goodly number of sevens.”
Savich stood up and stretched, then he scratched his stomach. “You’re probably right. I’m just dragged down because MAX got it and we didn’t. But you know, I’ve got this itch in my belly. Whenever I’ve gotten this itch in the past, there’s been something I’ve missed.
“I need to go to the gym. Working out clears my brain. You want to come along? I won’t tromp you this time. In fact, I’ll start work on your deltoids.”
“I didn’t bring any workout stuff. Besides, I plan to protect my deltoids with my life.”
 
The cops tracked down four possible suspects within the next twenty-four hours—two of them astrologers who’d come to Boston during the past year, two of them numerologists. Both the numerologists had come during the past year from southern California. They didn’t arrest any of them. Budnack, Savich, and Lacey met later that day in Captain Dougherty’s office.
“No big deal about that,” Ralph Budnack said, frowning. “All the nuts come from southern California.”
“So does Julia Roberts,” Savich said.
“Point taken,” Budnack said and grinned. “So what do you think, Savich? It just doesn’t feel right with any of these guys. Plus two of them have pretty good alibis. We found a homeless guy, Mr. Rick, he’s called, who said he saw a guy going in and out of the warehouse on Congress. He said he was all bundled up and he wondered about that since it was really warm that night, said it was so warm he didn’t even have to sleep in his box. Said he hadn’t seen him before.”
“Any more specifics about the man?” Lacey asked. “Anything about what he looked like?”
“Just that he looked kind of scrawny, a direct quote from Mr. Rick. Whatever that means. Mr. Rick is pretty big. Scrawny just might mean anything smaller than six foot. I might add that only one of the four guys we picked up could be called scrawny, and he’s got the strongest alibi.”
Savich had wandered away. He was pacing, head down, seemingly staring at the linoleum floor.
“He’s thinking,” she said in answer to Captain Dougherty’s unasked question.
“Your sister was really offed by this guy?”
“Yes. It’s been seven years. But you never forget.”
“Is that why you got into the FBI?”
“I didn’t know what else to do. I went to school and learned a bit about all the areas in forensics, then I focused on how the criminal mind works. Actually I’d planned to be a Profiler, but I couldn’t live what they do every day. So here I am. Thank God for Savich’s new unit.”
“You even learn about blood-spattering patterns?”
“Yeah, some of the examples of that were pretty gruesome. I’m not an expert, but at least I learned enough so that I’d know what to do, where to find out more, who to contact.”
Captain Dougherty said, “Everyone thinks profiling is so sexy. Remember that show on TV about a Profiler?”
“Yeah, the one with ESP. Now that was something, wasn’t it? Why bother with profiling? A waste of time. Just tune in to the guy and you’ve got him.”
He grinned and she distracted him with another question about one of the men they’d hauled in for questioning.
 
It was at midnight when Savich sat up in bed, drew a very deep breath, and said softly, “I’ve got you, you son of a bitch.”
He worked at the computer until three o’clock in the morning. He called Ralph Budnack at seven A.M. and told him what he needed.
“You got something, Savich?”
“I just might,” he said slowly. “I just might. On the other hand, I might be off plucking daisies in that big flower market in the sky. Keep doing what you’re doing.” He then called Lacey’s room.
“I need you,” he said. “Come to my room and we’ll order room service.”
The fax was humming out page after page from Budnack. “Yeah,” Savich was saying, “this will help.”

“You won’t tell me what you’re homing in on?”
“Nope, not until I know there’s a slight chance I’m on the right track.”
“I was thinking far into the night,” she said, and although it wasn’t at all cold in the room, she was rubbing her hands over her arms. She looked tired, pinched. “I couldn’t get this seven business out of my mind.” She drew a deep breath. “We banked everything on seven, and so we got the Pleiades and all that numerology stuff. But what if it doesn’t have anything to do with seven at all? What if there was just the one instance of seven and that was merely the time lag before he started killing again? What if he killed more than seven women? Eight women or even nine?” She looked nearly desperate, standing there, rubbing her arms. “Not much of a big lead there. I think you’re right, it’s just too pat, and too confining. But if there’s nothing there, then what else is there?”
“You’re perfectly right. You’ve got a good brain, Sherlock. My brain was working in tandem with yours—”
She laughed, some of the tension easing out of her. “Which means that you’ve got a good brain too.”
“Me and MAX together have a top-drawer brain. All right, let me tell you where I’m heading and if you think I’m off the wall, then you can haul me back. I’ve been thinking that we’ve gotten too fancy here, exactly what you said—it’s too complicated out there. It assumes our killer is a really deep profound fellow with lots of esoteric literary or astrological underpinnings. That he probably builds designer furniture on the side. I woke up at midnight and thought: Give me a break. This is nothing but a headache theory. It’s time to get back to basics.
“I knew then that our guy isn’t any of those things. I think the answer just might lie with the obvious. I’ve been asking MAX to come up with other alternatives or new options based on new factoring data I’ve put in.” He drew a deep breath. “Remember, Sherlock, this still might not lead anywhere.”
“What’s obvious?”
“A psychopath who knows how to build props, make them fold up small, and make them portable. I know that they checked into this in San Francisco—they went to all the theaters, interviewed a dozen prop designers and builders. I went back in to see exactly what they did find—and where they’d looked, what kind of suspects they’d turned up.
“Not much, as it turns out. So, I’m having MAX look where they didn’t look. I’ve inputted just about everything I can think of into the program so we’ve got a prayer of turning up something helpful.”
She didn’t say anything, just looked at him. She felt hope well up, but she was afraid to nourish it. She saw that he was rubbing his neck.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“I worked out too hard last night after you left and then spent too much time hunched over MAX. No big deal.”
“If you’re not too macho, you might consider some aspirin. On the other hand, I hesitate to say anything at all now, given that you and MAX together are such a great team and MAX has got the bit between his teeth.”
“Yeah, he’s got a great byte.”
“That was funny, Dillon, if you spelled it right.”
“Trust me. I did.”
“You look like you’re ready to burst out of your skin and you can still be funny.”
“You’re not laughing.”
“I’m too scared.” And it was the truth. She was terrified he would kill again, terrified that he would escape and there would never be justice.
He watched her walk away from him across to the far windows that looked down eight floors to the street below.
“You want to tell me what else happened seven years ago?”
She actually flinched as if he’d struck her. He rose slowly and walked to her. He reached out his hand, looked at it, then dropped his arm back to his side. He said only, “Sherlock.”
She didn’t turn, just shook her head.
MAX beeped. Savich pressed the PRINT button. After a moment, he picked out one sheet of paper from the printer. He began to laugh. “MAX says our person may be in building supplies.”
She whipped around so fast she nearly fell. “As in a lumberyard?”
“Yes. He says that odds are good that with all the building materials the killer left behind, the type of hardware the killer used, the type of nails, the wood, the kinds of corkboard, the brackets, etcetera, that our guy works in lumber. Of course, the cops in the SFPD looked at every prop he left behind at every murder. It turns out that the wood wasn’t traceable, that all the brackets, hinges, and screws were common and sold everywhere. They came up dry. Now, they never specifically went after men who worked in lumberyards. MAX thinks we should look again.”
Her eyes were sparkling. “MAX is the greatest. It’s brilliant.”
“We’ll see. Now in addition to a guy who works in lumber, we’ve also got a psychopath who hates women and cuts out their tongues. Why? Because he himself has taken grief from them or seen other men take the grief?”
She said slowly, not meeting his eyes, “Just maybe he cuts out their tongues because he knows they bad-mouth their husbands and curse a whole lot. Maybe he doesn’t believe women should curse. Maybe that’s how he picks out the women to kill.”
She’d known that all along, he thought, but how? It was driving him crazy, but he let it go for now. He knew she was right on the money. It felt right to his gut—no, perfect. He said easily, “That sounds really possible. Weren’t there some profiles drawing that conclusion?”
“Yes, certainly there were. The guy’s not in the theater or anything sexy like that?”
“Nope. I’ll called Ralph. He can check to see who’s arrived during the past year in Boston who works for a lumberyard.” Now that he thought about it, perhaps he had seen some speculation about that in some of the reports and profiles he’d read. Still, there was a whole lot more to all this. He looked at her. She looked away. Trust was a funny thing. It took time.
 
Marlin Jones was the assistant manager at the Appletree Home Supplies and Mill Yard in Newton Center. He was in conversation with his manager, Dude Crosby, when a pretty young woman with thick, curly auburn hair came up to him, a piece of plywood in her hand. There was something familiar about her.
He smiled at her, his eyes on that foot-long piece of plywood. He said before she could explain, “The problem is that the plywood’s too cheap. You tried to put a nail through it and it shredded the plywood. If you’ll come over here, I’ll show you some better pieces that won’t fall apart on you. Have we met before?”
“Thank you, er, Mr. Jones,” she said, looking at his name tag. “No, we haven’t met before.”
“I’m not very good at remembering faces, but well, you’re so pretty, maybe that’s why I thought I’d met you before.” She followed him out into the lumberyard. “What are you doing with the plywood, ma’am?”
“I’m building props for my son’s school play, and that’s why I need to use plywood, not hardwood. They’re doing Oklahoma! and I’ve got to put together a couple of rooms that can be easily disassembled then put back up. So I’ll need some brackets and some screws too.”
“Then why’d you pound a nail through it?”
“That was just experimentation. My husband, that fucking son of a bitch, won’t help me, drinks all the time, won’t take part in raising our son, won’t show me any affection at all, well, so I’ve got to do it all myself.”
Marlin Jones stared at her, as if mesmerized. He cleared his throat. “I can help you with this, Mrs.—?”
“Marty Bramfort.” She shook his hand. “I live on Commonwealth. I had to take a bus out here because that bastard husband of mine won’t fix the car. Next thing I know, that damned car will be sitting on blocks in the front yard and the neighbors will call the cops.”
“Mrs. Bramfort, if you could maybe draw what you need to build, then I could gather all the stuff together for you.”
“I don’t suppose you’ll help me put it all together?”
“Well, ma’am, I’m awfully busy.”
“No, never mind. That’s my jerk husband’s job, or it should be. It’s not yours. But I would appreciate your advice. I already made some drawings. Here they are.”
She laid them out on top of a large sheet of plywood. Marlin Jones leaned over to study them. “Not bad,” he said after a few minutes. “You won’t have much trouble doing this. I’ll cut all the wood for you and show you how to use the brackets. You want to be able to break all the stuff down quickly, though. I know just how to do that.”
She left the Appletree Home Supplies and Mill Yard an hour later. Marlin Jones would deliver the twelve cut pieces of plywood to the grade school gymnasium, along with brackets and screws, hinges, gallons of paint, and whatever else he thought she’d need.
Before she left him, she placed her hand lightly on his forearm. “Thank you, Mr. Jones.” She looked at him looking at her hand on his forearm. “I bet you’re not a lazy son of a bitch like my husband is. I bet you do stuff for your wife without her begging you.”
“I’m not married, Mrs. Bramfort.”
“Too bad,” she said, and grinned up at him. “But hey, I bet lots of ladies would like to have you around, no matter if they’re married or not.” When she walked away from him, she was swinging her hips outrageously. “Who knows what building props can lead to?” she called out over her shoulder, and winked at him.
 
She was whistling to herself as she walked from where she’d parked her car toward the Josephine Bentley Grade School gymnasium. It was Ralph Budnack’s car, a 1992 Honda Accord that drove like a Sherman tank. Toby, the temporary school janitor and a black cop for the Sixth Division, opened the door for her.
His voice carried as he said, “Jest about done, Mrs. Bramfort?”
“Oh yes, very nearly done now. You going home, Toby?”
“Yep, just waiting to let you in. Don’t forget to lock up now, Mrs. Bramfort.”
“I won’t.”
She was alone in the gymnasium, a vast room that resounded with her breathing, with every step she took, filling the empty air with echoes. All the nearly built props were neatly stacked in the corner. She’d been doing this a good five evenings in a row now. She unstacked all of them, laying them out side by side. Not much more to do.

She began work, her right hand turning the screwdriver again and again, digging in new holes through the plywood. Some of them were L shaped, most flat. The brackets were just to support the two pieces of plywood. She didn’t have all the lights on; just the corner where she worked had lighting. It wasn’t much. There were deepening shadows all around her, growing blacker as the minutes passed. Soon it would be nine o’clock. Dark outside. Darker inside.
It was the fifth night.
There wasn’t much more to do now except paint. Everything he’d sent over she’d used. She rose and dusted her hands on her jeans. She’d been to see Marlin Jones several times. He was always polite, always eager to help her, seemed to like it when she flirted with him. He had dark, dark eyes, almost opaque, as if no light ever shined behind them. He had dark brows, a thin nose, and full lips. He was good-looking, built well, if a bit on the thin side. He wasn’t all that tall, so perhaps then he could be called scrawny. After each time she saw him, she thought that he was just a plain man who earned his living cutting wood.
“There,” she said aloud, wishing something would happen soon, praying it would happen, knowing she wasn’t going to like being conked on the head, but not caring. A drop of pain behind her ear, a headache, were nothing compared to what he was going to get. “Done. Now let’s see how easy it is to undo all this stuff.”
“It’s real easy, Marty.”
It was his voice, Marlin’s voice. He was right behind her. She’d never heard him come in. She wanted to leap for joy. Finally, he’d come.
Her heart pounding, she whirled about, a gasp coming out of her mouth. “Oh goodness gracious, Marlin, you scared the stuffing out of me. Oh yeah, you scared me shitless.”
“Hi, Marty. I just came by to see how you were doing with the props. You know, you really shouldn’t curse like that. Ladies shouldn’t. It just doesn’t sound right.”
“Everyone does, Marlin, everyone. You should hear that scum bucket husband of mine cut loose. Look at this. I’m all done. I just need to paint, but I forgot which colors go on which piece so I’ll have to go home and get the drawings.”

“Not bad,” he said after a couple of minutes. He had run his fingers over the brackets, frowning when they weren’t straight, frowning even more when the screws weren’t all the way in.
He turned to smile down at her. “How’s your husband?”
“That asshole? I left him drinking Bud in front of the television. I’m going to leave that jerk, anytime now, I’m going to tell him to haul his saggy butt out of there and—”
It came so fast, she didn’t have time to do a single thing, even be frightened, even to prepare herself for it. The lights went out. At nearly the same instant, she felt a shock of heavy pain just behind her left ear. She wanted to cry out, but there wasn’t any sound in her throat, nothing at all, and she simply collapsed where she stood. She realized just before the blackness took over everything that she hadn’t hit the floor. No, Marlin was holding her. Where was Toby? Well hidden, she hoped. Please, don’t let him freak out and ruin the plan. No, he wouldn’t. Everyone knew she had to take a hit.
She’d begged for it.
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SHE WOKE up to dull, thudding pain behind her left ear. She’d never been hit in the head before. She’d only known what to expect in theory. The reality of it was that it wasn’t all that bad. Marlin knew what he was doing. He didn’t want her incapacitated. He wanted her up soon, panicked, scared, and begging. He didn’t want her crawling around puking up her guts from the nausea.
She held perfectly still until the pain lifted. She knew this time that she was lying on the floor, a raw-plank floor that smelled like old rotted wood, decades of dust and dirt embedded deep, and ancient carcasses, withered and stale, probably rats.
It should have been pitch black, but it wasn’t. She knew what was going to happen and still she felt such terror she doubted she could even get enough saliva in her mouth to yell. She thought briefly of the other women—of Belinda—the terror of waking alone, head pounding, knowing something was desperately wrong, and it was made all that much worse because it was unknown. She was scared to her very soul even though she knew what would happen.
She wanted to kill Marlin Jones very badly.
It seemed there were some hidden lights giving off just enough light so she could see just about a foot around her. She knew she was in a big deserted building. She also knew she wasn’t alone. Marlin Jones was here, somewhere, watching her. With infrared glasses? Maybe so.
She rose slowly to her feet, rubbing the back of her head. She had a slight headache, nothing more now. Oh yes, Marlin was good at what he did. She wondered how long he’d keep quiet. She called out, her voice credibly shaky, rife with rising panic, “Is anyone there? Please, where am I? What do you want? Who are you?”
Hysteria bubbled up, making her voice shrill now, raw in that silent air. “Who’s there? You cowardly little bastard, show yourself!”
There was no answer. There was no sound of any kind except for her hard breathing. She didn’t bother checking the boundaries of the building. Let him be disappointed that she was shortening the play, shortening his fun. She looked down to see the string lying where her hand had lain. It disappeared into the distance. She leaned down and picked it up. Skinny, strong string, leading her to the maze. It was fastened to something a goodly distance away. She slowly began to follow it. As she walked the dim light behind her disappeared, and the darkness ahead of her became shadowy light. Slowly, so slowly, breathing hard, she walked.
Suddenly a light snapped on just overhead, fiercely white, blinding her momentarily. Then she saw a woman staring at her, a woman whose mouth was hanging open, a wild-looking woman, pale as death, her hair tangled around her face. She screamed at her own image in the mirror staring back at her, frozen for an instant in time and terror.
Slowly she backed away from the mirror, one short step, then one more. She saw that there were walls, props, really, some fastened together with hinges, others with brackets, not amateurish like the ones she’d made. No, Marlin’s props were professional all the way.
Then the bright light snapped off as suddenly as it had come on, and she was left again in the narrow dim light.
It was then she heard breathing. Soft, steady breathing, just to her right. She whirled to face it. “Who’s there?”
Just the breathing, no voice, no answer. An amplifier of some kind. She whimpered, just for him, then again, making it louder, hugging herself, then started following the string again. Suddenly the string ran out. She was standing in front of a narrow opening that had no door. She couldn’t see beyond the opening.
“Hello, Marty. Come in, I’ve been waiting for you.”

His voice. Marlin Jones.
“Oh God, Marlin, is it really you? How did I get here? You’ve come to save me?”
“I don’t think so, Marty. No, I’m the one who brought you here. I brought you here for me.”
She felt rage pour through her. She pictured Belinda standing here, not knowing what was happening or why, so frightened she could scarcely breathe, and here that maniac was talking to her in a voice as smooth and gentle as a parish priest’s.
“What do you want, you pathetic bastard?”
He was silent. She’d taken him by surprise. He was expecting tears, pleading. She yelled, “Well, you fucking slug? What do you want? You too scared to talk to me?”
She heard him actually draw in his breath. Finally he said, his voice not quite as smooth as it had been, but calm enough now, “You were fast coming here. I expected you to search around, to check for a way out of the building, but you didn’t. You looked down, saw the string, and followed it.”
“What the hell is the damned string for? Some sick joke? Or are you the only sick joke in this silly place, Marlin?”
His breath speeded up; she could hear it. His breath was wheezing with anger. Push him. She wanted to push him. Let Savich curse her, let all of them curse her, it didn’t matter. She had to push him to the edge, she had to defeat him, then obliterate him. “Well, you fucking little pervert? What is it for? Something to excite your sick little brain?”
“Now, Marty, don’t mouth off at me. I hate it when a woman has a foul mouth. I thought you were so sweet and helpless when you first came to me, but then you talked filth. You opened your pretty mouth and filth spewed out. And your poor husband. No wonder he drinks—anything to escape that horrible language. And you put him down, you tell the world how horrible he is just because he was unlucky enough to marry you.”
“I might spew out bad words, but at least I’m not a fucking psycho like you. What do you want, Marlin? What is this string bit?”
His voice was now a soft singsong, a gentle monotone, as if he were seeing himself as an omniscient god and she as a child gone astray, to be led back. Led back to hell. “I’ll tell you everything when you find the center of the maze, Marty. I build props just like you do only I’m better because I’ve done it more. I want you to come in now, Marty. You’ll win when you find the center of the maze. Even though you say bad things, you’ll still win if you find the center. I’ll be timing you, Marty. Time’s always important. You can’t forget about the time. Come along, now, you’ve got to come in or else I’ll have to punish you right now. Find the center, Marty, or you won’t like what I’ll do to you.”
“How much time do I have to get to the center of the maze so you won’t punish me?”
The gentle monotone was now tinged with impatience. “You ask too many questions, Marty.”
“I’ll find the center if you’ll tell me why the string bit.”
“How else am I supposed to get you to come here? I didn’t want to paint signs. That would have been too obvious. FOL-LOW THE ARROWS. That’s tacky. The string is neat. It’s tantalizing. Now my patience is running out, Marty. Come into the maze.”
There was sudden anger now, cold and hard. “Marty? What are you doing?”
“My sneaker was untied. I was just tying it. I don’t want to trip over myself.”
“It didn’t look to me like you were tying your sneaker. Come on now or I’ll have to do something you won’t like at all.”
“I’m coming.” She walked through the narrow entrance into a narrow corridor of six-foot-high sheets of plywood, painted green to simulate yew bushes. She came to an intersection. Four choices. She took the far-left turn. It led her to a dead end.
He laughed. “Wrong choice, Marty. Just maybe if you didn’t curse so much, God would have let you find the right way to go. Maybe if you weren’t so mean to your poor husband, God wouldn’t have brought you to me. Try again. I’m getting impatient.”
But he wasn’t at all impatient; she realized it in that instant. He was relishing every moment. The longer it took her to get to the center, the more he enjoyed himself.

“You’re slow, Marty. You’d best hurry. Don’t forget about the time. I told you that time was important.”
She could hear the excitement in his voice, unleashed now, feel the stirring of his excitement in the air around her. It nauseated her. She couldn’t wait to see him.
She backtracked and took another turn. This one also led to a dead end. On the third try, she picked the right path. There was only a small pool of light around her, never varying, never growing brighter or dimmer. She hit another dead end off a wrong turn. She heard his breathing quicken; his excitement was peaking. She was close to the center of the maze now.
She stopped and called out, “Why a maze, Marlin? Why do you want me to find the center of a maze?”
His voice trembled, he was so excited. No one had asked him this before. He was bursting to tell her. “It’s like finding your way to your own soul, Marty. There are lots of wrong turns and dead ends, but if you’re good enough, if you try hard enough, you’ll eventually come to the center of your soul and then you’ll know the truth of who and what you are.”
“That’s very poetic, Marlin, for a stupid psychopath. Who let you out of the asylum?”
“I’ll have to punish you for that, Marty. I’m not your husband. You’ve no right to insult me.”
She yelled, “Why the fuck not, you puny, pathetic little bastard?”
“Stop it! Yes, keep quiet, that’s better. Now, I’m waiting, Marty, I’m waiting for you. You’re running out of time. You’d better stop mouthing off at me and run.”
She did, no wrong turns now, just right to the center, no hesitation at all.
He was there, standing right in the center of the maze, wearing goggles. In the next moment, he’d pressed a button and a pool of light flooded down where they stood. He was dressed in camouflage fatigues with black army boots laced up to the top. He pulled off the infrared goggles. He looked as white as a death mask in the eerie light. Now he did look scrawny. He gave her a big smile. “You made it here real fast when you tried, Marty. I scared you enough so that you knew if you didn’t hurry, I’d have to hurt you really bad.”
“Scare me? You stupid moron, you wouldn’t scare a dead chicken. Did I beat your time limit, you worthless little shit?”
His smile dropped away. He looked more confused than angry. “Why aren’t you afraid? Why aren’t you begging me to let you go now? You know it makes me crazy when you say bad words, when—”
“You’re already so crazy I don’t have to say anything, you stupid prick.”
“Shut up! I hate to hear a woman curse, hate it, hate it, hate it! You didn’t make the center in time, Marty. I’ve got to punish you now.”
“Just how will you do that, you little creep?”
“Damn you, shut up!” He pulled a hunting knife out of the sheath at his waist. It was a foot long—sharp, cold silver. It gleamed in that dead white light.
“Why a maze, Marlin? Before you punish me, tell me about why you use a maze?”
“It’s special for you, Marty, just for you.” He was playing with the knife now, lightly running the pad of his thumb over the blade. “It’s real sharp, Marty, real sharp.”
“Of course it is. It’s a knife, you idiot. Not only are you pathetic, you’re also a liar. You didn’t build this maze just for me. Your little game isn’t at all special. You aren’t capable of any originality at all. Nope, the same thing over and over. Every one of the women you’ve killed had to find her way to the center of your maze. Why the maze, Marlin? Or are you too afraid to tell me?”
He took a step closer, then stopped. “How do you know about all the other women?”
“I’m psychic, you toad. I can read that miserable little brain of yours without trying. Yeah, I’m psychic, as opposed to a psychopath, which is what you are. Why the maze, Marlin? You’re afraid to tell me, aren’t you? I knew it, you’re nothing but a pathetic little coward.”
“Damn you, shut up! I’ll tell you, then I’ll cut out that filthy tongue of yours and I’ll make you eat it before I slice you like a stalk of celery.” He was panting, he was breathing so hard, as if he’d sprinted a good hundred yards. “My father loved mazes. He said they were a work of art when done well. He taught me how to build mazes. We lived in the desert outside Yuma. There weren’t any nice thick green bushes, so we had to build our own bushes, then we had so many, we made them into mazes.” He shook his head, frowned at her. “You got me off track. You made me change my lines. I’ve never done that before. I’ve got to punish you for that now, Marty.”
“I sure hope your father isn’t alive. He sounds as sick as you. You said the other women didn’t make you change your lines. Why did you punish them? What’d they do to you?”
“Damn you, shut up! Don’t you dare talk about my dad! And I won’t tell you anything!”
“Bad language, Marlin. You’re not a very good role model. Did the women you butchered always use bad language? Or was it because they insulted their husbands?”
“Bitch! Shut up!”
She shook her head at him. “I can’t believe you called me that, Marlin. I hate bad language, too. It makes me crazy, did I tell you that? I’ll have to punish you as well. Who goes first?”
He yelled, running at her, jerking the knife over his head.
Savich yelled, “Down!”
At the same instant, full lights came on. Marlin stumbled, blinded by the sudden lights. So was she, but she knew what to do.
She was already rolling as she jerked her Lady Colt from her ankle holster and came up onto her elbows.
Marlin Jones was yelling, bringing the knife down, slicing it through the air again and again, yelling and yelling. Then he saw her, lying there, the gun pointed at him.
Captain Dougherty’s voice came out of the darkness. “It’s the police, Marlin. Throw down the knife and back away from her! Do it now or you’re dead.”
“NO!”
“I want to kill you, Marlin,” she whispered, aimed the gun at his belly, “but I won’t if you put that knife down.” Her finger was stroking the trigger. She wanted to squeeze it so badly she felt nausea rise in her belly.
Marlin stopped in his tracks. He stared down at her, at that gun she was training on him. “Who are you?”
‘I’ll tell you that in court, Marlin, or I’ll wire it to you in hell. How many times did you stab all those women, Marlin? Was it always the same number of times? Didn’t you ever vary anything? No, you didn’t. You stabbed them and then cut out their tongues. How many times, Marlin? The same number as Hillary Ramsgate? Twenty stabs? Keep coming to me now, Marlin, if you want a bullet through your gut. I want to kill you, but I won’t, not unless you force me to.”
He was shaking his head back and forth, his jaw working madly as he took one step back, then another. Then, suddenly, in a move so fast it blurred before her, he aimed the knife and released it.
She heard Savich yell even as she jerked to the right. She felt the knife slice through her upper arm. It didn’t hit the bone. “Thanks, Marlin,” she said, and fired the Lady Colt. The impact sent him staggering back, his arms clutched around his belly.
Savich yelled, “He’s down! Hold your fire! Don’t shoot!”
He wasn’t in time. Sporadic rounds of fire burst from a dozen weapons, lighting up the warehouse with dim points of light. Savich yelled out again, “He’s down! Stop!”
The guns of the dozen police officers surrounding the maze fell silent one by one. They stared at the ripped-up rotted flooring. Incredibly, they hadn’t hit Marlin Jones. The closest shot had ricocheted off the side of one of his army boots.
Then the silence was abrupt and heavy.
“Sherlock, damn your eyes, I’m going to throw you from here to Buffalo!”
She was lying on her back, grinning up at him even as he dropped to his knees beside her, ripping the sleeve off his own shirt. The knife was sticking obscenely out of her upper arm. “Hold still now, and don’t move a muscle. This just might hurt a bit.” He pulled out the knife.
She didn’t yell until she saw it in his hand, her blood covering the blade.
“Don’t whine. It barely nicked you. Hold still now.” He bound her arm with his shirtsleeve. “I can’t believe you did that. I’m going to kill you once you’re okay again. I’m going to tromp you into the mat three dozen times before I even consider letting up on you. Then I’m going to work your deltoids so hard you won’t be able to move for a week. Then I’ll kill you again for doing this.”

“Is he dead, Dillon?”
Savich turned to look at Ralph, who was applying pressure to Marlin’s stomach. “Nope, but it will be close.” Ralph said. “You got him in the belly. The ambulances are real close now. You did good, Sherlock, but I agree with Savich. You nearly got yourself killed. After Savich is done with you, I think I should take you to my boat in the harbor, go a bit out into the ocean, and drown you.”
She smiled up at Savich. “I sure hope he bites the big one. If he doesn’t die, he’ll prove he’s mad, which he is, and if he gets a liberal judge and easy shrinks then he could be pronounced cured and let out to do it all again in another seven years and then he—You pulled that knife out of me. It sort of hurts really bad now. Goodness, look at all that blood.”
Her eyes simply drifted closed, her head lolling to the side.
“Damnation,” Savich said, and pressed harder on the wound.
He heard two men and a woman calling out, “Let us through. Paramedics! Let us through!”
Savich took the Lady Colt from her slack fingers, stared down at the little gun that could so easily kill a human being, shook his head, and pocketed it. He didn’t touch the bloody knife.
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SHE WOKE up in the ambulance, flat on her back, an IV dripping into her arm, two blankets pulled up to her chin. A female paramedic was sitting at her feet. Savich was sitting beside her, his face an inch from hers.
He said the moment her eyes opened, “It’s all right, Sherlock. Mrs. Jameson here redid the bandage on your arm, applied a little pressure, and the wound is only bleeding lightly. You’re going to have to be checked for any arterial damage, then have some stitches when we get to the hospital, and antibiotics, but you deserve it. I’m going to tell the doctor not to anesthetize you at all and use a big needle. The IV in your arm is just water and some salts, nothing for you to worry about. I told you, the knife just nicked you, no big deal.”
Her arm burned so hot she was vaguely surprised that it didn’t burst into flame. She managed to smile. “So I’m not to whine?”
“Right.”
Mrs. Jameson said, “You’ve got great veins. How do you feel, Agent Sherlock?”
“Really good actually,” she said and nearly groaned.
“She’s lying. It hurts like hell. Listen to me, Sherlock. When Marlin threw the knife at you, if you hadn’t already been moving away, it would have gone right through your heart and none of us would have been able to stop it. What you did really makes me mad. I never should have trusted you, never. I was sure you knew what you were doing, but you didn’t. You turned those green eyes of yours on me and that super-sincere FBI voice, and I bought everything you told me. I knew I shouldn’t have, but I did, so it’s my fault too. Damn you, you lost it with that murdering bastard and you didn’t even care. You pushed him and pushed him. He could have forgotten all about his act. He could have just killed you without following his script. That was stupid. That really pisses me off, Sherlock.”
“It hurts, doesn’t it?” said Mrs. Jameson, drawing Savich off. “But I can’t give you any pain medication. We’ll have to let the doctor decide on that. Your blood pressure’s just fine. Now, just hang in there. We’ll be there in just a few minutes.”
At that moment, when she thought her arm would burn off her body, she said, “I’m sorry, Dillon, but I had to.”
“Why did you shoot him in the gut? Why didn’t you go for his chest?”
Her eyes were vague, filled with blurred shadows, but she knew there were no more ghosts to weave in and out of her mind, tormenting her. No, everything was all right now. His voice seemed farther away than just an instant before. What had Dillon wanted to know? Oh yes. She licked her lips, and whispered, “I wanted him to suffer. Through the heart would have been too easy on him.”
“Finish it, Sherlock.”
“All right, the truth. He hasn’t told us everything. If I could have gotten all of it out of him, then I would have shot him clean. Well, maybe. Yes, we have to get him to tell us everything, then I’ll shoot him in the chest, I promise.”
She was utterly serious. On the other hand, she was woozy from pain and shock. He said slowly, smiling at her, “Actually, if you hadn’t shot him at all, if the bullet hadn’t thrown him a good three feet backward in the same instant, he would have had at least thirty rounds pumped into him. So, Sherlock, the bottom line is that you really saved his life.”
“Well, damn,” she said, then smiled back up at him.
“If he pulls through, you can question him and get everything you want out of him. We’ll do it together. Don’t worry now. Despite the fact that I’m going to throw you across the gym when you’re okay again, you still got the bastard.” But it had been close, far too close, unnecessarily so. She’d totally disobeyed orders. She’d been a loose cannon. On the other hand, he doubted she’d have ever done that if it hadn’t been the psycho who had killed her sister. He’d chew her up some more when she was well again. He hoped it would be soon. She could have died so easily.
She said, “Thank you, Dillon. Give me a while before we go to the gym and you tromp me into the floor. I don’t feel so good right now.”
She leaned up and vomited into a basin quickly put under her face by Mrs. Jameson.
 
“You’ll do, Agent Sherlock. Hey, you’re not related to Mo-hammad Sherlock, that famous Middle Eastern sleuth?”
She wanted to shriek at him for the ghastly pain of those six stitches in her upper arm, but she wasn’t about to make a peep. He’d given her a pain shot before he’d ever touched her with that needle, but it hadn’t helped all that much. Savich was sitting in a chair by the small cubicle door, his legs crossed, his hands folded across his chest, looking at her, daring her to wuss out on him. She said between gritted teeth, “That’s one of the best ones I’ve heard yet, Dr. Ashad.”
He swiftly knotted off the thread. “I pride myself on not being too trite. There, all done. Now, let’s pour some stuff on this, sorry, but it’ll really sting, then give you three more shots in the butt—tetanus, an antibiotic, and another pain med. Then you’ll be out of here. Do go see your doctor down in Washington in a couple of days. The stitches will resorb. You can just forget about them. A great detective like you, I don’t suppose you want anything for the pain?”
“I still have the strength to give you a good kick, Doctor. If you don’t give me a shot, I’ll do it.”
“I thought for sure that local would be strong enough for a big FBI agent, particularly one with such a flamboyant name.”
“I’m a new agent. It’ll take a while to get to full pain-absorbing capacity, like that guy over there who could have his head kicked in and still sing and crack jokes.”
Savich laughed. “Yeah, go ahead and give her a shot of something to knock her out. Otherwise she’s so hyped up she won’t shut up until I gag her.”
Dr. Ashad, thin, dark-skinned, yellowish teeth from too much smoking, said as he prepared three needles, “Are you really a new agent, or is that a joke? Come on, you guys have worked together for a long time, haven’t you?”
“No, I never saw her before in my life until a month ago. Now I’m going to kill her as soon as she’s fit again, so our total acquaintance will have been very short in cosmic terms.”
“You’re funny, Agent Savich.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Drop your pants, Agent Sherlock.”
“In the arm, please, Dr. Ashad.”
“No can do. In the butt, Agent.”
“Not until he leaves the room.”
Savich stood right outside the door. He smiled grimly when he heard her yell. Then she yelled again. Two shots. Another yell. There, that was all of them. That should fix her up. She’d nearly died. He should have known that she’d lose it and do just what she’d probably planned to do for the last seven years. He looked up to see Ralph Budnack and Captain Dougherty walking toward him.
“How is she?”
“Just fine. Back to being mean again.”
“That woman likes to dance right up to the edge,” Captain Dougherty said. “You need to talk to her about that, Savich.” Then he smiled. “Got him,” he said, and rubbed his hands together. He didn’t look at all old or worn out tonight. Indeed, there was a bounce to his step. As for Ralph, he couldn’t hold still, just jumped from one foot to the other, his hands talking faster than his mouth moved.
There was another yelp.
“Four shots,” Savich said. “In the butt. She deserves all the jabs the doctor gives her. I wonder what that last one was for? Maybe part of her punishment.”
A few minutes later, Lacey came out of the small cubicle tucking in her blouse with one hand since her other arm was in a dark blue sling. “He’s a sadist,” she said to Savich before she saw the two cops. “He’s not trite, but he is a sadist. I think I might invite him to dinner just so I can poison his food.”
“You look pretty fit, Agent Sherlock,” Captain Dougherty told her, and patted her good shoulder with a beefy hand. “We thought maybe you guys wanted to come upstairs to see about Marlin Jones’s condition.”
“As of now I’m officially discharged and I wouldn’t miss it,” Lacey said, then looked up at Savich. “What about you, sir? Are you feeling better too? Not quite as violent as you were five minutes ago?”
He wanted to wrap his hands around her skinny neck and squeeze. But it would have to wait. “Allow me the courtesy of processing my violent thoughts without further comment from you, Sherlock. Trust me, it’s to your benefit.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You’re not going to collapse or anything, are you, Agent Sherlock?”
“No, Ralph, I promise. I’m just fine.” She lasted until they got to the OR waiting room. No one could tell them anything. Jones was still in surgery. They settled in, Savich sitting next to Sherlock. She crashed two minutes later.
“I think she’s out,” Savich said. “Tell you what, I’ll take her back to the hotel. Call me in the morning with Jones’s condition and when the doctors think we’ll be able to talk to him. Sherlock will be mad as hell to miss anything, but I doubt the dead could rouse her right now.”
Ralph Budnack reached back and lightly shook her shoulder. She fell more onto Savich.
“Yeah, she’s out like a light. Keep an eye on her, Savich. She scared the hell out of every cop in that warehouse, but she sure got the job done. Funny thing how her shooting him saved his life. If you hadn’t called a quick halt, the cops would have turned him into a pincushion. Hey, we’ll call tomorrow. Oh yeah, we got a lot on film.”
Savich carried her into the hotel, over one wimpy protest. At least it was late and only one old guy thought Savich was a pervert, from the way he was licking his chops. Because Savich was worried about leaving her alone, he took her to his room, pulled off her shoes, and tucked her into his bed. He turned the light on low over by the desk by the windows. He called Assistant Director Jimmy Maitland, to tell him they’d caught the String Killer. He wasn’t about to tell his boss just yet that Agent Sherlock had nearly gotten herself killed because she’d lost all sense and turned into a cowboy, something the Bureau ferociously discouraged.
 
Lacey slept through the night. She came abruptly awake early the next morning. Her eyes flew open, she realized her arm felt on fire, and yelped.
“Good morning. You’re alive, I see.”
She frowned up at him, trying to piece things together. “Oh, I’m in your room.”
“No one should croak alone,” he said. “You look like hell. However, I got your clothes from your room. If you feel up to it, go bathe and change. When you come out, breakfast should be here. Lots of protein, lots of iron, lots of orange juice.”
“What’s the orange juice for?”
“To keep you from coming down with a cold.”
He watched her swing her legs over the side of the bed. That hair of hers had come loose from the clasp and was rioting around her face—red hair that wasn’t really a carrot red or an orange red or even the auburn he’d thought, but a mixture of this color and that. She had lots of hair. Actually very beautiful hair. She looked totally different. He backed up a step. “I even put out some female stuff on the counter for you. If you need to shave your legs, forget it. I’ve only got one razor.”
He was distracting her from the pain in her arm.
“Oh yeah, Sherlock, before you go haring off to catch another killer, hold on just a second.” He disappeared into the bathroom, then came out a few moments later. “Here, take two pills. Doctor’s orders.”
She knew the little blue one would take the wretched cutting pain away. Then maybe she could attack that breakfast Savich was talking about.
“You’re eyeing those pills the way the cannibal would the sailor in the cooking pot.” He handed her the pills and a glass of water. She was fast getting them down.
“Why don’t you just sit there until the meds kick in. I’ll call room service.”
Forty-five minutes later, wrapped in a robe, bathed as well as she could with just one hand, Lacey was seated opposite Savich, a fork piled with scrambled eggs very nearly to her mouth. She sighed as she swallowed.
He let her eat for three minutes, then said, “I didn’t tell Assistant Director Maitland that you’re an idiot, that in your first situation you didn’t follow orders, you taunted the suspect until he threw the knife at you, that you nearly got yourself whacked because of this damned obsession you have.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Cut the ‘sir’ stuff. He’ll find out soon enough. I still might kick your butt out of the Bureau. That was the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen, Sherlock.” He’d said it all the previous night, but she might have been too dazed to get it all. He needed to pound it in.
“I wanted to push him to the edge. I wanted him to tell me everything—the why of everything. I don’t know if I believe that maze story he told me about his father.”
“It’s a fact easily checked. I’ll bet you Ralph has already got in calls to Yuma, Arizona. Tell me, Sherlock, is the obsession gone now that you took out the monster? Was your revenge sweet?”
“Is he still alive?”
“Yes. They operated on him three straight hours. Chances are he’ll make it.”
“There’s still a chance he’ll croak after we get it all out of him. Do you think that’s possible?”
“I don’t plan to let you near him with a weapon.”
She sat back in her chair and sighed. “The pain medicine’s worked really well. The breakfast was excellent. Are you going to tell Assistant Director Maitland that I should be suspended or disciplined or cut off without pay, or what?”
“I told you, I’m still chewing on that. But it just occurred to me this was the only reason you came into the Bureau in the first place, wasn’t it?”
She nodded, chewing on a piece of toast.
“And your undergraduate degree in Forensic Sciences and your Master’s degree in Criminal Psychology, these were all just for this one moment—the very slim chance that you’d get to confront this crazy?”
“Yes. I never really believed I’d get him, not deep down, but I knew if I didn’t try, then I couldn’t live with myself. I wouldn’t have even had the chance at him if it hadn’t been for you. You made it possible. I thank you, sir.”
“I don’t like you very much at this moment, Sherlock, so cut the ‘sir’ crap. If I had known what I was doing, I wouldn’t have done it. Just what would I have done if you’d bought the farm?”
“I guess you would have had to call my dad. That wouldn’t have been much fun. Thank you for—”
“If you thank me one more time for letting you play bait, I’ll wrap that sling around your throat and strangle you with it.”
“What’s going to happen now?”
“You’re going back to Washington and I’ll handle things here.”
She turned into a stone. “No,” she said at last. “No, you wouldn’t do that.” She sat forward. “Please, you’ve got to let me see this through to the end. You’ve got to let me talk to Marlin Jones. I’ve got to know why he killed my sister, why he killed all the other women. You told me I could talk to him.”
“I’d be nuts to let you keep on with this case.”
“Please, be nuts just for a little while longer.”
He looked at her with a good deal of dislike. Actually he’d had no intention of pulling her out now. He tossed his napkin on the table and pushed back his chair. “Oh, what the hell. Why not? At least now he can’t hurt you and you can’t hurt him. You won’t try to shoot him, will you, Sherlock?”
“Certainly not.”
“I’m an idiot to believe you. Tell you what. I’ll take you to the hospital. We’ll just see if you can keep yourself from ripping the guy’s throat out.”
“I just want to know. No, I’ve got to know. Why did he kill Belinda?”
“Did she have a salty tongue?”
“She cursed, but nothing that would shock anybody, except my father and mother. Her husband loved her very much. Douglas will be pleased that this guy has been caught. As for my father, since he’s a judge, it’s one more criminal off the streets. But you know, Dad never really liked her because she wasn’t his real daughter. She’s my half sister, you see. My mother’s daughter from her first marriage. She was twelve years older than I.”
“Did she ever bad-mouth her husband?”
“No. Well, I don’t think so. But I can’t be sure. Twelve years make a big difference. She married her husband when I was sixteen. What difference does that make?”
“So she’d only been married three years when she was killed?”
“Yes. She’d just had her thirty-first birthday.”
“If she didn’t curse or bad-mouth her husband in public, then Marlin wouldn’t have had any reason to go after her. You remember that he wouldn’t have touched you if you hadn’t let loose with all those curse words. Then you added the bad-mouth of your mythical husband for frosting on the cake. So it only makes sense that your sister did something to make him go after her. Either she really lost it and cursed up a storm within his hearing, or she put down her husband in his hearing. One or the other, Sherlock. What’s the most likely?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I’ve got to talk to Marlin. He’s got to tell me.”
“If he refuses to talk to you at all?”
She was silent, staring down at a forkful of scrambled eggs that she’d sprinkled too much pepper on. “It’s odd. All the other women, no one admitted that they’d ever cursed a word in their lives or bad-mouthed their husbands. But they must have. You saw how Marlin came after me.”
“You shocked my socks off when I listened to you let loose on Marlin in that hardware store.”
“Good, because I knew you’d be the toughest to convince.”
“As for the other women, evidently the family and friends were just trying to protect the good name of the dead. It happens all the time, and that makes it even more difficult for the cops.”
“He’s got to tell me.”
He said very gently, “You’ve got to bring it to a close, Sherlock.”
She hated him for the gentleness, the kindness. He had no idea. He couldn’t begin to understand. She jerked up to look at him across the table. Her voice was as cold as Albany in January as she said, “Would you like another bagel?”
He sat back, folding his arms over his chest. “You’re tough, Sherlock, but you still aren’t in my league. If you put cream cheese on the bagel, I’ll eat it.”
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BOTH CAPTAIN Dougherty and Ralph Budnack were standing outside Room 423 when Savich and Lacey arrived at Boston Memorial Hospital.
“You don’t look too bad,” Ralph said, peering down at her. “On the other hand, Savich doesn’t look too good. You haven’t been a pain in the butt, have you?”
She rolled her eyes. “Why do you guys always stick together? I’m the one injured here, not Savich.”
“Yeah, but Savich had to make sure you didn’t croak it at the hotel. He deserves combat pay.”
“I slept all the way through, didn’t moan or whine or anything to disturb His Highness. He just had to order room service. How about Marlin Jones? Can we see him now?”
Dr. Raymond Otherton, wearing surgical scrubs dotted with blood, said from behind her, “Not more than three at a time. He still isn’t all that stable. You the one who shot him?” At her nod, he said, “Well, you blew a big hole in his gut. Either you’re a bad shot, or you didn’t want to kill him.”
“I didn’t want to kill him. Not yet.”
“If that’s true, then go easy now, all right?”
Marlin Jones was pasty white, his lips bluish. His eyes were closed. She could see purple veins beneath the thin flesh under his eyes. There was an IV going in each arm, a tube in his nose, and he was hooked up to a monitor. A police officer sat in a chair beside his bed, and another officer sat in a chair outside the hospital room.
He was awake. Lacey saw his eyelashes flutter—dark, thick lashes.

Captain Dougherty looked at Lacey, frowned just a moment, then said quietly, “You worked him, it’s only fair that you talk to him first. We’ve Mirandized him. He said he didn’t want a lawyer yet. I really pressed him on that, even taped it. So, everything’s aboveboard.”
She looked at Savich. He gave her a long emotionless look, then slowly nodded.
She felt her blood pound, a delicious feeling, her arm began to throb and that made her feel even better as she leaned down, and said, “Hello, Marlin. It’s me, Marty Bramfort.”
He moaned.
“Come on, Marlin, don’t be a coward. Open your eyes and look at me. You’ll be pleased to see that my left arm is in a sling. You did punish me, don’t you want to see it?”
He opened his eyes and stared at that sling. “I’ve thrown a knife since I was a boy. It should have gone through your heart. You moved too fast.”
“Yes.”
“You didn’t kill me either.”
“I didn’t want to. I thought that a gut shot would make you feel really bad, make you suffer for a good long time. I want you to suffer until you yell with it. Are you suffering, Marlin?”
“Yeah, it hurts like bloody hell. You’re not a nice woman, Marty.”
“Maybe not. On the other hand, you’re not at all a nice man. Tell me, would you have murdered another five women if you’d managed to kill me?”
He blinked rapidly. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“You killed Hillary Ramsgate. If I hadn’t been a cop, then you would have killed me too. Would you have killed another five women and stopped again at seven?”
The pain seemed to bank in his eyes. He looked off into something that she couldn’t see, that no one could see, or begin to fathom, his eyes tender and vague, as if he were looking at someone or something behind a veil. His voice was soft with the radiance of worship when he finally said, “Who knows? Boston has rich pickings. Lots of women here need to be punished. I knew that long before I came here. Men have let them get away with foul language, with putting them down, insulting them. I don’t know if I ever would have stopped.”
“But you stopped your killing in San Francisco at seven.”
“Did I? I don’t remember. I don’t like it that you’re standing up and I’m not. I like women on their knees, begging me, or on their backs, watching that knife come down and down. You should be dead.” Incredibly, he tried to spit at her, but he didn’t have the strength to raise his head. His eyes closed, his head lolled to the side away from them.
She felt Savich’s hand on her arm. “Let him rest, Sherlock. You can see him again later. Yes, I’ll let you talk to him again. I’m sure Captain Dougherty will agree as well, even though I think he’d like to pin back your ears nearly as much as I did.”
She didn’t want to leave until she knew every single detail, but she just nodded, and followed them out. The little psycho was probably faking it. She wouldn’t put it past him.
Marlin Jones opened his eyes as the door closed. Who was that woman? How had she known so much? Was she really a cop? No, he didn’t believe that. There was more to her than that. Bunches more. There was lots of deep wormy stuff inside her. He recognized the blackness, had felt it reaching out to him. Pain burned in his gut. He wished he had a knife, wished the cop sitting next to him were dead, wished he were strong enough, then he’d gut her but good. He needed to think before he spoke to her again. He knew she’d come back. He knew.
 
“That wasn’t bad for a first interview, Sherlock.”
“Thank you, Captain Dougherty. But it wasn’t enough time. He was faking it.”
“I think you’re right, but it doesn’t matter.”
“No,” Savich agreed. “It doesn’t. We’ll come back later, Sherlock. I wanted to go back to Washington today, but I don’t dare take a chance of leaving you here alone. You’d probably smile at the captain here, wink at Ralph, cajole in your FBI voice, and they’d agree to anything you wanted.”
“Not true,” Ralph Budnack said. “I’m the toughest cop in Boston. Nobody ever winks at me and gets away with it.”
She laughed, actually laughed, enjoyed the sweetness of it for a moment, then punched him in the arm. “I won’t try it, I promise. As for you, sir, I really don’t think you need to stay unless you really want to.”

“Stow it, Sherlock. We’ll both go home tomorrow. What I want to do now is go over those reports again and have MAX correlate just how many times anyone said the murdered women might have even occasionally cursed or even bad-mouthed their husbands just one time.”
“I told you that no one did. Remember about not wanting to say bad things about the dead? It was just that there couldn’t have been any other reason to cut out their tongues.”
“Yeah, you said that, didn’t you? However, somebody had to have said something sometime.”
“He’s anal, ain’t he?” Ralph said, and Lacey laughed.
“Thank God the cursing was right on,” Captain Dougherty said. “You nailed him good with that, Sherlock. My people told us that you really surprised him when you let out with the curses the first time at the lumberyard. They thought Savich was going to fall over with shock. Well, not really, but you didn’t do badly.”
“Thank you, I think.”
“I’m sure glad we weren’t wrong about the cursing being the red button for Marlin Jones. And talking back to the husbands. I guess we have to score a big one for the Profilers. Of course it made sense, since old Marlin had cut out their tongues.”
She knew, Savich realized, looking at that sudden brightness in her eyes. She knew without question that was what pushed Marlin Jones into violence. But how? There was something else that had happened seven years ago. It drove him nuts not to know what it was. If MAX couldn’t find anything in any of the interviews of the other murdered women, then that meant that Sherlock had based everything on the Profilers’ reports, that, or, well, something else had to have happened. But how could she have possibly known something that no one else did?
 
It was just past lunchtime in San Francisco when Lacey got through to Douglas Madigan at his law office.
“Lacey, that really you? What’s happening? Are you all right? It was all over the TV on the early news about that guy being caught. You were in on it, weren’t you?”
“Yes, I was, and yes, I’m fine, Douglas. We’ve got him. I’ve already spoken to him once. I’ll find out everything from him, Douglas, everything.”
“But what more is there to know?”
“I want to know why he killed Belinda. You know she never cursed all that much. She worshiped you, you told me that, so she wouldn’t have ever cursed you out in front of any strangers.”
“That’s right, but so what?”
She drew a deep breath. “The reason he picked each of the women is because he knew she cursed and bad-mouthed her husband or boyfriend. If that’s not true in Belinda’s case, then there has to be another reason. I just want to know, Douglas. I have to know.”
“Were you the police decoy?”
“Yes, but please don’t publicize it. I was the best one for the job. I know him better than anyone else.”
“My God, that was nuts, Lacey.” It was his turn to calm down. She heard his breathing become slower. He was an excellent lawyer.
“I’m going to call Dad.”
“No, let me do it, although I bet he already knows about it and that you were involved. He’ll be relieved that you weren’t injured.”
Her arm started throbbing. She needed another pain pill. “Oh no, I’m just fine. What have you done about Candice Addams?”
“I married her last weekend. Funny thing was she got her period on our wedding night.”
“She wasn’t pregnant?”
“She told me that she had had a miscarriage just two days before but that she loved me so much she was afraid to tell me. She believed I wouldn’t have married her if I’d known there wasn’t a baby involved.”
“Would you have?”
“Married her? No, of course not. I don’t love her, you know that.”
“What a mess, Douglas.” She was very thankful she was three thousand miles away at that moment. “What are you going to do?”
“I haven’t decided yet.”

“Do you think she really loves you?”
“She claims she does. I don’t know. I wish you were here. I wish I could see you, touch you, kiss you. I miss you, Lacey. So do your father and your sweet mother. Both of them hoped we’d marry, you know.”
“No, I didn’t know. No one ever said a word to me about that. You were my sister’s husband, nothing could ever change that.”
“No, maybe not.” He sighed. “Here’s my lovely wife, standing here in the open doorway of my office.” She heard him say to her, “How long have you been there, Candice?”
She heard a woman’s voice but couldn’t make out what she said, but that voice was shrill and angry. Douglas came back on the line. “I’m sorry, Lacey. I’ve got to go now. Will you come home now that you’ve gotten rid of your nightmare?”
“I don’t know, Douglas. I really don’t know.”
Slowly, she placed the phone back into its cradle. She looked up to see Savich standing there, a cup of tea in each hand. How long had he been there? As long as she imagined Candice Addams Madigan had been standing in Douglas’s office?
He handed her the cup. “Drink your tea. Then we’ll go to the hospital again. I want to get this wrapped up, Sherlock.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Call me by my name or I’ll tell Chico to wrap your karate belt around your neck.”
“Yes, Dillon.”
“Here’s to catching the String Killer and ridding you of all your baggage. Is your brother-in-law to be considered baggage?”
She took a long drink of the hot tea. It was wonderful. She still needed another pain pill. She said finally, shrugging, “He’s just Douglas. I never really realized the way he felt, until he was here in Washington just a couple of weeks ago. But he’s remarried now.”
“Lucky for you, I’d say. I can’t see that guy giving up all that easily.”
“How would you know that?”
“I know everything. I’m a Special Agent.”

He probably did, she thought, and excused herself to take another pill.
 
Rain splattered against the hospital window. The officer in the chair was sitting forward. Lacey leaned over the bed and said in a soft voice, “Hello, Marlin. Do you remember me? I’m the woman you bashed on the head, took to your little playhouse, and forced through your little house of horrors. But I really won and you lost big-time.”
“What’s your name?”
“Lacey Sherlock.”
“No one’s named that. That’s stupid. That’s out of some dumb detective story. What’s your real name?”
“It’s Sherlock, Marlin. Didn’t I track you down? Didn’t I bring you in? Wouldn’t you say I’ve earned the name?”
“I don’t like you, Marty.”
“It’s Lacey.”
“I like you even less now than I did before.”
“Do you mind if I turn on the tape recorder again, Marlin?”
“No, go ahead. Turn it on. I like to hear myself talk. I’m a real good talker. Mr. Caine, he’s the guy who owns the Appletree Home Supplies and Mill Yard, he begged me to be his assistant manager. He knew I could sell anybody anything, and he knew that I was an expert on everything to do with building.”
“Yeah, you’re really great, Marlin. But a question. Tell me why you refused to say a word to the police. Why?”
“I just want to talk to you, Marty. I’m going to kill you one of these days, and I want to get to know you better.”
“If it makes you feel good, you just keep holding on to that thought, Marlin. You want to talk? Tell me why you killed Hillary Ramsgate. She wasn’t married. All the other women you’ve killed were married.”
“I knew her boyfriend, well I didn’t really know him, I just saw him a bunch of times. He told a group of guys that she was a ball buster and once he had her married, he was going to teach her a lesson.”
“Where was this, Marlin?”
“At a bar, the Glad Rags, in Newton Center. He was there a whole lot. He’d sleep with her, let her tell him what a jerk he was, then come to the bar and let it all out. I told him he should punish her, that she deserved it.”
“Did you go into the Glad Rags a lot?”
“Oh yeah. I wanted to see this Hillary woman. He brought her in one night. They had a big argument right there. She even threw a beer in his face. She cursed him up one side and down the other. She even called him a motherfucker. Most women, even bad ones like you, they don’t say that word. That’s a word for real bad guys. Well, all the other guys were laughing, but I wasn’t. I knew she had to be punished and that he wasn’t ever going to do it right. No, if anything, he’d just smack her around a little bit. You know that while she was tearing him down, that guy just laughed, he just took it. I would have sliced her up right there.”
“Maybe her boyfriend liked exactly the way things were between them. Did you ever think of that?”
“No, that’s impossible. She was bad. He was just weak and stupid.”
“Did you go to lots of bars, Marlin?”
“Oh yes. I like bars. You can sit there in the dark and watch people. No one hassles you. I saw lots of women who needed to be punished.”
“How many different bars?”
He shrugged, then winced, lightly touching his fingertips to his stomach. “About a half dozen, I guess. Lots more in San Francisco. You should have been sliced up too, Marty. But you don’t cuss, do you? Not really. I’ll bet you’re not married either. You’re just a cop. You just said all those bad words to trap me.”
“I didn’t trap you, Marlin. I just gave you a woman you could relate to. Nothing more, nothing less.”
“I never should have believed you. You just fell into my lap. You’re still wearing the sling. I like that.”
“Yeah, but I’m not lying flat on my back with my gut burning through my back.”
He tried to lurch up. The cop beside the bed was up in an instant, his hand on his gun. Lacey just smiled at him and shook her head. “Marlin doesn’t have a knife now, Officer Rambling. He’s like an old man without his teeth.”

“I sure would like to kill you,” Marlin said and fell back against the pillow, breathing hard.
“Not in this lifetime, Marlin. Now, you’re so good at talking, you like to do it so much, why don’t you tell me about the women you killed in San Francisco? I know each of them was married. Did you hear them all bad-mouthing their husbands?”
“Why should I tell you anything? You don’t like me. You shot me in the belly. It still hurts real bad. I just might want a lawyer now.”
“Fine. Do you have any money or shall I call the public defender?”
“I can get the best and you know it. Those guys don’t care if I have a dime or not, they just want their faces in the news. Yeah, get me a phone book and let me pick out the highest-priced one of the lot.”
“I could connect you to the ocean bottom, if you like.”
“That was funny, Marty. Lawyers and bottom feeders, yeah, that was pretty funny.”
“Thanks. It’s Agent Sherlock. I’m with the FBI. You want to call a lawyer now, Marlin? Or would you like to answer just a few more of my questions?”
“I’ll call a lawyer later. Sure, I can answer anything you ask. I can always take it back. I read all about the Toaster. He’ll get off because he’s crazy, and it won’t cost him a dime. I’ll get off too, you’ll see, and then I’ll come after you, Marty.”
She felt a shock of rage, but no fear. She should have killed him right there in the warehouse to ensure there’d be justice. She was a fool to want all her questions answered. Besides, he could lie to her as easily as he could tell her the truth. Her face was flushed red with her fury. She’d been a fool. At that moment, she heard Dillon singing quietly from beside the door, “I always played it cool when I was young, always swam when I wanted to sink, always laughed when I wanted to cry, always held my cards tight when I wanted to fold . . .”
He hadn’t said a single word until now. She jerked, then turned to look at him. His expression was unreadable. He was just singing those words. They weren’t great lyrics, but it worked. He winked at her. She grinned; she couldn’t help herself. Talk about finding words to fit the situation. She thought briefly of her classical music training. Mozart would have cast her out of the classical club if he knew she was smiling over some god-awful country-and-western music. Her rage fell away.
“We’ll see about that,” she said, turning back to Marlin, calm as anything now. “Hey, you look as if you’re getting tired, Marlin. You’ll want to take a nap really soon now. Why don’t you just tell me why you killed seven women in San Francisco—not more, not less? Exactly seven, and then you stopped.”
“Seven?” He fell silent. She watched him tick off his fingers. The psycho was counting on his fingers the number of women he’d butchered. She’d bet anything he remembered every name, every face. She wanted to kill him right that instant.
“No,” Marlin said. “I didn’t kill no seven women in San Francisco.”
So the number seven had no relevance whatsoever. Thank God for Savich’s brain. Dear God, how many more women had he butchered?
“How many then?”
“Six. I killed just six ladies. They all deserved it big-time. Then I was tired. I remember I slept for three days and then I was told to go to Las Vegas.”
“Told? Who told you to go to Las Vegas?”
“Why the voices, of course. The Devil, sometimes his buddies. Sometimes a black cat if I see one.”
“You’re making that up. You’re just practicing on me so the judge will find you nuts and you won’t have to stand trial.”
“Yeah. I’m good, don’t you think? But I am crazy, Marty, real crazy.”
“Just six women? You’re certain? Not seven?”
“You think I’m stupid as well as crazy?” Then he proceeded to count them off again on his fingers, this time with their names. Lauren O’Shay, Patricia Mullens, Danielle Potts, Ann Patrini, Donna Gabrielle, and Constance Black.
When he finished, he looked over at her and smiled.

She felt like Lot’s wife: nothing more than a pillar of salt, unmoving.
He hadn’t said Belinda’s name.
Why? Just a simple omission. He’d killed seven women. He was lying. The little bastard was lying.
She stood up, wanting to strangle him. He flinched, seeing the rage in her eyes. “You’re stupid, Marlin. You can’t even count right. Either that or you’re a liar. That’s what you are, a liar. I’ll bet my next paycheck on that.”
He was whimpering, holding himself so stiff against the backboard of the hospital bed, he looked frozen. “You want to kill me, don’t you, Marty?”
“Oh yes, Marlin. When the time comes, I’d like to throw the switch on you and watch you fry.”
She heard his voice from behind her, singing softly, “Take me back to my old fat mammy. She loves me better than she loved her apple pie.”
She felt his hand on her good arm, his blunt fingers lightly stroking her skin. “Let’s go, Sherlock. I’ll make you a deal, you can talk to him one last time. Tomorrow, all right?”
“Yes, all right. Thank you. See you mañana, Marlin. Don’t choke on your soup, will you?”
“I’ll have my big-time lawyer here tomorrow, Marty. We’ll just see what he has to say to a dumb cop like you. Hey, I like that guy with you. He’s got a real good voice. Do you happen to know that song, “Sing Me Home Again Before I Die”?
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“YES, I’LL be home for a few days, Father, when I can get away. I want to see both you and Mother.”
“You’re satisfied now, Lacey?” The sarcasm was deep and rich in his voice. She felt the familiar churning in her stomach. She had caught the man who’d killed Belinda. Why wasn’t he pleased?
Be calm, be calm. The training academy taught you that. “Yes. I truly never dreamed that I would ever catch him. I’ve even interviewed him twice now. But there is one thing that bothers me.”
“What is that?”
“He claims he only killed six women here in San Francisco.”
“He’s a crazy little psychopath. They’re liars all the way to their genes. I know, I’ve sentenced enough of them.”
“Yes, I agree. I don’t know why I mentioned it, really. But it’s curious—he listed the names of the women he killed. He left out Belinda.”
“So he forgot her name.”
“Possibly. But why didn’t he forget one of the others? You know I’ll be doing all sorts of checking now to make certain he did kill Belinda.” She realized what she’d just said but had no time to apologize. Her father said in his low, controlled voice, “What are you saying, young lady? You think it’s possible some other man killed Belinda? Someone who copycatted this Jones guy? Who, for God’s sake?”
“I didn’t mean that, Dad. I know Marlin Jones killed her, that he’s just playing some sort of twisted game with me. But what game? Why leave out her name specifically? Why not one of the others? It doesn’t make any sense at all.”
“Enough of this bullshit, Lacey. And that’s all it is, just plain bullshit. He could have left out any name. Who cares? Will you come home this weekend?”
“I’ll try, but I want to speak to Marlin Jones at least one more time. But, Dad, when I come home, it will just be for a few days.” She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes, exhaling slowly. “I’m going to stay in the FBI. I want to keep doing what I’m doing. I can make a real difference.”
There was silence. Lacey didn’t like herself for it, but she couldn’t help it. She started fidgeting. Finally, her father said, “Douglas has made a stupid error.”
He was letting it go, at least for now. “Well, he’s married, if that’s what you mean.”
“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. The woman went after him, then lied about being pregnant. Douglas has always been very careful about taking precautions. I tried to tell him to have blood tests, get positive proof that the child was his, but he said there was no reason for her to lie. He was wrong, of course. The bitch got him. He told me he wanted a kid, that it was time. She wasn’t even pregnant. Douglas was a fool.”
“Didn’t Douglas want kids with Belinda?”
Her father gave a hoarse laugh. He didn’t laugh often. It sounded strange and rusty, and a bit frightening. Her fingers tightened around the phone. “Remember who her mother is, Lacey. Naturally he wouldn’t want to take the risk of any child being as crazy as Belinda’s mother.”
“I can’t believe he told you that.”
“He didn’t, but I’m not stupid.”
She hated this. Usually he was sly in his insults to his wife, but not now. “She’s my mother as well.”
“Yes, well, that’s different. I am your father. There’s nothing crazy in you.”
Hadn’t he told her not two weeks before that her obsession reminded him of her mother’s early illness? She shook her head, wanting to hang up, and knowing she wouldn’t. “I never met Belinda’s father.”
Her father said coolly, “That’s because we’ve never mentioned him to you, there was no need. Indeed, Belinda didn’t even know what happened to him. Again, there was no reason to be cruel about it.”
“Is he still alive? Who is he?”
“His name’s Conal Francis. I can’t see that it matters now if you know the truth. He’s in San Quentin, at least he was the last time I heard.”
“He’s in prison?” Lacey couldn’t believe it. Neither he nor her mother had ever said a thing about Belinda’s father being in jail.
“What did he do?”
“He tried to murder me. Instead he killed a friend of mine, Lucas Bennett. It was a long time ago, Lacey, before you were born, before your mother and I married. He was a big Irish bully, a gambler, worked for the mob. He must be at least sixty by now. He’s four years older than I. Which is why Belinda was cursed. Her genes ruined her. Despite the fact that I raised her, she still would have turned bad. It was already beginning even before she died. A pity, but there it is.”
“But Belinda knew about him, didn’t she?”
“She only knew that he’d left her and her mother when she was eight or nine years old. We never told her anything different. There was no point. Look, Lacey, that was a long time ago. You’ve caught the man who killed her. Belinda’s madness died with her. Now the man who killed her will die as well. Forget it, forget all of it.”
She hoped he would prove to be right about that. No, she didn’t want to forget Belinda. But at least now that Marlin Jones was in custody, that helpless feeling was gone.
Except for the fact that he’d claimed he hadn’t killed Belinda.
“Come home soon, Lacey.” There was a pause, then, “Do you want to speak to your mother?”
“Oh yes, please, Dad. How is she today?”
“Much the same as always. She’s downstairs with me in the library. Here she is.”
Her fingers tightened on the receiver. Her father had spoken about her first husband and Belinda like that in front of her? Savich had come into the room, but it was too late for her to hang up. “Mom? How are you?”

“I miss you, dearest. I’m glad you caught that bad man. Now you can come home and stay. You always were so pretty, dear, so sweet and pretty. And how well you played the piano. Everyone told me how talented you were. Why, you could teach little children in a kindergarten, couldn’t you? You’re so suited to something like that. Your grandmother was a pianist, you remember?”
“Yes, Mom, I remember. I’ll be home to visit you soon. Not long now and then we’ll be together for a couple of days.”
“No, Lacey, I want you to stay here, with me and your father. I have your piano tuned by Joshua Mueller every six months. Remember how much you admired him?”
“Look, Mom, I’ve got to get back to work now. I love you. Please take care.”
“I always do, Lacey, since your father tried to run me down with that black BMW of his.”
“What? Dad tried to run you down with his BMW?”
“Lacey? It’s your father. Your mother is having one of her spells.”
“What did she mean that you tried to run her down?”
“I haven’t the foggiest idea.” He sighed deeply. “Your mother does have good days. This is not one of them. I have never harmed your mother or tried to harm her. Forget what she said, Lacey.”
But how could she? She stared at the phone as if it were a snake about to bite her. She could swear she heard her mother crying in the background.
Savich was looking at her. Her face was white. She looked to be in shock—yes, that was it.
When Savich took the phone from her, she didn’t resist. She heard him say in his calm deep voice, “Judge Sherlock? My name is Dillon Savich. I’m also with the FBI. I’m the head of the Criminal Apprehension Unit. Your daughter works for me. I hope you don’t mind, but Lacey is a bit overwhelmed by all that’s happened.” He paused, listening to her father. “Yes, I understand that her mother isn’t well. But you must realize that her mother’s words shocked her deeply.”
She walked across the room, rubbing her arms with her hands. She heard him say in that firm, calm voice, “Yes, I will see that she takes care of herself, sir. No, she’ll be just fine. Good-bye.”
Savich turned to look at her—nothing more, just to look. Then he said very slowly, “What in the name of heaven is going on with your family?”
Her laugh was on the shaky side, but it was a laugh. “I feel like Alice in Wonderland. I’ve just fallen down the rabbit hole. No, it’s always like that, but this is the first time the hole is deeper than I am tall.”
He smiled. “That’s good, Sherlock. You’ve got some color back. I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t scare me again like that.”
“You shouldn’t have stayed in the room.”
“Actually, I brought you a message from Marlin Jones. He wants to talk to you again, with his lawyer present. He got Big John Bullock, a hotshot shark from New York who does really well with insanity pleas. I recommend that you don’t go. He’s doubtless set this up so that his lawyer can humiliate you. He won’t let you get to first base with Jones anymore.”
He would have wagered his next paycheck that she’d still insist on seeing Marlin Jones. To his surprise, she said, “You’re right. The police and the D.A. can get the rest of the pertinent information from him. There’s nothing more for me to say to him. Can we go home now?”
He nodded slowly. He wondered what she was thinking.
 
The taxi stopped in front of her town house at ten o’clock that night. She felt more tired than she could ever remember in her life. But it wasn’t the peaceful, good sort of tired she would have expected, now that Belinda’s killer had been caught.
She hadn’t said much to Savich on the flight from Boston or on the ride in the taxi from Dulles to Georgetown. He walked her to the door, saying, “Sleep late, Sherlock. I don’t want to see you before noon tomorrow, you got that? You’ve had more happen to you in the past three days than in the past five years. Sleep, it’s the best thing for you, all right?”
She didn’t have any words. How could he know that her brain was on meltdown? “Would you sing me just one more outrageous country-and-western line before you leave?”
He grinned down at her, set her suitcase down on the front step of her town house, and sang in a soft tenor whine, “I told her I had oceanfront property in Arizona. She nodded sweetly and I told her to buy it, that I’d throw in the Golden Gate for free. She thanked me oh so sweetly so I told her that I loved her and that I’d be true for all time. Sweetly, sweetly, she kissed me so sweetly and bought every word I said.”
“Thank you, Dillon. That was amazing. That was also very coldhearted and cynical.”
“Anytime, Sherlock. Not until noon now. Hey, that’s just a silly song, sung by a lonely man who’s not going anywhere. All he can do is dream that he’s a winner, which he’s not, and he knows it deep down. See ya tomorrow, Sherlock.”
She watched him until he turned the far corner. It was as it had been before, Douglas’s voice coming out from behind her, low, angry. Even as he spoke, she was leaning down to pull her Lady Colt from her ankle holster. She straightened back up slowly. She was so tired of angry voices. “I wish you wouldn’t keep seeing that guy, Lacey. He’s such a loser. What was that nonsense he was singing to you?”
“You startled me, Douglas. Please don’t wait for me like this again. I could have shot you.”
“You’re a musician. You play the piano brilliantly. At least you used to. You wouldn’t shoot anybody. What were you doing with him?”
She almost shouted at him that she wasn’t that soft, pathetic girl anymore, hadn’t been for seven long years, that two days ago she’d belly-shot the psychopath who’d killed her sister. She managed to hold it back. “We just got back from Boston. He just brought me home, that’s all. I’d hardly call him a loser, Douglas. Because of him and his computer, we got the guy who killed your wife. It would seem to me that you’d want to give him a medal. Now, what are you doing here?”
“I had to see you. I had to know what you thought about my marrying Candice. She lied to me, Lacey. What am I going to do?” It was then he noticed the sling on her arm. “Oh Jesus, what happened to you? You didn’t tell your father that you’d gotten hurt. Who did this? That man you were with?”
“Come into the house and we’ll talk.”
She placed a snifter of brandy into his hand five minutes later. “There, that will make you feel better.”

He drank slowly, looking around her living room. “This is nice. Finally, you’ve decorated the way you should.”
“Thank you. Now, what do you want to tell me about that I don’t already know?”
She sat opposite him on a pale yellow silk love seat. While she’d been in Boston, her designer had had soft recessed lights installed. It made the room very warm and cozy. Intimate. She didn’t like that at all. She pressed herself against the sofa back.
“First tell me how you got hurt.”
“It’s just a small wound. I’ll take the sling off in another couple of days. It’s really no big deal, Douglas, don’t worry. Now tell me about Candice.”
“I’m going to divorce her.”
“You’ve been married less than a week. What are you talking about?”
“She crossed the line, Lacey. She overheard us talking on the phone, I told you that. Well, the minute I hung up she started in on me, accused me of sleeping with you, yelled that I’d slept with both you and Belinda at the same time, that you were a slut and she’d get you. I can’t take the chance that she’ll hurt you, Lacey.”
“Douglas, calm down. She was angry. I don’t blame her. You were newly married and saying things to me that shouldn’t have ever been said. I would have yelled too. Forget it. Didn’t you discuss everything with her?”
“What was there to say? She lied to me. Your dad thinks I should divorce her. So does your mom.”
“My mother and father have nothing to do with you now. It’s your life, Douglas. Do what you want to do, not what someone else wants.”
“So wise, Lacey. You were always so gentle and wise. I remember sitting on the sofa in your father’s house listening to you play those Chopin preludes. Your playing moved me, made me feel more than what I was.”
“It’s kind of you to say that, Douglas. Would you like some more brandy?”
At his nod, she returned to the kitchen. She heard him moving about the living room. Then she didn’t hear his footsteps. She frowned, walking slowly out of the kitchen. He wasn’t in the living room. He wasn’t in the bathroom. She stood in her bedroom doorway watching him look at the framed photos on her dresser. There were three of them, two of Belinda by herself, and one with both of them smiling at the camera.
“You were seventeen when I took that picture of you and Belinda at Fisherman’s Wharf. Do you remember that day? It was one of the few perfectly clear sunny days and you guys took me to Pier Thirty-nine. We bought walnut fudge and ate some horrible fast food. I believe it was Mexican.”
She remembered, vaguely. His details astounded her.
“I remember everything. You were so beautiful, Lacey, so full of fun, so innocent.”
“So was Belinda, only she was always far prettier than I. She could have been a supermodel, you know that. She was very close to making it when she met you. She gave it all up because you wanted her to be there only for you. Come into the living room, Douglas.”
When they were seated again, she said, “I can’t help you with your wife. However, I do think you and Candice should discuss things thoroughly.”
“She bores me.”
Lacey sighed. She was exhausted. She wanted him to leave, just leave and go back to San Francisco. It was odd, but since they’d caught Marlin Jones, she’d felt herself withdrawing from Douglas. It was as if Belinda’s murder had somehow bound them together, but not anymore. “You know one thing still disturbs me,” she said slowly, lightly stroking her fingertips over the yellow silk arm of the sofa. “I suppose Dad told you that Marlin Jones denied killing Belinda.”
“Yes, he told me that. What do you think?”
“I agree with Father. He’s a psychopath. He probably skips a woman’s name every time he recites them. Why did he happen not to recite Belinda’s name? I don’t know. Random chance? He probably doesn’t know either. It has to be coincidence. There’s simply no other explanation.” She sat forward, clasping her hands between her knees. “But you know me, Douglas, I’m going to have to check to make triple certain that he did kill Belinda.”
“Of course he killed her, Lacey. There’s absolutely no other choice.”
“You’re right, of course, it’s just that—” She broke off and dredged up a smile for a very nice man she’d known for nearly twelve years. “I’m sorry. It’s still so painful for you as well. How long are you staying in Washington?”
He shrugged and rose when she did. “Drop it all now, Lacey. Don’t do any more searching. That kook killed all those poor women. Let him rot for what he did.” He walked to her, his smile deep, his eyes intent.
She took a step back, turning quickly out of the living room into the small front hallway. He followed her.
“Will you let it all go now, Lacey?”
She took another step toward the front door. “It is all gone. Just details now, Douglas, nothing more than silly details. Shall we have dinner tomorrow night? Maybe you’ll have made some decisions about Candice.” Were they going to perform this same act every couple of weeks? Would he leave after tomorrow night? She hoped so. She hoped he’d leave for good. She was exhausted.
He brightened at that and took her hands between his. “It’s good to see you again, Lacey. I wish I could see you all the time, but—”
“Yes, ‘but,’” she agreed and stepped back. “I’ll see you here about seven tomorrow night.”
 
Assistant Director Jimmy Maitland nodded to Lacey but said to Savich, “I heard from Captain Dougherty that Sherlock here didn’t do what she was told to do, that she wrote her own script. He let some of it drop, then I pried the rest of it out of him. John Dougherty and I go way back. He’s a good man, fair and hard.”
Savich didn’t change expression, merely cocked his head to one side in question. “She got the job done, sir.”
“I don’t like having my agents knifed, Savich. What the hell did she do?”
“I can answer that, sir.”
Both men turned to look at her.
“It better be good, Agent Sherlock,” Jimmy Maitland said, and broke a pencil between two fingers. Maitland had been a Special Agent for twenty-five years. He was bald, built like a bull, and held a black belt in karate. His wife was five foot nothing, blond, and punched her husband whenever she wanted to. They had four boys, all over six foot three. She punched them whenever she wanted to as well.
She shrugged. “Really, sir, the perpetrator took us a bit by surprise, that’s all, but nothing we couldn’t handle. Savich yelled out. I shot him at practically the same instant he threw the knife. I was already down and rolling when he released it. It’s just a minor wound.”
“That’s exactly what Savich said. Did you two rehearse this?”
“No, sir, certainly not.”
Maitland raised an eyebrow at Savich, then said quickly, “Fine. Okay. You’re excused, Agent Sherlock. Savich, you stay a moment, there’s been another murder in Florida. It wasn’t a nursing home on the Star of David matrix MAX generated. As for the perp disguised as an old woman, that doesn’t look good anymore. They talked to every old woman in the nursing home. All of them longtime residents. Damnation! Tell MAX he’s got to do better.”
“Agreed,” Savich said. “I’ll get Sherlock back on the Radnich case with Ollie. I’ll see you later.”
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SHE PRAYED her involvement in the String Killer case would be kept under wraps, and it had been, at least so far. She knew that Savich had spoken privately with Captain Dougherty and Ralph Budnack. If anyone blew the whistle on her, it wouldn’t be one of them. So far no one in the media knew anything about her relationship to one of the victims of the String Killer. It would be a nightmare if anyone found out.
So far the FBI had gotten lots of good publicity: always a welcome circumstance for the continually besieged Bureau. Savich and his new FBI unit had brought down two killers in weeks. Reporters wanted to interview him, but he wasn’t having any of it. No one was to speak to any reporters. Louis Freeh held a press conference, praising the work of the new Criminal Apprehension Unit. Savich had asked not to attend. Freeh had wanted him there but hadn’t insisted.
She avoided Hannah Paisley, working closely with Ollie to get back into the Radnich case. She wasn’t looking forward to the evening with Douglas, but it couldn’t be helped.
Lacey dressed up that evening, wearing her hair loose, pulled back with two small gold combs, gold hoops in her ears that her mother had given her for her twenty-fifth birthday, a nice black dress that was classic enough to be two years old and still pass as current style, and three-inch heels. She felt strange in her different plumage and a bit exposed. But good. She felt really good. She realized at the last moment that Douglas could take it wrong. But there wasn’t time to change.
The first thing Douglas said when he walked in was “The sling looks awful with that dress” and grinned at her. “Don’t you have several styles and colors to match different outfits?”
The evening was lighthearted and amusing until near dessert, when Douglas dropped his good humor and said, “You’ve gotten what you wanted, Lacey. I want you to quit the FBI and come home. Surely you see that it’s finally over, that it’s your music that is important now. You nailed the guy who killed Belinda. Come home. Do what Belinda did. Come stay with me. I’ll take care of you.”
She looked at him across the candlelit table, at the pure lines and angles of his face, and said simply, “No.”
He drew back as if she’d punched him. “I plan to divorce Candice. It will be done quickly, perhaps I can even get an annulment. It can be just you and me, Lacey, as I always wanted. Just give us time together, once I’m rid of Candice.”
He’d always wanted her? He’d never said a word to her until she’d joined the FBI and finished her training. Had he somehow gotten turned on because she was now a law officer? It didn’t make sense to her. She was shaking her head even as she said again, “No. I’m sorry, Douglas, but no.”
He said nothing more about it. When they were once again in her living room an hour later, she held out her hand to him, desperate for him to leave. “Douglas, I had a lovely time tonight. Will I see you tomorrow?”
He didn’t say anything, just jerked her against him. He kissed her hard, hurting her arm. She pushed at his chest but couldn’t move him. “Douglas,” she said against his mouth and felt his tongue push against her front teeth.
The doorbell rang. He still didn’t release her, just kept grinding his mouth into hers. Her knee was almost in motion when she managed to jerk her head back far enough to call out, “Who’s there?”
“Let me in, Miss Sherlock.”
A woman. Who could she be?
Suddenly Douglas was two feet away from her, standing there looking bewildered, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “It’s Candice,” he said blankly, then walked to the door and opened it.
The woman standing there was no older than Lacey, with long honey-blond hair, nearly as tall as Douglas, and endowed with very high cheekbones that had to be a cameraman’s dream. But it was her eyes that riveted Lacey. Dark, dark eyes that held fury, malice, and even more fury this instant than just the moment before. She looked ready to kill.
“Candice! What the hell are you doing here?”
“I followed you, Douglas. And you came here just like a little trained pigeon. I knew you’d come to her, even though I prayed you wouldn’t. Damn you, I’d hoped our marriage meant something to you. Just look, you let her kiss you. You’ve got her lipstick on your mouth. Damn you, you smell like her.”
“Why should our marriage mean anything to me? You lied to me. You weren’t pregnant.”
“We’ll have children, Douglas. I’m just not ready yet. I’m just hitting my stride with my career. I could make it to one of the nationals, but not if I take off now. In another year, we can have a dozen kids if that’s what you want.”
“That doesn’t jibe with what you told me before we got married. Then you said you’d had a miscarriage and you were so upset. Now you don’t want to get pregnant. You know what? I don’t think you were ever pregnant at all.” Douglas turned to Lacey, waving a languid hand toward his wife. “This is Candice Addams.”
“I’m your wife, Douglas. I’m Candice Madigan. She is your dead wife’s sister. No, half sister. Nothing more. What are you doing here with her?”
He changed from one moment to the next. His bewilderment, his frustration, all were gone. He was standing tall and arrogant, a stance Lacey recognized, a stance that was second nature to him. It held power and control, and the control was of himself and of the situation. He was in a courtroom, in front of a jury, knowing he could manipulate, knowing he could convince, knowing he would win.
“Candice,” he said very patiently, as if speaking to an idiot witness, “Lacey is part of my family. Just because Belinda died, I didn’t cut her out of my life.”
“I saw you kissing her through the window, Douglas.”
“Yes,” he said quite calmly, “I did. She’s very innocent. She doesn’t kiss well and I like that.”
It was another damned rabbit hole. Only this time, she wasn’t going to slide in. “I didn’t want you to kiss me, Douglas. I wasn’t kissing you at all.” Lacey turned to Candice. “Mrs. Madigan, I think that you and Douglas should go discuss your problems. I have no part in any of it. Honestly, I don’t.”
Candice smiled at her, stepped quickly around Douglas, and slapped her hard, whipping her head back.
A deep voice came from behind them. “This appears to be very interesting, but I really can’t allow anyone to smack my agents, ma’am. Don’t do it again or I’ll have to arrest you for hitting an officer.”
Lacey looked up to see Savich standing in the open doorway. This was all she needed. Did he have to show up whenever her life seemed to be flying out of control? It wasn’t fair. She rubbed her hand over her face, then took a step back to stop herself from hurling herself on Candice. She was sorely tempted even though she doubted she could take her down, not with her arm in a sling. But she wanted to try.
“Sir,” she said, although she wanted to say “Dillon.” No way was she going to use his first name in front of Douglas. It would be waving a red flag. “What are you doing here? No, don’t tell me. I’ve been elected the recreation meeting center for the evening. Do come in and close the door, sir, before a neighbor calls the cops.”
“I am the cops, ma’am.”
“Very well. Would anyone care for a cup of tea? A game of bingo?”
Douglas plowed his fingers through his hair. “No, nothing, Lacey.” He turned to his wife. “We have to talk, Candice. I am upset with you. I don’t care at all for your behavior. Come along, now.”
Lacey and Savich watched them leave, their voices raised before they even reached the end of the driveway.
“I’ll take some tea now,” Savich said.
Ten minutes later, she and Savich were drinking tea in the now blessedly empty living room.
“What are you doing here?”
“I was out running when I came by here. You had a hard day. I just wanted to make sure you were all right. The front door was open and I heard this woman yelling. How’s your cheek?”
Lacey massaged her jaw. “She’s a strong woman. Actually it’s a good thing you came in or else I might have jumped her. Then she might really have beaten me up, what with my broken wing. I’ll call Chico tomorrow.”
“You called me ‘sir’ again.”
“Yes, I did. On purpose. Douglas is jealous of you. If I’d called you ‘Dillon,’ it might have pushed him over the edge. Then you might have had to fight him. You could have messed up all my beautiful new furniture.”
That gave him pause. He grinned, toasted her with his teacup, then said finally, “This was the man who was married to Belinda?” At her nod, he said, “And this is his new wife. Tell me about this, Sherlock. I love family messes.”
“I’ll say only that Douglas thinks he might like me a bit too much. As for Candice, his wife, she told him she was pregnant with his child, he married her, and then it turns out she wasn’t pregnant. He’s angry and wants a divorce. She blames me. That’s all there is to it, not a mess really, at least it doesn’t involve me.” She sighed. “All right, when I was talking to Douglas on the phone, he said some things he shouldn’t have said and she overheard them. She was upset. She probably wants to kill me more than Marlin Jones does.”
“Do you realize you’re speaking to me in nice full sentences? That I no longer have to pry basic stuff out of you?”
“I guess maybe I was a bit on guard when I first came to you. On the other hand, you were a criminal in Hogan’s Alley and kicked two guns out of my hand before I overcame overwhelming and vicious odds and killed you.”
“Yes, you were wary as hell. But it didn’t take too long to break you in. You’ve been spilling your guts for a good long time now. As for my day as the bank robber, you didn’t do too badly, Sherlock. No, not badly at all.” He raised his hand and lightly stroked his fingers over her cheek. “She walloped you pretty good, but I don’t think you’re going to bruise too much. Makeup should take care of it.”
Suddenly his cheekbones flushed. He dropped his hand and stood up. He was wearing gray sweatpants and a blue sweatshirt that read ACHY BREAKY COP. He looked big, strong, and harassed. His fingers had been very warm. They’d felt good against her cheek.
“Go to bed, Sherlock. Try to avoid any more trouble. I can’t always guarantee to drop by when you’re butt-deep in trouble.”
“I’ve really never had so many difficulties in such a short time before in my life. I’m sorry. But you know, I could have dealt with this all by myself.”
He grunted in her general direction, and was gone. Just plain out of there, fast.
She touched her own fingers to her face, saw his dark eyes staring at her with antagonism and something else, and walked slowly to the front door. She fastened the chain, clicked the dead bolt in place, and turned the key in the lock. What would have happened if Savich hadn’t shown up? She shuddered.
She’d caught Belinda’s killer and her life seemed messier than ever. What had her mother meant, “. . . since your father tried to run me down?”
 
She walked out of the doctor’s building the following afternoon, trying to put up her umbrella in the face of a sharp whipping wind and swirling rain—hard, heavy rain that got you wet no matter what you did. It was cold and getting colder by the minute. She got the umbrella up finally, but it was difficult because her arm was still very sore. She stepped off the curb, trying to keep herself covered, and started toward her car, parked just down the block on the opposite side of Union Street.
Suddenly she heard a shout, then a scream. She whipped about, the wind nearly knocking her over, her umbrella sucked out of her hand. The car was right on her, a big black car with dark tinted windows, a congressman’s car, no, probably a lobbyist’s car, so many of them in Washington. What was the fool doing?
She froze in that blank instant, then hurled herself back onto the sidewalk, her sore arm slamming into a parking meter.
She felt the whoosh of hot air even as she went down half into the street, half on the sidewalk. She twisted around to see the black car accelerate and take the next corner in a screech of tires. She just lay there staring blankly after the car. Why hadn’t he stopped to see if she was all right? No, naturally, the driver wouldn’t have stopped—he’d probably be arrested for drunk driving. Slowly, she pulled herself to her feet. Her panty hose were ruined, as were her shoes and clothes. Her hair was plastered to her head and over her face. As for her healing arm, it was throbbing big-time now. Her shoulder began to hurt, as did her left leg. At least she was alive. At least she hadn’t been farther out into the street. If she had been, she wouldn’t have stood a chance.
She’d gotten three letters of the license plate—PRD. Now that she thought of it, it hadn’t been a government license.
People were all around her now, helping her to straighten up, holding umbrellas over her. One gray-haired woman was fussing, patting her here and there, as if she were her baby. She managed to smile at the woman. “Thank you. I’m all right.”
“That driver was an idiot, a maniac. The man over there called the cops on his cell phone.”
A businessman said, “Miss, do you want an ambulance? Jesus, that guy could have killed you!”
She held up her hands. The rain pounded down on her. “No, no ambulance, please. I’m all right.”
The cops were coming soon; she didn’t have much time. She was on the phone dialing Savich’s number in under two minutes. He wasn’t there. Hannah answered. Where was Marcy, Savich’s secretary? She didn’t need Hannah, not now, but there was no choice.
“Hannah, I need to know where Savich is. Do you know? Do you have a number for him?”
“No. Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”
“Hannah, listen to me. Someone just tried to run me down. Please tell me how I can get hold of Savich.”
Suddenly Ollie was on the line. “What the hell happened, Sherlock? Marcy’s down in the lunchroom. Hannah and I are covering Savich’s phone. Someone tried to run you down? It doesn’t ring all that often because everyone knows he prefers e-mail. What the hell happened?”
“I’m all right, just really dirty and wet. I’m right in front of Dr. Pratt’s building. Savich knows the location, since that’s his doctor, too. Please tell Savich where I am. Oh dear, the police are here.”
It was nearly an hour before Savich strode up and knocked on the window of her car. He was very wet. He looked very angry, which wasn’t right. He didn’t have any right to be angry just yet.
“I’m sorry,” she said immediately, as she opened the passenger door, “I didn’t know who else to call. The cops just left about twenty minutes ago. My car wouldn’t start.”
He slid into the passenger side. “Good thing this is leather or the cloth would stay wet for weeks. Now tell me what happened.”
She did, saying finally, “It sounds pitiful. I think whoever was driving just lost it. Maybe he was drunk. When he realized he could have killed me, he didn’t want to hang around.”
“I don’t like it.”
“Well, no, I don’t either. The police are certain it was a hit-and-run. I did see the first three letters of the license plate—PRD. They said they’d check it out. They laughed when I showed them my FBI badge, just laughed and laughed.”
“Who knew you were going to see Dr. Pratt?”
“Everyone in the office. It wasn’t a secret. I even met Assistant Director Maitland in the hall, three clerks, and two secretaries. All of them asked about it. Oh no, sir, you don’t think it was on purpose, do you?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know anything. I really like this car. I’m glad you didn’t let your little designer buy it for you. Jesus, he’d have gotten you one of those dainty little Miatas. When did you buy this car?”
“I knew what I wanted. I called a car club and they got one and had it sent over.”
“How’s your arm?”
“Fine. I just banged it against a parking meter. I went back up to see Dr. Pratt and he checked it out.”
“What did he say?”
“Not much, just shook his head and suggested that I might consider another line of work. He said being president was a lot safer than what I did. He put the sling back on for another couple of days. Why won’t my car start? It’s brand-new.”

“If it stops raining, I’ll take a look.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back. “As I said, I don’t know anything or think anything particular at the moment. If someone tried to kill you, then you’ve brought me into another mess. And don’t call me ‘sir’ again or I’ll pull off that sling and strangle you with it.”
She was much calmer now, her breath steady, the deadening shock nearly gone. “All right, Dillon. No one would have any reason to hurt me. It was an accident, a drunk driving a big black car.”
“What about Douglas’s wife?”
“All right, so I did think about her, but that’s just plain silly. She was angry, but surely not angry enough to kill me. If she wanted to kill somebody, she would pick Douglas, not me. The cops pushed me on it and I did give them her name, but no specific circumstances. I noticed those faint white lines on your finger pads. What are they from?”
“I whittle. Sometimes the knife slips and you cut yourself. No big deal. Now, that’s really good. A jealous wife would really make them laugh. It’s not raining as much. Let me see what’s wrong with this very nice car that’s new and shouldn’t have stalled.”
Nothing was wrong. She’d flooded it.
“I should have thought of that,” she said, annoyed and embarrassed.
“You’re excused this time.”
“So it was an accident. I was scared that you’d find the distributor cap missing or the oil line cut.”
“It doesn’t have to have been an accident. It’s possible it was on purpose and if it was, you know what the guy intended, don’t you?”
“Yes, to obliterate me.”
Savich tapped his fingers on the dashboard. “I’ve always thought that trying to hit someone with a car wasn’t the smartest or most efficient way of whacking your enemy. On the other hand, it’s a dandy way to scare the hell out of someone. Yeah, that sounds about right. If, on the other hand, someone did want to kill you, then I wonder why the car came at you when you’d just stepped off the curb and into the street. Why didn’t the guy wait until you were nearly to your own car? You’d have been a perfect target then. That doesn’t sound too professional. All the planning was in place, but the execution was way off.” He shrugged. “As of this point in time, we haven’t the foggiest notion. I’ll run those three letters of the license plate through MAXINE and see what she can dredge up.”
“MAXINE? You got another computer?”
“No. MAXINE used to be MAX. Every six months or so there’s a sex change. I’ve had to accept the fact that my machine is a transsexual. Pretty soon, she’ll start insisting that I stop swearing when I’m working with her.”
“That’s crazy. I like it.”
“Now, back to the accident—”
“It was an accident, Dillon. That’s what the police think.”
“On the other hand, they don’t know you. Now, see if this wonderful ski-hauling four-by-four will start.”
She turned the key and the Navajo fired right up. “Go back to the Bureau, Sherlock, and drink some of Marcy’s coffee. That’ll fix you up. Oh yeah—stay away from Douglas Madigan and his wife. Don’t you call him, I will. Where is he staying?”
 
She sat propped up against pillows in bed, the TV on low, just for background noise, reading the police and autopsy reports on Belinda. She didn’t realize she was crying until the tears hit the back of her hand. She laid down all the pages and let herself cry. It had been so long; the tears had been clogged deep inside her, dammed up, until now.
Finally, the tears slowed. She sniffed, then returned to the reports. Tomorrow she would consult with MAXINE to see if there were any differences, no matter how slight, between Belinda’s killing and all the others. She prayed with all her might that there wouldn’t be a smidgen of difference. Now that she’d studied the reports, she hoped to be able to see things more clearly.
On the edge of sleep, she wondered if indeed Candice had tried to run her down. Just as her father had tried to run down her mother? No, that was ridiculous. Her mother was ill, had been for a very long time. Or just maybe her mother had said that because of what her husband had said so casually about Belinda and her father. It had come out of left field. Who knew?
Of course Douglas had called her, furious that she’d allowed Savich to call him. It took her ten minutes to talk him out of coming over to her town house. He said he’d spoken to Candice, who’d been visited by the police. He was outraged that anyone would believe she had tried to run down Lacey. It had been an accident.
“I wouldn’t be leaving unless I was certain it was an accident, Lacey. I want you to be certain, though, that it wasn’t Candice.”
“I’m certain, Douglas.” She’d have said her tongue was purple to get him off the phone. “Don’t worry. I’m fine. Everything is fine. Go home.”
“Yes, I am. I’m taking Candice home too.”
Now that sounded interesting, but she was too tired to ask him to explain.
 
The next morning, Big John Bullock, Marlin Jones’s lawyer, was on CNN, telling the interviewer, a drop-dead gorgeous guy who looked like a model right out of GQ, that the FBI and the Boston police had forced Marlin to confess, that he hadn’t known what he was doing because he’d been in so much pain. He would have said anything so they’d give him more medication. Any judge would throw out a confession made under those circumstances.
Was Marlin guilty? the gorgeous young hunk asked, giving the audience a winning smile even as he said the words.
Big John shrugged and said that wasn’t the point. That was for a jury to decide. The point was the police harassment of the poor man, who wasn’t well either mentally or physically. Lacey knew then that if the judge didn’t suppress the confession, Big John would go for an insanity plea. The evidence was overwhelming. Lacey knew that when the lawyer saw all the evidence against Marlin, he’d have no choice but to go for an insanity plea.
Lacey just stared at the TV screen, at that model interviewer whose big smile was the last thing on the screen before the program skipped to a toothpaste commercial. She’d been a fool. She should have shot Marlin straight through the heart. She would have saved the taxpayers thousands upon thousands of dollars. It would have been justice and revenge for all the women he’d butchered.
By the next afternoon, MAXINE hadn’t come up with a thing. There were no differences at all in Belinda’s killing versus the other women’s. Only tiny variations, nothing at all significant.
She felt better. Belinda would finally find justice, if the little psycho ever made it to trial. A psychopath wasn’t crazy, necessarily, even not usually. But who else knew that? Then she pictured him with Russell Bent of Chicago, both of them playing cards in the rec room of the state mental institution, both of them smiling at each other, joking about the idiot liberal judges and dumb-ass shrinks who believed they weren’t responsible for their savagery because they’d had bad childhoods.
She had to stop it. There was nothing more she could do. Her father was right. Douglas was right. It was over. It was time to get on with her life.
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“IT HAD to be Marlin Jones.”
“It seems likely, but you don’t sound as if you’re really satisfied.”
“I’m not, but MAX—oh, I forgot, he’s in drag—MAXINE—didn’t turn up a single variation in the way Belinda was murdered as opposed to the other women. Marlin killed them all, he had to have.” She sighed. “But why did he leave out Belinda in particular? It makes no sense.”
“I’m glad you’re not satisfied. I’m glad you have that itch in your gut,” Savich said slowly, tapping his pencil on his desktop, deliberately. “You’ve inputted all the physical data and run endless comparisons, but there are other aspects you need to take into account. Now you’ve got to finish it.”
She was frowning ferociously. A long, curling piece of hair flopped into her face. She shoved it behind her ear, not even aware of what she was doing.
He smiled as he said, “MAXINE and I have been doing a little work. It’s her opinion that we need to go back to the props. Okay, think now about how he killed the women. Think about what he used to kill them and where he killed them.”
“A knife.”
“What else?”
“He killed them in warehouses and in a couple of houses. He obviously prefers warehouses, there aren’t as many people around at night.”
“What did he use?”
“He built props.”

“Just the way Marty Bramfort was building props for her kid’s school play in Boston. Think about what you had to do to build those props.”
She just stared at him, then leaped to her feet, her hands splayed on his desktop, her chair nearly falling over backward. Her face was alight with excitement. “Goodness, Dillon, he had to buy lumber, but the SFPD said they couldn’t trace it, it was too common. But you know a better question: Is it possible to know if the same lumber was used in all the killings, that is, was all the lumber bought in the same place? Okay. He had to screw all those boards together, right? They couldn’t trace all the brackets and hinges and screws, but is there any way of knowing if someone screws in a screw differently from someone else? If the slant is different? The amount of force? Is this possible? Can you tell if some lumber matches other lumber from the same yard? The same screws?”
He grinned at her. “I don’t see why not. You’ve got it now, Sherlock. Now we’ve got to pray that the San Francisco police haven’t thrown away the killer’s props from each murder. Actually, I’d be willing to bet they’ve got it all. They’re good.
“Say they still have everything. Unfortunately MAXINE can’t help us here, not even using the most sophisticated visual scanners would work. We’ve got to have the human touch. I know this guy in Los Angeles who’s a genius at looking at the way, for example, a person hammers in a nail. You wondered if this was possible. It is. Not too many people know how to do it, but this guy does. You could show him a half dozen different nails in boards and Wild Ralph could tell you how many different people did the hammering. Now we’ll test him about not only hammering nails but screwing in the brackets and hinges. Now go find out if you’ve still got a match.”
 
Three days went by. It was hard, but Savich kept his distance. He’d given her Ralph York’s number—Wild Ralph—nicknamed ten years before when a suspect in a murder case had tried to kill him for testifying and Ralph had saved himself with a hammer. Unexpectedly, the suspect had survived. He was now serving life in San Quentin. Savich had heard there was still a dent in his head.
No, he’d keep his mouth shut, at least for another day. To do anything active would be undue interference, and he knew she wouldn’t appreciate it. If she had questions, she’d ask, he knew her well enough to know that she didn’t have a big ego. He forced himself not to call Wild Ralph to see what was going on. He knew, of course, that the SFPD hadn’t done any comparisons of this sort, simply because they’d never had any doubts that all the murders had been committed by the same person. Also, this kind of evidence wasn’t yet accepted in a court of law. He found himself worrying. As for Sherlock, she didn’t come near him. He knew from the security logs that she had worked until after midnight for the past two nights. He was really beginning to grind his teeth when she knocked on his office door three days later at two o’clock in the afternoon. She just stood in his doorway, saying nothing. He arched an eyebrow, ready to wait her out. She silently handed him a piece of paper.
It was a letter from Ralph. He read: “Agent Sherlock, the tests I ran included: 1) type of drill used, 2) drilling and hammering technique, 3) type and grade of lumber, and 4) origin of lumber.
“The drill used in all the San Francisco murders except #4 was identical. However, the drill used in murder #4 was too close in particulars for me to even try to convince the D.A. that it wasn’t identical. As to the drilling and hammering technique, it is odd, but I believe some was done by the same person and others were not. They were utterly different. No explanation for that. Perhaps it’s as simple as the murderer had hurt his right hand and was having to use his left, or that he was in a different mood, or even that he couldn’t see as well in this particular instance The lumber wasn’t identical, and it did not come from the Bosman Lumber Mill, South San Francisco. Again, it doesn’t really prove anything one way or the other, it is merely of note, although again, I wonder why only murder #4 had lumber from a different lumberyard.
“This was an interesting comparison. I’ve spoken to the police in San Francisco. The San Francisco D.A. is speaking with the Boston D.A. They will doubtless have comparisons made between the props used in the San Francisco murders and the props used in Boston. I don’t doubt that even though the lumber can’t be identical, the technique will be, and thus perhaps the presiding judge will allow it to be used as evidence in Marlin Jones’s trial, if and when the man stands trial.
“So, the bottom-line results of my test are inconclusive. There are differences, aberrations. I must tell you that I have seen it happen before, and for no logical reason.
“I hope this is of assistance to you, but given the reason for your request I doubt that you are overjoyed. My best to Savich.”
Savich said nothing, merely took in her pallor, the stark disappointment in her eyes, the hopelessness that seemed to be draining her. He wished it could be different, but it wasn’t. He said finally, “Ralph said it himself. Inconclusive. It doesn’t nail down the coffin lid, Sherlock.”
“I know,” she said and didn’t sound as though she believed it. “He didn’t write this in his letter, but Mr. York said on the phone just a few minutes ago that all the same particulars with the other murder props were completely identical. It was just with murder number four where there were inconsistencies.”
“That’s something,” Savich said. “Look, Sherlock, either Marlin did it or he didn’t. As to Marlin claiming he killed only six women in San Francisco, Belinda not included, then someone else did. You’re not happy, are you?”
She just shook her head. “I wanted to be certain once and for all and it’s still not proven, either way. Can you think of anything else to do?” But she didn’t look at him, just stared down at her low-heeled navy pumps.
“Not at the moment, but I’ll think about it some more. Now let’s get back to the Radnich case.” He wished he could let her mull over her sister’s murder, but there were too many demands on the Unit. He needed her.
“Yes. Thank you for giving me all this time. Ollie also said there was a new murder spree, a couple of black guys killing Asian people in Alabama and Mississippi.”
“Yes. We’ll talk about it in the meeting this afternoon.” He watched her leave his office. He tapped his pen on the desktop. She’d lost weight she couldn’t afford to lose. He didn’t like it. Even though he saw the results of it in the families of victims, he still couldn’t begin to imagine what it must feel like to have lost someone you loved in such a horrible way. He shook himself. He turned to MAXINE and typed in a brief note to his friend James Quinlan, then e-mailed it to him.
Lacey stopped outside Savich’s office and leaned against the wall. It was too much and not nearly enough. She had to go to Boston again. She had to speak to Marlin Jones one more time. She had to make him tell her the truth, she had to. She looked up to see Hannah staring at her. “Why are you so pale? You look like someone’s punched you. Actually, you look like you’re coming down with the flu.”
She just shook her head. “I’m fine. It’s the case I’m working on. Things are inconclusive and I hate that.”
Hannah said, “Yes, that’s always a bitch, isn’t it? How’s your arm?”
“What? Oh, my arm’s fine.”
“How are you feeling after that hit-and-run driver nearly hit you the other day? That must have been pretty bad.”
“It was, but not as bad as this. I think it was just an accident, some drunk guy who probably was so scared that he nearly hit someone that he couldn’t wait to roar away from me. The cops said the three numbers I saw on the license plate didn’t lead anywhere. Too many possibilities. It could have happened to anybody. I was just the lucky one.”
“Did you hurt your arm again?”
“Just banged it up a bit more, no big deal.”
“Savich isn’t busy now, is he?”
“I don’t know.” She walked away, thinking about who had had access to all the crime details in San Francisco.
She sat at her desk and stared at the blank computer screen. She heard a sound and turned to see Hannah standing by the water cooler, frowning at her. It was more than a frown, and Lacey felt a brief burst of cold run through her. She forced herself back to the Radnich case, but there was nothing new there. Another murder and her old-woman theory hadn’t washed. The afternoon meeting was canceled because Savich had an emergency meeting with their assistant director, Jimmy Maitland. She was still puzzling over the newest developments in the Mississippi/Alabama cases, when she heard Savich behind her. “It’s after six. It’s time for you to hang it up. Let’s go work out.”
She stared up at him blankly. “Work out?”

“Yeah, I bet you haven’t moved from that desk since this afternoon. Come along. I won’t throw you around because you have this wimp excuse about your arm.”
 
She could barely walk. Nor could she talk. She was still using all her breath just to pull oxygen into her lungs. It was just as well because Hannah Paisley turned up just before they were ready to leave. She looked fit and strong, and just about every guy in the gym was staring at her. She was wearing a hot-pink leotard with a black top and black thong.
Savich gave Hannah a salute as he said, “Come on, Sherlock. I told you you’ve got to work on your breathing. More breath or you’ll collapse on me just the way you’re almost doing now.”
She eyed him and gasped out, “I’m going to kill you.”
“Good. An entire sentence. You’re getting it together again. You want to go shower?”
“I’d drown. I’d fall down, plug the drain, and that would be the end of it.”
“Then let’s walk home. A nice walk dries all the sweat.”
“I want to be carried. These legs aren’t going anywhere on their own.”
Hannah was standing behind Savich. She lightly touched her fingers to his bare arm. His skin glistened with sweat.
“Hello, Dillon, Sherlock.”
Lacey only nodded. She was still breathing hard.
“You’re looking good, Hannah,” Savich said. Lacey realized at that moment how clear it was to her that they’d slept together. They were both magnificently made, beautiful specimens. She could imagine how they’d look together, naked, all over each other. She forced herself to smile. To look the way the two of them did, they had to sweat a lot to build those sleek muscles. Lacey wasn’t too fond of sweating. She watched Savich squeeze Hannah’s biceps. “Not bad. Look at poor Sherlock here. She’s threatening to collapse on me all because she got her arm hurt and we had to spend the time on her legs.”
“She does look a bit on the edge. While she rests up, could you come coach me a minute on my bench presses?”

“Sorry, not tonight, Hannah. Sherlock has to get home, and I promised I’d drop her off.”
Hannah just nodded, smiled at both of them, and walked off, every man’s eyes, except Savich’s, on her butt.
“She’s very beautiful,” Lacey said, pleased she could talk without wondering if she was having a heart attack.
“Yes, I guess so,” Savich said. “Let’s go.”
They stopped for a half-veggie, half-sausage pizza at Dizzy Dan’s on Clayton Street.
“You only left me two slices,” Savich said, picking up one slice quickly. “You’re a pig, Sherlock.”
Cheese was dripping down her chin. She was so hungry, she was pleased she hadn’t started chewing on the red-and-white checkered tablecloth. She quickly grabbed the last slice. It was still hot enough so that the cheese pulled loose and dripped down the sides of the slice. She couldn’t wait to get it into her mouth. “Order another one,” she said, her mouth full.
He did, and this garden delight pizza he ate himself. She was so full she didn’t want to move, didn’t even want to raise her hand from the tabletop.
“You stuffed?”
“To the gills.” She sighed, sat back in her chair, and crossed her arms over her stomach. “I didn’t realize I was so hungry.”
“If Marlin didn’t kill Belinda, then someone else did. Who was it, Sherlock?”
“I don’t know, truly, I don’t.”
“But you’ve been thinking about it a whole lot, ever since Marlin told you he didn’t kill her. Who had access, Sherlock? Who?”
“Why don’t we talk about Florida instead? Or Mississippi?”
“Fine, but you’re going to have to face up to it soon. I do have some new information from Florida for you. The latest murder wasn’t on the projected map matrix, as you already know. MAXINE is trying to come up with something else. We poor humans are trying too. This time the police made an effort to question everyone in sight. They herded all the residents into the rec room. They wanted to catch your old woman in disguise. The initial word I got back, and what you heard, was that it wasn’t someone disguised as an old woman. However, I found out just before we left this afternoon that a new cop had had two of the old folks get sick on him because of the murder and he’d let them go. One was an old woman, one an old man. Was one of them the murderer? No one knows.
“As for the new young cop being able to identify the two old people, we can forget it. All old people look alike to him. He just remembers that one was an old man and he fainted, the other was an old lady and she puked. You can bet your life that he got his ears pinned back, probably worse.
“So, it’s still unclear whether or not your theory is right. You know, the likeliest person to kill a wife is the husband.”
He’d steered so smoothly back on course that the words just spilled out of her mouth: “No, Dillon, Douglas loved Belinda. Just for argument’s sake, let’s say that I’m wrong and he hated her. He would simply have divorced her. There’s no reason he would have killed her. He’s not stupid, nor, I doubt strongly, is he a murderer. There was no reason for him to kill her, none at all.”
“No, not that you know of. But one thing, Sherlock, he does seem to think too much of you, his sister-in-law. How long has he been looking at you, licking his chops?”
“I’m sure that’s just recent. And I think he’s over it now.” She remembered him staring at hers and Belinda’s photos in her bedroom—all that he’d remembered, all that he’d said about her innocence. She felt a knot of coldness settle deep into her. She was shaking her head even as she added, “No, not Douglas.”
“Your daddy’s a judge, but he wasn’t a judge seven years ago. He couldn’t have had access to everything on the String Killer case.”
She wondered only briefly how he knew that, but then wanted to laugh at herself. That was easy stuff. Actually she wouldn’t be surprised if Savich knew what the president’s next speech would be about. She had complete faith that MAXINE could access anything Savich wanted. “No, impossible. Don’t lie to me, I’ll bet you know that my father did have access to everything. He came out of the D. A.’s office. He knew everyone. He could have accessed anything he wanted. But Dillon, how could a man kill his own daughter? And so brutally?”
“It’s been done more times than I can remember. Your dad’s not all that straightforward a guy, Sherlock, and Belinda wasn’t his daughter. He appears to have this mean streak in him. He didn’t much like Belinda, did he? He thought she was nuts, like his wife, who claimed that he’d tried to run her down in his BMW.”
She scooted out of the booth, the tablecloth snagging on her purse strap. His two remaining slices of pizza nearly slid off the table.
“Then there’s Mama. Does she have mental problems, Sherlock? What did she think of Belinda?”
He was standing there in front of her, very close, and she couldn’t stand it. “I’m going home. You don’t have to see me there.”
“Yeah, I do. You’ve got to do some thinking. You know very well that Ralph York has sent his findings to the SFPD. They just might reopen Belinda’s case or they might not. No way of telling just yet. At the very least though, everything we’re talking about they’ll be talking about too. Douglas could be in some warm water, Sherlock, no matter how you slice it. Daddy too.”
“Since everything is so inconclusive, it’s very possible the San Francisco police won’t do a thing. I think once they talk to Boston, they’ll know it was Marlin. They won’t have any doubts. They’ll just shake their heads at Ralph’s report.”
“I think they will pay some attention. We’re all the law. We’re all supposed to try to catch the bad guys, even if it might mean opening a can of worms.”
“I’ve got to call Douglas, warn him. This can’t be right, it can’t. I never meant for this to happen.”
He rolled his eyes. “Maybe I’ll understand you in another thirty years, Sherlock. Do what you must. Come on. I’ve got things to do tonight.”
“Like what?”
“My friend James Quinlan plays the sax at the Bonhomie Club on Houtton Street, owned by a Ms. Lily, a superendowed black lady who admires his butt and his soulful eyes as much as his playing. He tries to be there at least once or twice a week. Sally, his wife, loves the place. Marvin, the bouncer, calls her Chicky. Come to think of it, he calls every female Chicky. But Sally to him is a really nice Chicky. I’ll never forget that Fuzz the bartender gave them a bottle of wine for a wedding present. It had a cork. A first. Amazing.”
Now all this was strange. She said slowly, willing, happy to be distracted, even if only for a moment, “So you go to support him?”
He looked suddenly embarrassed. He didn’t meet her eyes. He cleared his throat and said, “Yeah.”
He was lying. She cocked her head to one side. “Maybe I could go with you sometime? I wouldn’t mind supporting him either. Also, I’ve never gotten together with Sally Quinlan. I heard she’s an aide to a senator.”
“Yeah. Okay, sure. Maybe. We’ll see.”
She didn’t say a word. They were nearly at her town house. There was a quarter moon showing through gothic clouds—all thin and wispy, floating past, making sinister images. It was only eight-thirty in the evening, cool with only a slight breeze. “You should keep a light on.”
“The FBI doesn’t pay me all that well, Dillon. It would cost a fortune.”
“Do you have an alarm system?”
“No. Why? All of a sudden you’re worried? You were mocking all my locks just a while ago.”
“Yeah, and I wondered why someone who faced down Marlin like a first-class warrior would need to have more locks in her house than the president has guards.”
“They’re two very different things.”
“I figured that. I don’t suppose you’ll tell me about it, will you?”
“There’s nothing to tell. Now, what’s all this about an alarm system?”
“Someone tried to run you down. That changes things, big-time.”
They were back to that. “It was an accident.”
“Possibly.”
“Good night, Dillon.”




20


LACEY UNLOCKED the front door and stepped into the small foyer. She reached for the light switch and turned it on. It flickered, and then the light strengthened. She turned to lock the front door—the dead bolt, the two chains. From habit, she looked into the living room, the kitchen, before she went to her bedroom. Everything was as it should be.
She stopped suddenly. Slowly, she lowered the gym shoe she’d just pulled off to the floor. She turned, silent as stone now, and listened. Nothing.
She was losing it. She remembered that long-ago night in her fourth-floor apartment when she’d awakened to hear noises and nearly heaved up her guts with terror. Then she’d gotten a grip and gone out to see what or who was there. It had been a mouse. A silly little mouse, so scared he didn’t know where to run when he saw her. And that had been the night she’d changed.
She took off the rest of her gym clothes and went into the bathroom. Just before she stepped into the shower, she turned the lock on the door, laughing aloud at herself while she did it. “You’re an idiot,” she said, unlocked the door, then stepped into the shower.
Hot, hot water. It felt like heaven. Dillon had nearly killed her, but the hot water was soaking in. She could feel her shrieking leg muscles groan in relief. He’d told her that working out kept his stress level down. It also gave him a gorgeous body, but she didn’t tell him that. She was beginning to wonder if he didn’t have something about bringing down the stress. For the hour they’d exercised, she hadn’t given a single thought to Marlin Jones or to the inconclusive report from Wild Ralph York.
She finally stepped out of the shower some ten minutes later and into the fog-heavy bathroom. She wrapped a thick Egyptian-cotton towel around her head, then used the corner of her other towel to wipe the mirror.
She stared into the masked face right behind her.
A yell clogged in her throat. She froze. She realized she wasn’t breathing, couldn’t breathe, until air whooshed out of her mouth.
The man said in a soft, low voice that feathered warm air on the back of her neck, “Don’t move now, little girl. I expected you to come home a bit later. You seemed well ensconced at that pizza place with that big guy. What’s the matter, didn’t the guy push hard enough to sleep with you? I could tell he wanted to, just the way he was looking at you. You told him no, didn’t you? Yeah, you’re here a little earlier than I expected, but no matter. I had a chance to settle in, get to know you a bit.”
His mask was black. His breathing was quiet, his voice so very soft, unalarming. She felt the gun pressing lightly against the small of her back. She was naked, no weapon, nothing except a ridiculous towel wrapped around her head.
“That’s right. You’re holding perfectly still. Are you afraid I’ll rape you?”
“I don’t know. Will you?”
“I hadn’t thought to, but seeing you all buck naked, well, you’re good-looking, you know? It turned me on to hear you singing that country-western song in the shower. What was it?”
“ ‘King of the Road.’”
“I like those words—but they fit me, not you. You’re just a little girl playing cop. The king of the road goes to Maine when he’s all done, right? That’s just where I might go once I’m through with you.”
Slowly, very slowly, she brought the towel down in front of her. “May I please wrap the towel around me?”
“No, I like looking at you. Drop it on the floor. Leave the one wrapped around your head. I like that too. It makes you look exotic. It turns me on.”
She dropped the towel. She felt the gun pressing cold and hard against her spine. She’d had training, but what could she do? She was naked, without a weapon, in her bathroom. What could she possibly do? Talk to him; that was her best chance, for the moment. “What do you want?”
“I want to talk you into going back to him, all the way back to San Francisco.”
“Did you try to run me down?”
He laughed, actually laughed. “Do you think I could have done something like that, little girl? Though you ain’t all that little, are you?” The hand holding the gun came around and stroked the dull silver barrel over her right breast.
She flinched, leaning back, only to feel him against her back, his groin against her hips.
“Now that’s nice, isn’t it?” He continued to press the cold metal against her breast, then downward to her belly. She was quivering, she couldn’t stop it, her flesh trying to flinch from him. Fear was full-blown now, and she didn’t know if she could hold herself together. She gasped out, “Why do you want me to leave Washington?”
The gun stopped. He drew his hand away. “Your mama and daddy need you at home. It’s time you went back there and took care of your responsibilities. They don’t want you here, involved in conspiracies and shooting people, the way the FBI does. Yeah, they want you home. I’m here to encourage you to go.”
“I’ll tell you why I can’t go back just yet. You see, there’s this murderer, his name is Marlin Jones, and he just killed this woman in Boston. He’s a serial killer. I can’t leave just yet. I’ll tell you more but it could take a while. Can’t I put on some clothes? We can go in the kitchen, and I’ll make some coffee?”
“Hard-nosed little girl, aren’t you? It doesn’t bother you at all with my dick pressing against your butt.”
“It bothers me.”
He stepped back. He waved the gun toward the bedroom. “Go put yourself in a bathrobe. I can always take it off you if I want.”

He followed at a distance, not getting close enough for her to kick out at him. She didn’t look at him again until she had the terry-cloth robe belted tightly around her waist.
“Take the turban off your head and comb out your hair. I want to see it.”
She pulled off the towel and began combing her fingers through her hair. Had he moved closer? Could she get him with her foot? It would require speed, and she’d have to be accurate or he’d kill her.
“Use that brush.”
She shook her head, picked up the brush, and brushed her hair until he finally said, “That’s enough.” He reached out his hand and touched the damp hair. He grunted.
Keep calm, she had to keep herself calm, but it was hard to do, really hard. She wanted to see his face, to make him human, and real, to look hard at his eyes. The black ski mask made him a monster, faceless, terrifying. He was dressed in black too, down to the black running shoes on his feet. Big feet. He was a big man, big arms, long, but his belly was flabby. He wasn’t all that young, then. His voice was low, sort of raspy, as if he’d smoked too much for a long time. Keep thinking like this, she told herself over and over as she walked into the kitchen. Just keep calm.
She watched him from the corner of her eye. He was leaning against the counter, the gun—a small .22—still pointed at her, as if someone had told him that she’d had some training, that he shouldn’t just assume that because she was a woman she had no chance against him.
“Who are you?”
He laughed. “Call me Sam. You like that? Yeah, that’s me—Sam. My pa was named Sam too. Hey, I’m the son of Sam.”
“Someone hired you. Who?”
“Too many questions, little girl. Get that coffee on. Now start talking to me about this Marlin Jones. Tell me why you’re so important to this case.”
Nothing she told him about Marlin Jones would make any difference that she could see, and it would buy her time. “I was the one who was the bait to catch him in Boston. FBI agents do this sort of thing. There was nothing unusual about it. I was the bait because he’d killed my sister seven years ago in San Francisco. He was called the String Killer. I begged the cops to let me bring him down. They let me and I did bring him down, but it’s not over yet. I can’t go back home yet.”
He pushed off the counter, walked to her, and very calmly, very slowly, pulled back his arm and brought the gun sharply against the side of her head. Not hard enough to knock her unconscious, but hard enough to knock her silly. Pain flooded through her. She cried out, grabbed her head, and lurched against the stove.
“I know a lie when I hear it,” he said in that low, soft voice of his and quickly stepped back out of her reach. “This guy butcher your sister? Yeah, sure. Hey, you’re bleeding. Scalp wounds bleed like stink, but you’ll be okay. Tell me the truth, tell me why you really want to stay here or I’ll hit you again.”
She suddenly heard an accent. No, her brains were scrambled, she was imagining it. No, wait, the way he’d said “bleed like stink.” It was faintly southern; yes, that was it. And wasn’t that phrase southern as well?
He raised his arm. She said quickly, “I’m not lying. Belinda Madigan, the fourth victim of the San Francisco String Killer, was my sister.”
He didn’t say anything, but she saw the gun waver. Hadn’t he known? No, if he didn’t know, why else would he be here? He said finally, “Keep going.”
“Marlin Jones said he didn’t kill her. That’s why I’ve got to stay. I’ve got to find out the truth. Then I can go home.”
“But he did kill her, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he did. I wondered and wondered, then I even had some tests done on the wooden props used in all the murders in San Francisco, the hammering and screwing techniques, stuff like that. There’s an expert in Los Angeles who’s really good at that sort of thing. But his results were inconclusive. Marlin Jones killed her. He must have realized who I was and lied to me, to torture me. Who are you? Why do you care?”
“Hey, I’m a journalist.” He laughed again. He was big into laughter, this guy. She felt blood dripping off her hair onto her face. She wiped it away with the back of her hand.

“Yeah, I’m a journalist and I like to know the inside scoop. You guys are so closemouthed that none of us know what’s going on. Yeah, I’m with the Washington Post. My name’s Garfield.” He laughed. He was really enjoying himself.
Then just as suddenly, he straightened, and she knew that if he weren’t wearing that mask, she’d see that his eyes had gone cold and dead. “Is that all, little girl?”
“Yes, that’s all,” she said now, her voice shaking with fear. No, she thought, it wasn’t enough. More shaking, more show of fear. “But why do you care whether or not I go home? Or does the person who sent you want me to leave? Why? I’m no threat to anyone.” Marlin Jones was in her mind. Was he somehow behind this?
The man was silent for a moment, and she knew he was studying her, weighing his options. Who was he?
He said finally, reaching out his hand to touch a clump of bloody hair, “You know what I think? I think that just maybe old Marlin didn’t kill your sister. You’re like a little terrier, yanking and jerking and pulling, but you won’t find anything.
“Now I believe that’s all I need to know. I’ll tell you just one last time. Leave Washington. Stay with the FBI if you want to, but transfer. Go home, little girl. Now, let’s have us a good time.”
He walked toward her, the gun aimed right at her chest. “I want you to march your little butt to the bedroom. I want you to stretch out all pretty-like on the bed. Then we’ll see.”
She knew pleading wouldn’t gain her anything. She turned and walked out of the kitchen. He was going to rape her. Then would he kill her as well? Probably. But the rape, she wouldn’t take the rape, she couldn’t. He’d have to kill her before she’d let him rape her. Who had hired him?
What to do? He didn’t think Marlin had killed Belinda? Why did he care? What was going on here?
“Please, who are you?”
He just motioned the gun toward the bed.
She was standing now beside her bed, not wanting to lie down, hating the thought of him being over her, of him in control.
“Take off that bathrobe.”

Her hands were fists at her sides. He raised the gun. She took off the bathrobe.
“Now lie down and open those legs real wide for me.”
“Why don’t you think Marlin killed my sister?”
“Business is over. It’s party time. Lie down, little girl, or I’ll just have to hurt you real bad.”
She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t.
He took a step toward her, the gun raised. He was going to hit her with the butt again, probably break her jaw this time. She had to do something.
The phone rang.
Both of them stared at it.
It rang again.
“It might be my boss,” she said, praying harder than she’d ever prayed in her life. “He knows I’m home. He said he might call. There was an assignment he wanted to talk to me about.”
“That big guy who brought you here? That’s your boss?”
She nodded and wished again that she could see his face, see his expression.
Another ring.
“Answer it. But you be careful what you say or you’re dead where you stand.”
She picked up the phone and said quietly, “Hello?”
“That you, Sherlock?”
“Yes, sir, it’s me, sir.”
He was silent a moment. She was praying, hard.
“I just wanted to tell you that Sally asked to meet you. She wants you to come to the Bonhomie Club tomorrow night. Quinlan’s going to be playing both nights.”
“That sounds nice, sir, but you know that I never mix any business with pleasure. It’s a rule I always stick to, sir.”
He was mouthing at her, “Get rid of him!”
“I’ve got to go, sir. Tell Sally I’m sorry, sir. That assignment you wanted to talk to me about, sir, I’ll be in early tomorrow. I’ve got to go now.”
The gun was pressing at her temple. She gulped, then gently hung up the phone.
“I heard what the guy said. You’re lucky you didn’t blow it, little girl. Now.”

He pulled some slender nylon rope from his pocket. “Put those arms up over your head.”
He was going to tie her down. Then he could do anything he wanted to with her.
Slowly, slowly, she raised her arms. Why had she wanted a brass bed with a slatted brass headboard? He was coming over to her; soon now, soon, and she would have a chance.
He leaned down, the rope in one hand, the gun in the other. He seemed uncertain what to do with the gun. Put it down, she said in her mind, over and over, as she looked up at him. Put it down. I’m skinny. You can take me. Don’t be afraid.
He made up his mind. He backed off. “Turn on your stomach.”
She stared at him.
“Do it now or I’ll make you really sorry.”
She couldn’t do it. She just couldn’t. Without thought, without hesitation, she lurched up and rammed her head into his belly. At the same time, she flung out both fists against his forearms. She heard him cursing, heard the pain in his voice, and kept hitting him. Quickly she threw herself to the floor, rolling onto her back. He was heaving hard, over her now, the gun up, and she kicked with all her strength, her foot hitting his hand.
The gun went flying.
He threw himself down on her. His fist landed hard against her jaw, then he raised her head, grabbed fistfuls of damp hair, and slammed her head against the floor once, twice, three times. She heard a yell and a moan. The sounds were from her. She tried to bring her legs up to kick him but couldn’t manage it. She felt numbness, then knifing pain shot through her head. She vaguely heard his curses from above her, and they grew more distant. She thought she heard the phone ring again. She thought she heard him breathing hard over her. Then she didn’t know about anything. She fell into blackness.
 
He was scared spitless. The front door stood wide open. Savich forced himself to be careful, to go slowly, but what he wanted to do was roar in there. God, what had happened?
He drew his gun and eased inside the town house. Slowly, he reached for the light switch and flipped it on. He was in a crouch in the next instant, sweeping his SIG-Sauer around him in a wide arc.
No one.
“Sherlock?”
Nothing.
He didn’t even pause now. He ran into the living room, switching on lights as he went. She wasn’t there. Nor was she in the kitchen.
He was in the hallway when he heard a moan.
She was lying on the floor next to the bed, naked. Blood streaked down the side of her face.
He was on his knees beside her, his fingers pressed against the pulse in her neck. Slow and steady. He turned her over.
“Sherlock! Wake up!”
She moaned again, low and deep in her throat. She tried to bring up her hand to her head, but couldn’t do it. Her hand fell. He caught it before it hit the floor. He laid her hand over her belly.
He leaned close over her, an inch from her face. “Sherlock, wake the hell up. You’re scaring the bejesus out of me. Wake up!”
She heard his voice. He sounded incredibly angry—no, not angry, but really worried. She had to open her eyes, but she knew any movement at all would hurt really badly.
“Talk to me. Come on, you can do it. Talk to me.”
She managed to open her eyes. He was blurry, but his voice was low and deep and eminently sane. She was so grateful, so relieved. She whispered over the pain, “You came. I knew the multiple sirs would get to you.”
“They did. The first time you said it, I wanted to trim your sails but good, but then you said it again. I knew something was wrong. Where’d he hit you?”
“My head, with the butt of his gun.”
He didn’t want to ask, but he had to. “Did he rape you?”
“He would have tried, but I just couldn’t let him do it. He wanted me to lie down on my stomach. When he moved in I attacked him. That’s when he knocked me off the bed and started banging my head against the floor. It kind of hurts, Dillon.”
“Did he hit you anywhere else?”

“Just a fist in the jaw.”
“Let me get you up on the bed.”
“He’s gone? You’re sure he’s gone? I don’t want him to sneak back and hurt you.”
Hurt him? Blood was trickling down the side of her face and she was worried about him? “I’ll go lock the front door in just a minute.” While he spoke, he slid his hands beneath her and lifted her. She didn’t weigh much. He laid her on the bed, then very quickly drew a blanket over her.
“Don’t move,” he said, turned, and went back to the front door. He looked around outside, then came back into the house and locked the door.
When he was seated beside her again on the side of the bed, he said quietly, “No one’s about now. Now, I’m going to call the paramedics and get you to the hospital.”
Her hand shot up. “No, no hospital. I’m all right. I’ve got a very hard head. Maybe a concussion, but there’s nothing they can do for that, just time. I’ve got time here. Please, no hospital. I hate hospitals. They’ll give me more shots in the butt. That’s awful.”
He just looked down at her, then turned to the phone. He dialed a number, then said, “It’s Savich. Sorry to bother you, Ned, but could you come to this address and check out one of my agents for me? The guy who attacked her hit her pretty hard in the head. I don’t know if she’ll need stitches. No, no hospital. Yeah, thanks.”
When he hung up the phone, she said, “A doctor who makes house calls? That’s got to be rarer than the great auk.”
“Ned Breaker owes me. I got his kid away from kidnappers last year. He’s a good guy. We became friends. Now, enough of that. It’ll take him a good thirty minutes to get here. Do you feel well enough to tell me what happened?”
“After you left, I took a shower. When I got out, he was standing behind me when I wiped the fog off the bathroom mirror. He was wearing a black ski mask and carrying a cheap .22. He wanted me to leave town. Then I talked about Marlin Jones, and he seemed interested in that. I don’t know whether or not the person who sent him meant for him to rape me. Maybe, like that almost hit-and-run, he was just trying to scare me, which he did.

“Really, though, the bottom line was that I should go home to my family. When I asked him if he was the one who tried to run me down, he didn’t answer me. I think he could have been. He had a slight accent, from Alabama, maybe.”
“What did you tell him about Marlin Jones?”
“The truth. There was no reason not to. I think somehow Marlin Jones had to have sent him. He tried not to be too interested in Marlin, but he was. He wanted me to believe Marlin was innocent.”
“You sure about that?”
“Yes, but again, I think his mission was to scare me to death, scare me enough to make me run. Then he said business was over. He said he wanted to rape me.”
Her eyes were vague, her voice slowing down, her words slurring. He shook her shoulders. “Sherlock, wake up. Come on, you can do it.” He lightly slapped her cheek, then cupped her jaw in the palm of his hand. “Wake up.”
She blinked, trying hard. She wanted to tell him that his hand on her jaw hurt, but all she said was, “Probably a concussion. I’ll stay awake, I promise. He was going to tie my hands above my head, to the slats of the bed, but he knew I’d attack if he dropped the gun, so he told me to lie on my stomach. I couldn’t do that, Dillon, I just couldn’t. That’s when—” Curtains, black curtains were swinging down over her eyes, over her mind. She couldn’t see anything.
“Wake up, Sherlock!”
“I’m awake. Don’t yell at me, it hurts. I won’t konk out on you, I promise. But I can’t see.”
“Your eyes are closed.”
“That’s not it.”
In the next moment, she was unconscious, her head lolling to the side. He’d never dialed 911 so fast in his life.
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THE HEAT burned straight into her head. It was hotter than anything she could have imagined. Any second now she’d go up in flames. No, it was a light, a real light, not some monster that her brain had dredged up. It was too bright, too strong, too hot. It burned beneath her eyelids. She tried to turn away from the light, but it hurt too much to move her head.
“Sherlock? Can you hear me? Open your eyes.”
Of course she could hear him. He was using that deep voice of his that made her nerve endings quiver, but she couldn’t say anything, her mouth was too dry. She tried to form the words, but no sound came out.
A woman said, “Give her some water.”
Someone raised her head. She felt cold water on her lips and opened her mouth. She choked, then slowed down. She drank and drank until finally the water was dribbling down her chin.
“Now can you talk to me?”
“The light,” she whispered. “Please, the light.”
The same woman’s voice said, “It must be hurting her.”
The light was gone in the next instant and it was now shadowy and dim. She sighed with relief. “That’s better. Where’s Dillon?”
“I’m right here. You scared me out of a good year at the gym. We were both doing just fine until you had the nerve to pass out on me.”
“I didn’t mean to do that. It was weak and unnecessary. I’m sorry. Does my health coverage take care of the paramedics and the emergency room?”
“I doubt it. I think it will come out of your pay. Now, here’s Dr. Breaker. He got to your house just as the paramedics were pulling out, claims he was speeding to get there. Turns out he has admitting privileges here at Washington Memorial.”
“Your voice made me quiver—all dark and soft, like falling into a deep, deep well. If I were a criminal, I’d say anything you wanted to keep you talking to me like that. It’s a wonderful voice. Plummy—that’s how a writer would describe your voice.”
“Thank you. I think.”
“Agent Sherlock. I’m Dr. Breaker.”
He shined a penlight in her eyes, felt the bumps on her head, and said over his shoulder to Dillon, “She’s not going to need any stitches, just some of my magic tape. Scalp wounds tend to really bleed.”
“They bleed like stink.”
“Yes, that’s right. Interesting way of saying it.”
“It’s what the man said. And he said it in a southern way. He drawled out stink into two syllables.”
She’d already told him that, but he said, “That’s good, Sherlock. Anything else?”
“Not just yet, Savich. Hold off a bit. Let me clean her up, then you can talk her ear off.” He cleared his throat. “She wasn’t raped, was she?”
“No, I wasn’t. I’m not dead, Dr. Breaker. You can speak to me.”
“Well, you see, Agent, I owe everything to Savich here and nothing at all to you. If he wants me to report to him, he’s got it.”
“I report to him. You report to him. Soon the president will report to him. Maybe that’s not such a bad idea. My head hurts.”
“I’ll just bet it does. Lie still now. When you first came in, we did a CT scan. Not to worry, it was normal. We always do a CT scan when there’s a head injury, to check for evidence of bleeding. You didn’t have any. What happened to your arm? What’s this sling for?”

“A knife wound,” Savich said. “It’s nearly well now. Happened a couple of weeks ago.”
“Why don’t you let her heal before you send her into the arena with the monsters again?”
She laughed. There was nothing else to do.
 
The next time she heard anything, it was a strange man speaking.
“When you roared out of the club like a bat out of its belfry, I thought Sally was going to have Marvin tackle you. You scared us, Dillon. This is Sherlock?”
“Yes, that’s her in all her glory.”
“She looks like a little mummy only her skin isn’t leather.”
“Thanks,” Lacey said, not opening her eyes. She realized then that there was a huge bandage over the cut in her scalp. She raised her hand to touch it, but to her disgust, she didn’t have the strength. Dr. Breaker was right. It wasn’t fair that she had to be hurt again before she’d healed completely from the other time. Her hand fell, only again Dillon caught it and laid it gently at her side.
“You alive, Sherlock?”
“Yes, thank you. I’m tired of this, sir. At least last time in that Boston hospital I was sitting up the whole time.”
“Don’t whine. You’ll live.”
“She calls you ‘sir’? My God, Dillon, do you require that all your people call you sir?”
“No, just the women. It makes me feel powerful.”
“He’s lying,” she said, cracking open her eyes. To her relief, the light in the room was dim. “He takes all the women to the gym and stomps them into the floor. The ‘sir’ stuff is my idea. I hope it makes him feel responsible, and guilty.”
“I don’t feel guilty. I walked you home. You want me to believe that I should have taken you inside? Checked all your closets and looked under the bed? Well, maybe from now on I will. You attract trouble, Sherlock, too much of it.” But he sounded guilty, really guilty. She wanted to tell him not to be ridiculous, but he said quickly, “This is Special Agent James Quinlan. We go way back together.”
“You make it sound like we’re nearly to retirement, Dillon. Hi, Ms. Sherlock.” He took her hand in his.

“You call him Dillon too.” His hand was strong, and there were calluses on his thumbs. She’d seen a web of scars on Dillon’s fingers and hands: fine, pale white scars. He’d told her he whittled. Whittled what?
“Yeah, I always thought Savich sounded too tough, too macho, so to spare my manhood I never called him that. Besides, I’m tougher than he is. Hey, what’s in a name?”
“He was with you at that place called the Cove?”
“Nah, he just came in on the deal when most of the fun was over.”
“That’s a lie. I saved Sally.”
“That’s true, he did help. A little bit. Dillon’s always there to back me up.”
She said, “You’re Sally’s husband?”
“Yes, she’s mine, the skinny little wench. I’ve got to tell you, Agent Sherlock, I don’t like any of this. You’re a target and we’ve got to find out why.”
“None of us likes it, Quinlan,” Savich said. “Don’t act proprietary. She’s not in your unit. I will get to the bottom of this. Hey, Sherlock, you do look like a mummy. You want some more water before I start grilling you again? I’ll use my special voice. Quinlan’s not bad at it either, only not as plummy.”
Neither man said anything until she’d drunk her fill. Then Quinlan laughed when Savich said, “Having you suck on a straw is better than trying to balance you on the edge of the cup. You don’t drool so much.”
“Just because you tried to dump the entire glass of water down my throat that first time—oh dear, I’m beginning to feel mean again, sir.”
Quinlan said, “Not just yet, Agent Sherlock. Er, did you know that Sally and I were married a year last month—in October? Dillon here found us the wedding date and the church.”
“Why did he do that?”
“Well, I was kind of out of it at the time and Sally was so worried about me that she didn’t even think about marrying me. So Dillon had to take care of it.”
“What he means to say is that he had a bullet in his heart and couldn’t do much but press more morphine into his vein. As for Sally, she probably only agreed to marry him because she felt sorry for him.”
She smiled at that, and thankfully, it didn’t hurt. “Oh goodness. Have I gotten into the wrong career?”
“You’re off to a good start,” Quinlan said. “Wounded twice and you’ve been out of training only what? A month? Hey, don’t worry. I’ve made it to thirty-four, same as Savich here.”
They heard voices outside. Quinlan raised an eyebrow and said, “I think my whirlwind of a wife has just blown in. The guard you’ve got out there doesn’t stand a chance, Dillon.”
“No indeed,” said a very pretty young woman about Lacey’s own age as she came into the room. She had dusty blond hair, clasped with barrettes behind her ears, and blue eyes that looked soft and tender, and had seen too much. She was slender and looked very small next to the two men. She didn’t, however, look like a skinny little wench. “Don’t blame Agent Crammer. He knows me. He helped me barbecue those half a dozen corn on the cob last month, remember, James?”
“Our venture into vegetarian barbecuing,” James Quinlan said with disgust and poked Savich’s arm. “Just for you I had to barbecue corn on the cob. I lost more of my manhood that day.”
“Your manhood seems to be a lot in question lately,” Savich said. “Hey, Sally, this is Sherlock. She’s the one who needed your decorating help until she had it done herself. She just called up one of those expensive designers and the guy tripped all over himself to please her.”
Lacey felt a soft hand lightly stroke her forearm. “You certainly scared the sense out of Dillon here. I was watching him on the phone, and he turned white, threw the phone down, and ran out of the club. Ms. Lily thought he was so horny he couldn’t hold himself back another second. As for Fuzz, the bartender, he just shook his head and said Savich should have a beer occasionally, it would make him more mellow. Marvin, the bouncer, said he was glad Savich didn’t drink. He never wanted to have to try to bounce him.”
Lacey said, “I’d like to meet these people. Dillon said he went there to support Mr. Quinlan.”
“Oh, sure, but it’s not just that, he—”

“Now, Sally,” Savich interrupted her without apology, “Sherlock here is looking as though she’s ready to fall through the railing. Let’s leave her alone. She needs to rest. Ah, here’s Dr. Breaker. Ned, your patient here is looking glassy-eyed.”
“Out,” Dr. Breaker said, not looking at any of them. When they were alone, he said quietly as he took her pulse, “I didn’t intend for you to begin partying so soon, Agent Sherlock. Hey, where’d you get that neat name?”
“My dad. He’s a judge. I understand that lawyers hate to be in his courtroom. They say it scares their clients to death, being up in front of a guy named Judge Sherlock.” She smiled up at him, then closed her eyes, her head falling to the side.
Dr. Breaker gently laid her hand on the bed. He checked her eyes. He stood quietly and studied her face. Then he nodded. Everything was just fine. She would recover. He had only one foot out her door when Savich was in his face, saying, “Well?”
“No ‘well’ about it, Savich. She’ll be just fine. She’s out now and should stay out until morning, with the medication she’s had. Nasty business. The guy could have killed her pounding her head on the floor the way he did, to say nothing of hitting her head with the butt of a gun.”
Savich sighed, looking down at his clasped hands. “Thanks again for coming so quickly. How long will she be in here?”
“Another day, I’d say. As I told you, the CT scan was normal. No bleeding, no abnormalities that any of the radiologists could see. I’ll reevaluate her again in the morning. Now I’m home to bed.”
When Dr. Breaker disappeared into the elevator, Quinlan said, “This is a strange business, Dillon. You want to tell me about it now?”
Savich looked at two of his best friends and said slowly, “I’m in deep shit.”
“What does that mean?” Sally said, sitting on the bench beside him.
Savich just shook his head. “Listen, you guys, thanks for coming down. I think I’ll stay here. One of the nurses offered me a bed. I’d feel better with Crammer out here and me inside her room. She’d really be safe then.”
“You’ve got no idea who’s behind all this?”

“It could be someone involved with Marlin Jones, that makes the most sense. But who? He’s a real loner from what we know. And why would Marlin care if she left town or not? Other than Marlin, there’s no one else out there waving a flag. Well, there is someone else. We’ll see. It’s a mystery, all deep and winding around and around.” To Savich’s relief, neither Sally nor Quinlan asked him more questions.
An hour later, he was lying on his back on a very hard cot, listening to her even breathing. She moaned once, sending him to his feet in an instant and to her bedside, only to see that she was still asleep. He stood there, looking down at her, white and bandaged, an IV in her arm. She twitched, her hand clenching into a fist, then relaxing again. He didn’t like any of this. Why did that guy want to hear what she knew about Marlin Jones? It made no sense. If someone else had killed Belinda, one of her family, then it would make sense that they’d want her out of the way. But then why would he or she hire that man to tell Sherlock that Marlin was innocent? Surely if he just thought enough about it, examined every little detail, he would find an answer. But all he could think about now was listening carefully to her breathing. He lightly touched his fingertips to her jaw. It was a khaki green. He stepped back.
He lay back down, felt the smooth cold of his gun next to his hand, and kept listening to her until finally, after what seemed an interminable amount of time, he fell asleep.
 
“I want to go home.”
“Now, Agent Sherlock, I think another full day would be just the thing for you. The medical staff likes having FBI agents in here. It makes them feel important. Ah, and a bit on the superior side since they’re still on their feet and you, an agent, aren’t.”
“You’ve got to be making that up. The nurse this morning was very sweet when she poked me with a needle. And it wasn’t in the rear end, thank God. Listen, Dr. Breaker, it’s already four o’clock in the afternoon. I’ve been counting sheep since nine o’clock this morning. I’m fine. My head hurts just a bit, but nothing else, not even the cut on my head. Please, Dr. Breaker, I want to go home.”

“Let’s talk about it a bit more,” he said, backing away from the bed. “Oh yeah, you can call me Ned.”
She swung her legs over and sat up. “I need some clothes, Ned.”
“Keep your socks on. I’ve got clothes for you, Sherlock. Ned told me you’d probably demand to take off.”
She looked down at her bare foot. “I don’t even have any socks, just this flimsy hospital gown that’s open in the back.”
Savich just grinned at her. “Well, Ned, shall I take her off your hands?”
“She’s yours, Savich. She’ll be fine. She just needs another day taking it easy and these pills for any pain.” He handed Savich the bottle of pills.
“Good-bye, Agent Lacey Sherlock. That’s a weird name. If I were you, I’d have it changed. How about Jane Sherlock?”
“That wasn’t funny, Ned,” Savich said, but Dr. Breaker was chuckling. “I’ve never before had the chance to say that. It’s an old joke, you know.”
“Yes,” Lacey said. “I know.”
“Heard it, huh?”
“I’ve heard all of them. Thank you, Dr. Breaker. Dillon, give me my clothes and see Dr. Breaker out.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Savich stayed out until she opened the door. He was talking to Agent Crammer, a ruddy-faced, barrel-chested young man who had a degree in accounting from the University of Pennsylvania.
She eyed them. When Savich looked up, he took in her outfit and grinned. “Not bad, huh? You won’t be arrested by the fashion police.”
He’d brought her a dark green silk blouse and a pair of blue jeans, a blue blazer and a pair of low-heeled boots that she’d only worn one time. She liked the outfit but would never have picked it out. It made her look too—
“You look real sharp, Agent Sherlock,” Crammer said.
“Yeah,” Savich added, “ ‘real sharp.’ Cute even.”
“A Special Agent shouldn’t look anything but competent and trustworthy. I’ll go home and change.”
“With that bandage on your head, you’re not going to make it into the competence hall of fame. Best settle for cute. At least it’s only a big Band-Aid now.”
“I want to go home, sir.”
“Crammer, thanks for keeping watch.”
They made her ride downstairs in a wheelchair.
“You ready?”
She stared at a sexy red Porsche. “That’s yours?”
“Yes, it’s mine.”
“How do you fit into it?”
Whatever he’d expected her to say, evidently that wasn’t it, because he chuckled. “I fit,” he said only and opened the door for her.
He did fit. “This is wonderful. Douglas drives a black 1990 Porsche 911. Every time I drove that dratted car, I got a speeding ticket.”
“They do that to you if you don’t watch it. Now, Sherlock, you aren’t going home just yet.”
“I have to go home. I have plants to water—”
“Quinlan will water your plants. He’s magic with plants. He’ll probably even sing to them. Sally says she expects those African violets of his to try to get into bed with them. Don’t worry about your plants.”
“Where do you want me to go? A safe house?”
“No. You’re coming home with me.”
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“NO ONE followed us, and yes, I saw you looking too. Forget the baddies for the moment. What do you think of my humble abode?”
“I forgot about anybody following us the moment I stepped in here. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.” She raised her face and splayed her fingers in front of her. “It’s filled with light.”
It wasn’t a simple two-story open town house. There were soaring pale-beamed ceilings with huge skylights, all the walls painted a soft cream. The furnishings were beige, gold, and a dozen shades of brown. The oak floors were dotted with Persian carpets, the colors soft, mellow, old. A winding oak stairway covered with a running Tabriz carpet in multiple blues went up the stairs. There was a richly carved wooden oak railing running the perimeter of the landing.
“Dillon,” she said slowly, turning to look at him for the first time since she’d stepped into this magic place, “my house is to this as a stable is to Versailles. This place is incredible, I’ve never seen anything like it. You have unplumbed depths. Oh dear, I’m not feeling so good.”
She wasn’t nauseous, thank goodness, but she did collapse into one of his big, soft, buttery brown leather chairs, close her eyes, and swallow several times. He put her feet on a matching leather hassock.
“You need to eat. No, you need to rest. But first I’ll get you some water. How about some saltine crackers? My aunt Faye always fed saltines to my pregnant female relatives. What do you think?”

She cocked open an eye. She sighed and swallowed again. “I’m not pregnant, Dillon, but you know, maybe a saltine wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
He covered her with a rich gold chenille afghan, tucking it around her feet on the leather hassock, and took off to the kitchen. She hadn’t seen the kitchen. She wondered if its ceiling went up two stories just like the rest of the house.
After she ate a saltine and drank some water, she said, “I think the FBI pays you too much money. You could open this place to the public and charge admission.”
“I’m poor, Sherlock. I inherited this house and a bit on the side from my grandmother. She was an artist—watercolors and acrylics.”
“Was she a professional? What was her name?”
“Sarah Elliott.”
She just stared at him, one eyebrow arched, chewing another saltine cracker. “You’re kidding,” she said finally. “You’re telling me that the Sarah Elliott was your grandmother?”
“Yes. She was my mother’s mom. A great old lady. She died five years ago when she was eighty-four. I remember she told me that it was time for her to go because the arthritis had gotten really bad in her hands. She couldn’t hold her paintbrushes anymore. I told her that her talent wasn’t in her hands, it was in her mind. I told her to stop bitching and to hold the paintbrushes between her teeth.” He paused a moment, smiling toward a painting of an orchid just beginning to bloom. “I thought at first that she would slug me, then she started laughing. She had this really deep, full laugh. She lived for another year, holding the paintbrushes between her dentures.” He would never forget the first time he’d seen her with that paintbrush sticking out of her mouth, smiling when she saw him, nearly dropping the brush. It had been one of the happiest moments of his life.
“And you were Sarah Elliott’s favorite grandchild? That’s why she left you this beautiful house in the middle of Georgetown?”
“Well, she was worried since I’d chosen the FBI and computer shenanigans for a career.”
“Shenanigans? I like that. But what exactly was she worried about?” She pulled the afghan higher up on her chest. A headache was slowly building behind her left ear. She hated it. Even her arm ached where Marlin Jones had knifed her weeks before.
“She was afraid that my artistic side would stultify, what with the demands of my job and with my constant computer fiddling.”
“Ah, so this place is to inspire you? Get you in touch with your artistic genes?”
“Yes. You look green, Sherlock. I think it’s time you took a nap. Do you have to puke?”
“Living here still hasn’t kicked in your artistic genes enough. Puke is a dreadful word. May I just stay here for a while? It’s very comfortable. I’m just a bit on the thready side.”
“No wonder,” he said, and watched her head loll to the side. She was out. The chair was oversized, so he wasn’t worried that she’d wake up stiff as a pretzel. He unfolded another afghan over her, one his mother had knitted, this one so soft it spilled through the fingers. He stroked it as he gently tucked it around her shoulders. She’d French-braided her hair, but it really wasn’t long enough, and so auburn spikes stuck up here and there. Several strands of hair fell about her face, curling around just a bit. The big Band-Aid looked absurd plastered over the shaved spot on her temple, faintly pathetic really, since she was so pale.
All she needed was a little rest. She’d be just fine. He lightly stroked his fingertips over her eyebrows.
He saw she had a spray of freckles over the bridge of her nose.
She didn’t have any freckles anywhere else. And he’d looked. He hadn’t meant to, but he had. He really liked the freckles on her nose.
No doubt about it. He was in deep shit.
 
She woke up to the smell of garlic, onion, and tomatoes. Her mouth started watering even before her brain fully registered food. Her stomach growled. She felt just fine, no more nausea.
“Good, you’re awake.”
“What are you cooking?”
“Penne pasta with sun-dried tomatoes, pesto, onions, and garlic. And some garlic toast. You’re drooling, Sherlock. You’ve got an appetite, I hope.”
“I could eat this afghan.”
“Not that one, please. It’s my favorite. The nurses told me you hadn’t eaten much all day. Time to stuff yourself. First, here’s a couple of pills for you to take.”
She took them without asking what they were.
“No wine. How about some cider?”
He put a tray over her legs and watched her take her first bite of Savich pesto pasta. She closed her eyes as she slowly, very slowly, chewed, and chewed some more until there was nothing left in her mouth but the lingering burst of pesto and garlic. She licked her lips. Finally, she opened her eyes, stared at him for a very long time, then said, “You’ll make a fantastic husband, Dillon. I’ve never tasted anything so delicious in my life.”
“It’s my mom’s recipe. She taught me how to make the pasta when I was eighteen and headed off to MIT. She’d told me she’d heard that the only thing they ate up there was Boston beans. She said guys and beans didn’t mix well so I needed to know how to make something else. You really like it better than the pizza you devoured a couple of nights ago?”
“Goodness, it was just two nights ago, wasn’t it? It seems like a decade. Actually, I like it better than anything I can ever remember eating. Do you make pizza too?”
“Sure. You want some for breakfast?”
“You cook it anytime you want, I’ll consume it.” They didn’t say anything more for a good seven minutes. Savich’s tray was on the coffee table, close enough to keep a good eye on her. She stopped halfway through and stared down at the rest of her pasta. He thought she was going to cry. “It’s so good. There’s just no more room.”
“If you get hungry later, we can just heat it up.”
She was fiddling with her fork, building little structures with the pasta, watching the emerging patterns with great concentration. She didn’t look up as she said, “I didn’t know there were men like you.”
He studied his fingernails, saw a hangnail on his thumb, and frowned. He didn’t look up either, just said, “What does that mean?”

“Well, you live in a beautiful house, and I can’t see a speck of mess or dust. In other words, you’re not a pig. But that’s just extraneous stuff, important, sure, but not a deal breaker. You have a big heart, Dillon. And you’re a great cook.”
“Sherlock, I’ve lived alone for five years. Man cannot live by pizza at Dizzy Dan’s alone. Also, I don’t like squalor. There are lots of men like me. Quinlan, for example. Ask Sally, she’ll say his heart is bigger than the Montana sky.”
“What do you mean you lived alone for five years? You didn’t live alone before that?”
“Your FBI training in action. Very good. I was married once upon a time.”
“Somehow I can’t see you married. You seem so self-sufficient. Are you divorced?”
“No, Claire didn’t divorce me. She died of leukemia.”
“I’m sorry, Dillon.”
“It’s been even more than five years now. I’m just sorry that Claire never got to live in this wonderful house. She died three months before my grandmother.”
“How long were you together?”
“Four years. She was only twenty-seven when she died. It was strange what happened. She’d just read that old book by Erich Segal—Love Story. She was diagnosed with leukemia just weeks later. There was a certain irony in that, I suppose, only I didn’t recognize it for a very long time. I’ve watched the movie several times over the years. Claire’s death wasn’t serene and poignantly tragic like the young wife’s death in the movie or the book, believe me. She fought with everything in her. It just wasn’t enough. Nothing was enough.”
Jesus, he hadn’t spoken of Claire this much since her death. It rocked him. He rose abruptly and walked over to the fireplace, leaning his shoulders against the mantel.
“I’m sorry.”
“Yes.”
“Do you still miss her?”
He looked toward one of his grandmother’s paintings, given to him on his graduation from MIT, an acrylic of a bent old man haggling in a French market, in the small village near Cannes where his grandmother had lived for several years back in the sixties. Then he looked at Lacey, his expression faintly puzzled. “It’s odd, but you know, I can’t quite picture Claire’s face in my mind anymore. It’s all blurry and faded, like a very old photograph. I know the pain is there, but it’s soft now, far away, and I can’t really grasp it. Yes, I miss her. Sometimes I’ll still look up from reading a book and start to say something to her, or expect her to yell at me when I go nuts over a football play. She was an ice skater. Very good, but she never made the cut to the Olympics.”
“That’s how Belinda is now to me. At first I never wanted the pain to lessen, but it did anyway, without my permission. It’s almost as if Belinda wanted me to let her go. When I see a photo of her now, it seems like she was someone I knew and loved in another place, another time, maybe the person who loved her was another me as well. Sometimes when I’m in a crowd, I think I hear her call out to me. She’s never there, of course.”
He swallowed, feeling tears of bittersweet memory he hadn’t felt in years. Maybe the tears were for both of them.
Her eyes were clear and calm as she said, “You know, I’d fight too. Never would I go quietly into that good night, just sort of winking out and isn’t that too bad, and wasn’t she a nice person? No, I’d be kicking and yelling all the way.”
He laughed, then immediately sobered. Guilt because he’d spoken about Claire, then laughed? Suddenly, he laughed again. “I would too. Thanks, Sherlock.”
She just smiled at him. “My head doesn’t hurt anymore. One of those magic pills?”
“Yeah. Now, would you like to watch the news while I clean up the kitchen?”
“No dessert?”
“You didn’t clean your plate and you’re demanding dessert?”
“Dessert’s for a completely different stomach compartment, and my dessert compartment is empty. I know I smelled cheesecake.”
She ate his New York cheesecake while he cleaned up the dishes. She watched the national news. More trouble in China. More trouble in the Middle East. More wiping out of Kurds, only which Kurds? They were as divided a group as were all the countries surrounding them. Then, suddenly, there was Big John Bullock, Marlin Jones’s lawyer, full of bluff and good nature for the reporters, flinging out answers as they pursued him from the Boston courthouse to his huge black limousine.
“Will Marlin Jones go to trial?”
“No comment.”
“Is Marlin crazy?”
“You know the ruling.” He rolled his eyes and shrugged his massive shoulders.
“Will you plead him not guilty?”
“No comment.”
“Is it true you told everyone that he had a bad childhood, a mother who beat him up, and an uncle who sexually abused him?”
“Public records are public records.”
“But there’s a confession.”
“It won’t be admissible. The cops and the FBI made him confess.”
“But what about that FBI agent? Your client knocked her cold and took her to that warehouse to kill her. They’ve got everything on tape and on film.”
Big John gave an explosive wave of his arms. “Pure and simple entrapment. There wasn’t a thought of killing her in his mind.”
“I heard that he even knifed the agent.”
Big John just shook his head. “No more. Just remember, it was entrapment. It was all a setup. It won’t be admissible, you’ll see.”
And one woman newscaster said, “Oh, so you’re saying if he’d killed the FBI agent then it wouldn’t have been entrapment?”
Lots of laughter. And a lot of faces looking hard at Big John Bullock.
“No more questions, folks. Talk to you later.”
A commercial came on for Bud Light.
She felt Savich behind her. She said quietly, “I’m going back to Boston. I’ve got to see Marlin Jones again.”
“They won’t let you see him, Sherlock.”
“I’ve got to try.” She turned slowly and looked up at him. “You see that, don’t you? I’ve got to try. I can’t just sit around waiting for some maniac to come after me again. If you tell them to let me in, they will.”
“He’s not the maniac who’s after you now. Besides, you go talk to him again, and it could all come out that Belinda was your sister.”
“No, I wouldn’t tell him any of that. I wouldn’t tell anyone about that.”
“It’s still a risk. Trust me on this: You can’t begin to imagine what the media would do if they found out you were the sister of one of the murdered women and finding Marlin has been your obsession for seven years. You think the way I just said it sounds hard. Just wait until the media got hold of it. Big John would certainly squawk about entrapment then.
“I think a more worthwhile trip would be to San Francisco. Why don’t I call the San Francisco office and have a couple of agents go talk to Douglas, your father, and your mother?”
She just shook her head.
“As for Marlin, maybe, after you’ve rested a couple of days. Look, it’s Sunday. I want you to take it easy until Tuesday. You promise?”
She stroked the gold chenille afghan. “I guess I could use a good night’s sleep.”
“Two days, Sherlock. I want your promise that you’ll lie low for two days. Then we’ll talk about it.”
She was silent, and he felt a good dollop of anger.
“You’re an FBI agent, Sherlock. That means you do what I tell you to do. You carry out assignments that I instruct you to carry out. You don’t go surfing any wave that catches your fancy. You got that?”
“You’re nearly yelling. How could I not get it?”
He stepped forward, then stopped. “I’ve got a nice guest room upstairs. I also packed you a suitcase. It’s still in the trunk of the car. I’ll take you up, then bring it in.”
She didn’t think about her underwear until she was standing in the Victorian bathroom with its highly polished walnut floor, its claw-feet tub, pedestal washbowl, and plush pale yellow Egyptian towels with small flowers on them. She’d stripped down to her bra and panties, turned and seen herself in the mirror and stared. He’d picked out the softest peach silk set she owned. What had he thought when he picked them out of the drawer? Without thinking, she ran her hand over her belly, the silk smooth and slithery against her palm. What had he thought? No, she wouldn’t think about that.
They were just a bra and drawers, no matter how exquisite. How potentially sexy. He probably hadn’t even thought a thing, just grabbed them up. She loved pretty underwear. This set she’d bought herself for her last birthday. So expensive. Soft and flimsy and wicked. She took off the bra and rubbed the smooth lace against her cheek. She hadn’t worn it in months. Dillon had picked it out.
“Sherlock.”
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SHE QUICKLY wrapped a towel around herself and looked around the bathroom door. He was standing in the middle of the bedroom, a suitcase in his hand.
“On the bed, please, Dillon.”
He thought she looked beyond tired. He probably should have left her at the hospital, tied to the hospital bed. He looked again. He’d never before realized a towel could look so sexy wrapped around someone. “You need any help?”
That made her smile. “No, sir. I can brush my teeth without you holding my arm up.”
“Then I’ll see you in the morning. There’s no reason for you to wake up early. Just sleep in. When you wake up, just holler, and I’ll bring you breakfast. Don’t forget, Sherlock, you promised to stay put.”
She hadn’t, but she nodded. “Thank you, Dillon.”
“Oh, another thing. I need to run a couple of errands tomorrow morning. While I’m gone, I want you to leave the doors locked and don’t open up for anybody, I don’t care who anyone says they are. There’s lots of food, even some pesto left over for you. You don’t need to go out. You open it only for me, you got that?”
“I got that.”
“Your SIG-Sauer is downstairs in my office. Your Lady Colt is in the drawer by your bed. Now, just let me decide what we’ll do about this mess. I’ll tell you tomorrow.”
“What are your errands?”

He frowned at her. “Not your business. I won’t be gone more than a couple of hours.”
“Would you sing me a couple of lines before you go?”
“You want something down-home?”
“Yeah, real down-home.”
His rich deep baritone filled the room, sounding really twangy this time. “She ain’t Rose but she ain’t bad. She ain’t easy, but she can be had. So am I when she whispers in my ear. She ain’t Rose, and Rose ain’t here.”
“Who’s Rose?”
He grinned at her, gave her a salute, then left, closing her bedroom door behind him.
It was dawn when he shot straight up in his bed. He hit the floor running when another scream rent the silence.
 
She was wheezing, her arms wrapped around herself. She struggled to sit up in bed.
“Sherlock. You’re awake? What’s wrong?”
She was still sucking air into her lungs. It was as if someone had tried to suffocate her. He sat down beside her and pulled her against him. He began rubbing her back. “It’s all right now. Did you have a nightmare?”
Slowly, so very slowly, her breathing began to steady, but it still hurt to breathe, as if someone had clouted her in the ribs. She couldn’t talk yet, didn’t want to talk. “That’s it, just relax. I’m here. Nothing’s going to hurt you, nothing.”
Her face was buried in his shoulder, her arms limp at her sides. Then, suddenly, she put her arms around his back and held on tight.
“Yeah, I’m real and I’m solid and I’m mean. No one’s going to hurt you. It’s okay.”
He could feel her harsh breathing against his flesh, then she said, “Yes, I know. I’m all right now.”
He tried to pull away from her but she still held on tight. He could feel her shivering. “It’s really okay, Sherlock,” he said again. “I’m not going anywhere. You can let go now.”
“I don’t think I want to. Give me a few more minutes.” She tightened her grip around him.
She was still shivering. “Sorry, but I seem to have packed you the wrong kind of nightgown. You must be freezing.”

“You’re a man. You picked it out because it’s sexy and sheer, just like my underwear.”
“Well, yes, I suppose you could be right. It feels really soft and nice. Sorry, but my hormones must have gotten the better of me. Listen now. Let me go, Sherlock, and lie back.”
If anything, she gripped him tighter.
He laughed. “I promise you everything’s okay now. Listen, you’ve got to let me go. Come on now.”
“No.”
He laughed again. He sounded like he was in pain. “Okay, tell you what. I’m cold too. Why don’t we both lie back and I’ll keep holding you until we both warm up.”
He knew it wasn’t a good idea, but he was worried about her. Truth be told, he didn’t want to think about his motives. He was wearing boxer shorts, nothing else. No, this was definitely not a good idea.
He got under the covers with her, lay on his back, and pulled her against him. She settled her face on his shoulder, her hand on his bare chest. He pulled the covers as high as her ears.
She was stiff. “It’s okay,” he said, hugged her against him hard, then eased up. “You want to tell me about it?”
He felt her jerk, her breath fan over his skin. She was still afraid. He just waited. He began to stroke her back—long, even strokes. Finally, she said, “It was a nightmare, a stupid nightmare. Talking about Belinda probably brought it on again.”
“What do you mean ‘again’? You’ve had this dream before?”
She was quiet for a very long time. At least she wasn’t shuddering anymore. He was hoping she’d keep talking. Getting her to open up was turning out to be one of his toughest assignments. And he was beginning to seriously doubt his strategy for calming her down. In the silence he noticed how uneven his own breathing had become. He began breathing deeply. “Tell me about the dream, Sherlock.”
It was near dark, she was cocooned in blankets against him, she was safe, her mind wasn’t on alert, and so she said, her breath warm and light against his skin, “I was the one in the warehouse, or I was with Belinda, or somehow a part of her. I don’t know. But in the dream it’s as if I’m the one who was there, I was the one in his maze, the one he was supposed to kill, not Belinda. Then I went through the whole thing in Boston. I truly believed it would bring me full circle, but it didn’t.”
“I’m not understanding all of this.”
“No wonder. Sometimes I think I’m mad.”
“Talk to me.” He kissed the top of her head. It wasn’t a good move. “Talk to me,” he said again, his voice lower this time, deeper, because he was aware of her woman’s body against him, aware of her scent, aware of her hair on his shoulder, tickling his cheek.
“Every time I’ve had the dream in the past, it’s gone a bit further. He hasn’t yet killed me, but this time I woke up just as he raised the knife.”
He waited, just held her, and waited. He could feel her tensing, feel her heart speeding up. “Say it, just say it, Sherlock. What is it?”
“I know, Dillon, I know that when that knife comes down I’ll die.”
It was no longer dark in the bedroom. It was a soft pearly gray, yet dark enough so that it was still just two people sharing confidences in the night. He knew she had to tell him all of it now or she might never tell him. She was vulnerable now. He didn’t know how much longer it would last. Probably not long.
“The dream began just after Belinda was murdered?”
“Yes. I’ve thought about it and thought about it over the years. It’s as I said before—if I’m not the one who’s there, then it’s as if I’m actually following her same path, feeling the terror she felt.” Her fingers clutched the hair on his chest and he jerked a bit.
“Sorry, Dillon. Oh my, you’re not wearing any clothes. I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized before.”
“It’s all right. I’m wearing boxer shorts. Ignore it. How long since you’ve had the nightmare?”
“Well over a year. This time I went through it all the way to the center of the maze and he was there, only it was so dark I couldn’t see him, but I saw the silver arc of his knife. Then I screamed and it woke me up.”

“Do you think what you did in Boston brought the dream back?”
“I don’t know. Probably.”
He was silent for a moment, then said very quietly, “So this was why you were so sure exactly what Marlin was going to do. It wasn’t just the Profilers’ reports, it wasn’t all the study you’ve done during the past seven years, all the thought you’ve given to it. You knew every step. Because of the dream, you knew each move to make, each move he would make.”
“Yes. But it still doesn’t make any sense, does it?”
“Not just this moment, but it will sooner or later.”
“I have studied him. The Profilers had it right—he hated women who cursed, and that’s why he cut out their tongues. What they couldn’t have been certain about was that the women also bad-mouthed their husbands. But I knew it was true. That’s why I had to be the bait—I knew exactly how to get him to come after me, I knew which buttons to push. He didn’t have to doubt for a second that I was the best candidate for punishment around.
“But there was a difference that I realized just now. In my dream, when the murderer raised the knife, it wasn’t the same way that Marlin raised his knife in the center of the maze in Boston. It wasn’t so vicious in the dream. It was as if he—”
“As if what?”
“As if he wasn’t really serious, but I knew he was and I was scared to death. I’m sorry. That doesn’t make a lick of sense.”
He thought about that a moment, then said, “But in Boston, you’d put him on the defensive. He wasn’t facing a terrified, helpless woman. That could make the difference.” He tightened his arm around her again. “Listen to me. Even if that damned dream does continue on some night in the future, even if he does stick a knife into you, you can’t die. It’s just a dream. You’ve got to believe that. As real as it seems, it still isn’t. It never will be.”
She shuddered, then was quiet against him. Her hand had been fisted on his chest. He’d managed to ignore it, but now her hand was lower, nearly to his belly. His breathing speeded up.

“What do you think it all means?”
He thought about that a long time. It took him longer than usual because he was hard, his heart was pounding fast and strong, and he was having a good deal of difficulty concentrating. His brain no longer had any control. He wanted to pull that beautiful soft peach nightgown over her head and—
“I don’t know. It’s almost as if you have some connection with Belinda. No, that sounds like psychic nonsense. But regardless, there’s got to be something there. Something that happened that you don’t remember. Don’t you think?”
Her hand was now a fist on his belly. “I don’t know. What could have happened? Why wouldn’t I remember? I was never hurt at that time. No trauma or head wound of any kind.”
He laid his own hand over hers, pressing down until her fingers splayed over him, her palm soft and flat against his flesh. “Just relax. Everything will be all right. I know a woman who could help take you back to what really happened. There’s got to be something from seven years ago, something that triggered this, something you’ve blocked out that’s resurfacing. Yes, if anyone can get to the bottom of this, she can. But don’t worry about it anymore right now.”
“You really think she’ll help us?”
“I really think so. Since this all started, I knew there was something you were keeping from me. You promise this is all of it?”
“Yes.” The terror was gone. She didn’t even care that this woman he was talking about was probably a shrink. She could see him in the dull morning light, she could feel the strength of him, the deep smooth muscles, the texture of his flesh. She didn’t feel anything remotely close to terror now. She felt something she didn’t think she’d ever felt in her life. The feel of him beneath her palm, beneath her fingers, it made her so alive her body was thrumming with the power of it.
“Dillon?”
“Hmmm?” He didn’t know if he had any more words available to him. His brain was all in his groin, need for her was raging through him, making him shake, and it took everything in him to keep control.
“I feel really warm, but warmer in some places than in others. My shoulders feel really cool, but not other parts of me, like my chest.”
She was seducing him? No, that couldn’t be right. He prayed that it was, then cursed himself. He had to get out of there. He should be back in his own bedroom, with two doors closed between them. He cleared his throat. “Talking would help, but if you can’t talk, then I’ll go back to my own room. That would be the smart thing to do, going back to my room this very instant would be the very smartest thing to do.”
“I know.” She sighed deeply, leaned her face into his shoulder, and lightly bit him. She then licked where she’d bitten. “You’re probably right. But I have to tell you those warmer places have gotten even warmer. Hot nearly.”
“Sherlock, stop now. This isn’t good. I knew it wasn’t good when I got in bed with you. Now I know it’s maybe one of the stupidest things I’ve done in a good long while.” He thought if he moved now, he was in for seven years of bad luck, because he’d crack into a billion pieces, just like a mirror.
She pulled her hand away from beneath his. He sucked in his breath in disappointment. “I’m sorry. Ollie told me you didn’t ever get involved with your people.”
Why had Ollie told her that? He had dated Hannah before she’d joined the Unit, but then he’d called a halt when she’d come on board. Well, yeah, at least at one time Ollie had been right. Actually, until an hour ago, he would have bet the farm on it. Maybe even just ten minutes ago he would have bet a second farm on it. “No, I don’t get involved with any of my people. At least I haven’t. It seems that’s shot all to hell now, though. And don’t say you’re sorry again. If you do, I’ll do something unsuave.”
“What?”
“Sherlock, I’m outta here. I’m not about to take advantage of a nightmare. You’re vulnerable and afraid and I happen to be convenient. But you don’t need me now. You’re okay, right?”
She didn’t say a word. He thought he’d been punched in the gut when he felt her tears against his chest.
“Oh damn,” he said, hauled her on top of him, and kissed her. All light, feathery kisses, and between the kisses he was saying, “Don’t cry. I’m trying to be noble. It’s a battle and I’m losing. You’ve got to help me with this. I want you a whole lot, but this isn’t the way, surely. Actually, I want you whole again, I just said it wrong. Does that make any sense to you?”
Her palm smoothed over his thigh, upward. She said against his ear, “That must be what it is then.”
He didn’t know what she was talking about. All he was thinking about was kissing her.
“I’ve got to stop,” he said between another round of kisses, “or if I don’t, then I’m going to be on top of you and that nightgown is going to end up on the floor.”
She lurched away from him, taking him completely by surprise. “Let me be plain about this,” she said, smiling down at him. He wanted to weep until he realized what she was doing. “Let me be straightforward. I don’t want you to have any doubts where I stand on this.”
He watched her pull the gown over her head and throw it across the room. She was sitting over him, naked, staring down at him, and she looked scared to death, and defiant. Yes, that was it, defiant and determined.
Oddly enough, it calmed him. He wanted to put his hands on her, but no, not just yet. “What do you want me to do, Sherlock?”
“I want to make love with you, that is, if you’ll make an exception for me.”
“I’ve made an exception for you since I kicked you into the bushes in Hogan’s Alley. Why do you look scared to death if you’re so certain about all this?”
“I’m not scared. It’s just the morning light.”
“Yeah, right.” But he was more than willing to believe it.
She had lovely breasts, all high and smooth and round, just the right size for his hands, his mouth, any other part of him that wanted to touch her there. And he wanted to. He couldn’t remember ever wanting anything so much in his life.
Then he remembered that he’d wanted more than anything to be an FBI agent. That sure put a crimp in things.
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NAH. THAT was pure bullshit.
In the scheme of things, that had been very shortsighted of him. This woman sitting naked on top of him was, he figured, just about the most important milestone in his life. She was what was real, what was urgent, more urgent to him than anything else in his life. He wanted her, right now, he wanted all of her. Slowly, he lifted his right hand and lightly touched his fingertips to her breast.
She drew back, as if surprised.
He cupped her breasts in his palms. Lovely, a perfect fit. Again, she flinched.
“What’s wrong? You don’t like me holding you?”
“Dillon, I should tell you something.”
He couldn’t take his eyes off her breasts, but he did manage to drop his hands, for the moment, although his fingers itched like mad. But he knew he had to pay attention. Something wasn’t quite right here. Now he was looking at her ribs, at her stomach, at the smooth expanse of thigh.
“Dillon?”
“Yes? Keep talking, I’ll try to pay attention, but I can’t help but look at you, Sherlock. You’re really quite nice to look at.”
She sucked in her breath, then blurted it out. “I’ve only done this once. When I was nineteen. It was in the backseat of Bobby Wellman’s yellow Jaguar. It was really cramped and no fun at all. Actually it was messy and horrible, but I was philosophical about it, really. After all, it was the backseat of a car. But then, well, after Belinda’s death, I just couldn’t stand to have any men around me.”
“Just once? In your whole life? In a Jaguar? Surely not an XJ6? That would be practically impossible.”
“That’s the truth, but Bobby managed somehow. It wasn’t at all pleasant, as I said, and I didn’t realize how bony he was, all knees and elbows, even his chin was sharp. I guess if anybody was looking, they’d have laughed their heads off. Bobby loved that car. I remember that the leather was really smooth and slick because he was always oiling it. Then he’d leer and say he used his mother’s extra-virgin olive oil.”
“What a jerk. Now that I think back on it, I did something similar to that when I was seventeen and eighteen. But you’re twenty-seven, Sherlock.”
“Yes. When I was nineteen, after Belinda was murdered, I just shut down. I’ve never even been interested in another man since that time with Bobby. Not even remotely. Until you. Do you mind?”
“I don’t think so. Never Douglas, then?”
“No. Once, just weeks ago, he kissed me, but that’s all there was to it. No, it’s just you.”
“Just me.” That sounded incredibly fine. Actually, he thought, as he eased her down on top of him, if he didn’t suffer from sensory overload first, he would give her pleasure if it killed him.
When he’d gotten her level of interest up to at least half of his, he was so far gone, he just didn’t know if he’d make it. He lifted her to his mouth, felt her surprise, her shock. After not more than a minute or two, he felt every quiver in her legs, the deep clenching of her stomach muscles. And when she cried out, her back arching wildly, her fists pounding on his shoulders, jerking on his hair, he knew that he was the luckiest man on the earth.
He wanted to bring her pleasure again, but he knew he simply couldn’t take it any longer. “Sherlock,” he said. Looking into her eyes he came into her fast and deep, his powerful arms shaking with his effort to control himself, to keep his weight off her, as he moved deeper and deeper, feeling her flesh easing slowly to accommodate him. His head was thrown back, his eyes closed. And when he touched her again with his fingers, he knew that being in deep shit was the best thing that had ever happened to him in his life.
She came again when his fingers touched her, and as he watched her face, heard her whimpers of pleasure, felt her draw him close and closer still, he let himself go.
And it was just fine, all of it.
 
“Lacey, just close your eyes, that’s right, and lean your head back. Let your shoulders drop. Good. No, don’t stiffen up. Now, just breathe very deeply. Deeper, let go. Good. Yes, that’s just fine.”
Dr. Lauren Bowers, a conservative congresswoman from Maryland and one of the best hypnotists Savich knew, raised her head and grinned at him. “People like Ms. Sherlock here,” she said in her normal tone of voice, “are usually the easiest to get under. Once you get past her defenses, she’s an open book, all the pages ruffling in the wind, that sharp brain of hers just invites you right in. Now, Savich, you’ve written down your questions.”
She took the sheet of paper from him and scanned it. “Did I ever tell you that you are really quite good? Of course you know you are, you’ve been trained by the best.”
Dr. Bowers turned back to the young woman who looked flaccid and pale, as if something had been sapping her from deep inside for far too long a time.
“Lacey? Can you hear me?”
“Of course, Dr. Bowers. I’m not deaf.”
Dr. Bowers laughed. “That’s very good. Now, I want you to go back, Lacey, back to the last time you saw Belinda. Do you remember when that was?”
“It was April thirteenth, three days before Belinda was killed.” Lacey suddenly lurched forward, then flopped back. She was shaking her head frantically, back and forth. “No!”
“Lacey, it’s all right. Just breathe in deeply.”
“I want Dillon.”
Without pause, he was lightly stroking her hand. “I’m here, Sherlock. I won’t leave you. Let’s go back together, all right? You’re going to have to do something for me. You’re going to have to paint that day to me in words, so I can see it as you see it. Can you do that?”

Her expression changed, softening, and incredibly, she looked like a girl again, a teenager. She sighed, then smiled. “It was very sunny, crisp and cool, just a low fog swirling in over and through the Golden Gate Bridge. I loved days like that, watching the sailboats on the Bay, seeing the Marin Headlands through open patches in the fog, all bleak and barren, but still green from all the winter rains.”
Dr. Bowers nodded to Savich to keep going. He said in his low, deep voice, “What were you doing?”
“I was sitting out on the deck off the living room.”
“Were you alone?”
“Yes. My mother was in her room napping. My father was at the courthouse. He was prosecuting a big drug case, and he wanted to make sure the defense was sticking to the sitting judge’s gag order. He said if they weren’t, he’d skin them alive.”
“Where was Belinda?”
Her mouth tightened, her eyebrows drew together. She wasn’t smiling anymore. She started to shake her head, back and forth.
“It’s okay,” Savich said easily. “Where was Douglas?”
“I thought he was at work.”
“But he wasn’t?”
“No, he was there, in the house. He was with Belinda, upstairs in their suite. They were out on the balcony above me.”
“What were they doing?”
For an instant she looked incredibly angry, then her face smoothed out and her voice was smooth, unworried. “They were making love.”
He hadn’t expected that. “You understood what was happening, right? It didn’t freak you out?”
“No. It was just embarrassing. Douglas was saying lots of really dirty things.”
“Then what happened?”
“I heard Belinda cry out.”
“Was she having a climax?”
“I don’t think so. I heard her roll off the chaise onto the brick balcony. I heard her crying, then she stopped.”
“Why?”

“I heard Douglas tell her that if she cried anymore someone might hear her and he wouldn’t like that at all. In fact, if she kept whining, he just might throw her off the balcony.”
“Then what happened?”
“Nothing. Belinda was quiet then. After a few minutes, I heard them making love again. I heard Douglas tell her that she’d better moan because if she didn’t moan, he wouldn’t believe she really loved him. She moaned really loudly then and he said more really dirty things to her. He kept telling her that she owed him, owed him but good.”
“Do you know what he meant by that?”
She shook her head.
“What happened then?”
“I waited until Douglas went out, then I went to their bedroom and called out her name. She told me to go away but I didn’t. I just walked in. She was standing in the middle of the room, naked. She grabbed for her jeans and put them in front of her. I asked her if Douglas had hit her and she said no, that was ridiculous. Douglas wouldn’t hit anybody. But I didn’t believe her. I think I saw a bruise below her ribs when she raised her hand to wave me away. But I didn’t leave her. I couldn’t.”
“Had this happened before, to your knowledge?”
She was shaking her head. “Oh no. I’m certain. I thought they loved each other. Douglas was always so light and caressing with her, so tender. They were always laughing and hugging, kissing when they didn’t think anyone was looking. But not now. She couldn’t stand up straight. I wanted to kill him. But she said no, if anyone killed him it would be her. She told me to go away, that she didn’t want to see me, I was a pain in the butt. She had a miscarriage that night.”
“You never told anyone about this? Not even the police after she was murdered?”
She didn’t say anything. She was frowning again. “She must have had a miscarriage because Douglas hit her. I’d forgotten all about that.” Suddenly, her eyes opened and she stared blankly ahead of her. She looked bewildered, then frightened. He began to massage her hand, closing his fingers over hers. “It’s all right, Sherlock. I’m here. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

She started to cry. She just stared at him, made no sound, but tears streaked down her pale cheeks. Her lips were chapped.
Dr. Bowers wiped the tears away with a Kleenex. “Now, Lacey, that’s enough. I want you to wake up now. I’m going to count to three. On three, you’ll be awake, smile at Savich here, and remember everything we talked about.”
On three, Lacey, her eyes still open, came back into herself. “Why am I crying?”
She rubbed her fingers over her eyes. “Oh, I remember now. It was—”
“It’s okay,” Savich said, pulled her against him, and began stroking his big hands up and down her back. “You don’t have to talk about it right this minute.”
She grew very still in his arms. Her heart was against his. He could feel the slow, steady beat. He kissed her hair. “You okay?”
She nodded against his shoulder. “I miss Belinda so much. She was more my mother than our real mother was. Our real mother just stayed in her room all the time. She loved to eat Godiva chocolates. And she was so beautiful—both Belinda and my mother. I was the plain one, but neither of them held it against me, well, maybe Belinda didn’t like me so much when I was older. I don’t know why.
“I know Douglas had never hit her before, she told me he hadn’t. I asked her why he’d hit her this time, why he’d humiliated her.”
“What’d she say?”
“She wouldn’t tell me. She just stood there, shaking her head. She told me I wouldn’t understand. That it had nothing to do with me, that I was to forget it.
“I was confused, then angry. I told her I was nineteen, that I wasn’t a kid anymore, that I could play the piano and she couldn’t. She laughed at that, but it hurt her rib to laugh, so she stopped really fast. She told me to forget this, that it wasn’t important in the scheme of things. She told me to go away. I went to Napa Valley with some friends. I never saw Belinda again.”
“How did you know that Belinda had a miscarriage?”
“I don’t remember. Someone must have told me. But no one seemed to know about it. It isn’t in the medical reports or the autopsy report. I just don’t remember.”
“But somehow you followed her through the warehouse, followed her to her death, saw everything she saw, felt her terror, felt her die.”
Dr. Bowers looked as if she wanted to leap on Savich, but he just shook his head. Lacey was stiff now, withdrawn from him, but he didn’t say anything more, just held her, rocking her slightly, back and forth.
“How could I have possibly been there? It doesn’t make any sense. I was in St. Helena when my father called me. I left San Francisco that very day I’d spoken to Belinda.”
“What did your father say when he called you?”
“He said that Belinda had been killed by the String Killer. He told me to come home. I went. There wasn’t anything more.”
“Did your father tell you about her miscarriage?”
“I don’t remember.”
“When did you have the first dream?”
“Six weeks later. He was stalking me, and I knew he was there, only there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn’t get away from him. I yelled at him, ‘Why are you here? What do you want?’ He didn’t say anything. He just kept coming closer and closer. I knew he would hit me on the head but it didn’t matter. I couldn’t get away from him. I felt helpless, and I was. He was right there, over me. The dream ended.”
“When did you come to realize that he picked women because they cursed and put down their husbands?”
“The dreams got longer, more detailed. Later, he told me, told me over and over. That began maybe three months later. He said in my ear just after he struck me, ‘You’re a filthy-mouthed little bitch, aren’t you? You curse and say all those bad things you shouldn’t be saying and you blame your husband and call him bad names. I’ve got to punish you.’
“I’ll never forget that, never. The dreams continued, got more and more involved until the one last night when I woke up just the instant before he killed me. I honestly don’t know how much effect the profiling papers influenced me and all my studies. There was a lot of gruesome stuff in the courses and I thought about him all the time, read all the big-city newspapers, studied other serial killers. But I don’t understand where this dream came from.”
“It’s there, Lacey. We’ll get it all out. It will just take a bit of time.”
“Dr. Bowers is right. It’s all there in that magnificent brain of yours, somewhere. We’ll unlock all of it, but no more today.” He kissed the top of her head, then said in that calm unhurried voice, “Do you remember if it was Marlin Jones speaking?”
He held his breath. She was perfectly silent, perfectly still. Finally, she said in a voice muffled by his shirt, “No, I can’t be certain.”
Or she couldn’t bear to remember. It was enough for now, more than enough. He said aloud, “I think we should pack it in for today. What do you say, Lauren? Has she had enough of the wringer?”
“I’d say so. Go watch the Redskins play ball. Eat popcorn. Forget it, at least for today. She’s still recovering. She needs rest. We’ll get at the rest of it in a couple of days.”
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ASSISTANT DIRECTOR Jimmy Maitland chewed on an unlit cigar, wrote two words in his small black book, then looked back at Agent Sherlock, who was sitting on the edge of Savich’s sofa, looking pale as death. Savich was across from her in his favorite leather chair, his legs crossed at the ankles. He was, as far as Maitland could tell, looking at Sherlock’s hands. He hadn’t said a word. Jimmy Maitland, who’d known Savich since he’d become a special agent eight years before, said, “I don’t like any of this, Savich. I got a call from Crammer’s section supervisor, telling me that Sherlock here had been attacked and that Crammer had stayed outside her hospital room. I’d like to know why you didn’t bother to tell me about this.”
Sherlock looked up. Her eyes were very bright and very green. “It’s Sunday, sir, and we were going to watch the Redskins game. I’d prefer the San Francisco 49ers but you don’t show them here unless they’re playing on Monday Night Football.”
Before Jimmy Maitland could leap on Sherlock, Savich said, “I just wanted her to rest today, sir. I’d planned to speak to you about it tomorrow. However, it’s kind of you to have driven all the way over here.”
“Why the hell is she here?”
“She was attacked in her town house. I didn’t think it was safe for her to remain there.”
Maitland grunted at that. “So what the hell’s going on here? It’s about that little prick Marlin Jones, isn’t it?”
She knew if she told him she had no idea what it was about, he’d probably have a coronary, so she said simply, “Yes, sir. I don’t think our job is quite done yet. I’m going back to Boston to talk to him again. There are some loose ends, some things that just don’t fit together. The last thing we want is any uncertainty. Remember Richard Jewell and the Atlanta Olympic bombing? We looked like secretive, cover-your-behind boobs in that deal. We were heavy-handed, let the media in on everything before we had anything remotely conclusive, and then we left the guy twisting in the wind. We took his reputation, his good name. Sir, we even took his Tup-perware. Let me finish properly with Marlin Jones. Just this week, sir. That’s all I need, just this week.”
Reference to the Richard Jewell fiasco made Jimmy Maitland nearly chew clean through his cigar. “You mean we could get burned in this?”
“It’s possible, sir. As I said, I’ll be going up on Tuesday and get everything settled. Maybe stay until the end of the week. Please, sir.”
“Who the hell tried to whack you, Agent Sherlock?”
She should have known he would home in on that. Mr. Maitland was a very tenacious man. “I don’t believe it was a whack job, sir, more like a threat, but it is one of the loose ends.”
“I don’t like my agents getting whacked, Agent Sherlock.”
“No, sir.” As the whackee, she hadn’t liked it either, but she didn’t think Mr. Maitland would laugh if she said that. She moved even closer to the edge of her seat. Her head was aching. Her shoulder throbbed. She felt mildly light-headed. She wanted Dillon to kiss her. She saw him naked over her and choked on the sip of water she’d just taken.
“You okay, Sherlock?” Savich half rose in his chair, then at her look, he sat down again. What would he have done anyway? Hugged her? Yeah, that would have been a real treat for Maitland. He might have just stroked out on the spot. Savich prayed Maitland wouldn’t ask any more questions about her attacker. He didn’t have any convincing answers made up just yet. He didn’t want to bring in her family, at least not just yet.
She said, “Yes, sir, I’m just fine.”
She was red in the face; she wouldn’t look at him. She was staring at the black tassels on her Bally loafers. If his boss hadn’t been sitting six feet from him, he might have thrown her over his shoulder and carried her upstairs. He smiled really big at Jimmy Maitland. “I’ll go with her to Boston. We’ll get it all wrapped up.”
“Marlin Jones is in jail. Who the hell attacked Agent Sherlock? Why?”
“We don’t know yet, sir, but we’re betting the answer lies with Marlin Jones.”
“You don’t know that, Savich. It might be entirely unrelated.” No one said a word. Jimmy Maitland sighed and pulled himself to his feet. He was tired. He’d had too much beer to drink the night before at a retirement party for Bucky Hendricks, an old New York agent who’d been a terror in his day. Even the Mob had sent him a gold watch. He wanted to go home and watch the Redskins too. He said, “Go on to Boston, then. I see you don’t want to tell me you really have no idea if Marlin Jones is connected with this attack on Sherlock. There is one thing though, Savich. The young cop who messed up and let two of the old people go in that Florida nursing home murder—he has no idea. We were right—all old people look the same to him. Oh yeah, there’s been a spate of murders in South Dakota, right in Elk Point, then the guy went over the border into Iowa. Nasty business. The police chief in Sioux City is frantic.”
“I’ll deal with it tomorrow, sir.” Savich rose and walked Jimmy Maitland to the front door.
“This place,” Maitland said, taking one last sweeping look. “I remember one night when your grandmother came down those stairs wearing this lemon yellow chiffon gown. Lord, she must have been at least seventy-five then but she was a queen. You’ve done well with it, Savich. Your brother the artist still pissed at you that she gave you the house?”
“Not too pissed now. He got over it.”
“I hate that modern stuff. Tell Ryan to go Impressionist, can’t go wrong there. As for that dolphin of yours I bought, I still like it. Nice work. Oh yeah, take care of Sherlock.” He paused a moment, carefully wrapped his unlit cigar in a handkerchief and slid it into his jacket pocket, then walked to the front door. He lowered his voice. “I suppose you know what you’re doing.” He nodded toward the living room where Sherlock was sitting still as a stone, still staring down at her shoes.
“I sure hope so, sir.”
“It’s been what? Five years since Claire died?”
“Yes, five years.”
“Sherlock is getting high marks in the Bureau.”
“She deserves them. I’m glad I was bright enough to latch onto her right out of training. She’s a plus to the Unit.”
“I imagine she’s also other things to you, but that’s none of my business. Make sure it remains none of my business. You take care of her, all right, Savich? And yourself. And call when you need backup.”
“Yes, sir, I will.” Savich paused just a moment, then turned, smiled, and strolled back into the living room, whistling.
She said immediately, “What dolphin was Mr. Maitland talking about?”
“I told you I whittled. The dolphin was a piece my sister stole out of here and put on consignment in the Lampton Gallery. She was all over me to quit the FBI when the piece sold. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that my boss bought it.”
“I see,” she said slowly. “Do you happen, by any chance, to have any more whittled pieces around here?”
“A couple.”
He was clearly uncomfortable. She just smiled at him. “Have you ever carved teak?”
“Oh yes, but my favorite is maple.”
“You’ve been doing it a long time. Some of the scars on your hands look very old.”
“Since I was a kid.”
She said nothing more.
 
It was chilly in Boston, the sky a dull gray, the clouds fat with rain. The buildings looked old and tired, ready to fold in on themselves. Lacey shivered in the small interrogation room, waiting for them to bring in Marlin Jones. She would have given about anything to be in San Francisco at that moment, where everything was at least two hundred years newer and the chances were really good that it was sunny. Then she remembered what was in Boston and shook her head. Where was Marlin Jones? Naturally his lawyer, Big John Bullock, would be with him. She hoped she could talk him into leaving her alone with Marlin. Just five minutes; that’s all she wanted. Dillon was close by, just outside, speaking with the two homicide detectives in charge of Marlin Jones’s case. Lots of people behind the two-way mirror would be watching and listening.
She heard leg shackles pounding hard. She looked up. Marlin stood in the doorway. He looked hard and tough, all gentle edges carved off him. He stared at her for a very long time, not moving, not saying a word. Then, finally, terrifyingly, he smiled. He lifted his shackled hands and waved his fingers at her. “Hey, Marty, how’s your arm? I remember how that felt, throwing that knife at you, watching it hit you, dig right into your skin. It went in so easy. Still hurt from my knife, Marty?”
“No, Marlin, I’m just fine. How’s your belly? Can you stand up straight yet? You got a big scar to show for my bullet?”
He grew utterly still. The vicious light in his eyes went out, leaving them dark and opaque. “You’ve still got that smart mouth on you, Marty. That wasn’t an act you put on for me. You need a man to teach you how to behave.”
“Be quiet, Marlin,” Big John said, lightly touching his fingertips to Marlin’s forearm. Marlin shook him off.
Big John never stopped looking at Lacey. “Forget it, Agent Sherlock. There’s no way I’ll leave you alone with him.” He sat down.
“You sit down now too,” a sergeant said, shoving Marlin into a chair. “Don’t move or I’ll shackle you to the arms. I’m standing right behind you, boy. Just keep your hands on the tabletop. Don’t even let your hair grow, you got that?”
Marlin didn’t say a word. “He’s got it,” said Big John. “Don’t worry, Officer.”
“You and I did a lot of dancing when I was last in Boston, Marlin. You remember our last tango through your little maze, don’t you?”
“I thought you were so pretty, so precious, but then you started saying those bad things. But you don’t even have a husband, do you?”

“Nope, no husband.” She was holding her ballpoint pen, lightly tapping it on the tabletop. She said, “You never saw me before I came into the lumber store, did you, Marlin?”
“Me? See you?” He paused a moment, then smiled at her. “You think maybe that’s possible?” Then he shrugged and looked down at his dirty fingernails, ignoring her.
“I don’t think I ever would have dated you, Marlin. You want to know why? Even though you look pretty interesting on the outside, you look dead on the inside, really dead, like you’ve been dead for a very long time.”
“I’ll ask you that question on the witness stand, Agent Sherlock,” Big John said as he laced his fingers over his stomach. “Good stuff. To think I nearly refused to let Marlin say anything to you. Do keep talking. No juror will convict this poor fellow. Talk about not responsible—”
She ignored Big John. She sat forward, laid down the pen, and clasped her hands on the table in front of her. It was Formica, scarred, stained. She wondered briefly when it had last been cleaned. “Have you ever seen me before, Marlin?”
He was staring at her. At that moment, she felt she could see his dead eyes looking through her skin down to her bones, looking at the blood pulsing through her veins. For an instant, she saw him dip his hands into her blood. She jumped, then forced herself to stillness again. He was scary with those eyes of his, but she was the one making him into more than he was. He was a monster, but she was making him into the Devil. Just let him stare. There was nothing he could do to her. He’d already tried and she’d won. She had to remember that. “Did you, Marlin? Ever see me before Boston?”
Slowly, he shook his head. “Nah. Maybe, but who cares? I still don’t like you even though you’re pretty. You’re a real bitch, Marty.”
“I’d like you to tell me something, Marlin.”
“If I feel like it.”
“Remember when you were in the hospital I asked you to list the women you’d killed in San Francisco?”
“I remember.”
“You left out a woman named Belinda Madigan. Why? Why did you leave out her name?”
“Did she curse?”

“No. I’ve never cursed either, Marlin. Why did you leave out Belinda Madigan’s name?”
He shrugged, his eyes narrowing now, and she saw into him, clearly. He knew he could play her along, he knew he was in control, he knew he could string her along until—until what? Had he ever seen her before? In San Francisco? Did he know who she was? Something was awfully wrong. She knew he was playing mind games with her, but she couldn’t stop.
He grinned, showing all his beautiful straight white teeth. “I got trouble remembering sometimes, you know?”
“Just maybe my father prosecuted you? He was an assistant D.A. in San Francisco seven years ago. His name is Corman Sherlock. Was that it, Marlin?”
“I heard about your daddy, heard he was a mean son of a bitch, heard he never cut anybody any slack, but I never met him.”
“Why did you kill Belinda Madigan?”
Big John roared out of his chair, knocking it over. The sergeant grabbed his arm, his gun out. The door to the interrogation room burst open, and three armed officers rushed into the room.
Lacey stood up slowly. “It’s all right, gentlemen. Mr. Bullock just got a bit riled, didn’t you, sir?”
“You’ve got no right to ask him questions like that, Agent Sherlock. If you do it again, Marlin won’t say another word, the interview will be over, and there’ll never be another one. You got that?”
“I got it.” She saw Dillon standing in the doorway, his expression set, his eyes hard. They’d argued about this, but in the end, he’d given in, allowing her to see Marlin alone. She knew he’d seen her desperation. He said nothing now, merely looked at her. She smiled, gave him a slight nod, then sat down again. “I’ll be careful with my questions, Mr. Bullock,” she said. “Please sit down, sir. If you feel like bounding around like that again, please don’t. I’d just as soon not get shot by accident.”
“You just watch yourself, little lady.”
“I’m Special Agent Sherlock,” she said mildly, admiring his tactic.

He wasn’t stupid. He merely shrugged and sat back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest.
She turned to Marlin, who hadn’t moved or spoken throughout the ruckus. “Did I entrap you, Marlin?”
“I don’t know what that means, Marty. I just knew I had to punish you. God sent me to punish his weak vessels, to purify them, to make them whole again.”
“As in to make them dead, Marlin?”
“Don’t answer that, Marlin. Watch yourself, Agent Sherlock.”
“Why did you leave out Belinda Madigan’s name?”
He gave her that superior smile again, disregarding her question. “Belinda who? I don’t know any Belinda. That’s a pretty name, old-fashioned. What’s she to you, Marty?”
“Do you think I look much like her, Marlin?”
“No, but I think you’re prettier, I always—”
Big John Bullock’s mouth was working. He didn’t know what was going on, but he soon would. He wasn’t stupid.
Lacey sat back in her chair and drew in a very deep breath.
Big John said finally, “Who’s Belinda?”
“She was one of the women in San Francisco that Marlin had to purify. It was seven years ago. He purified seven women in San Francisco. It was seven, wasn’t it, Marlin?”
He was shaking his head. “No, not seven. I don’t do seven. My pa always told me that seven was a bad number, that it was even worse than thirteen. He’d always laugh at the hotels who didn’t have a thirteenth floor, told me that the fools on the fourteenth floor were on the thirteenth really, but they were too stupid to realize it. No, I never did seven, did six, like my pa told me.”
“All right. The six women you purified in San Francisco, all of them cursed and bad-mouthed their husbands?”
He nodded. Big John didn’t say anything, which Lacey considered a gift.
“Did you date any of them, Marlin? You’re a good-looking guy, I bet it wouldn’t have been hard for you to get a date with almost any woman, right?”
He nodded again. “Ladies like me,” he said, and studied his thumbnail. “They tell me I’m a great lover.”
She nearly gagged. “You date Belinda?”

“I told you, Marty, she wasn’t one of the women I had to purify. Why are you so interested in her anyway?”
“I like the name. It’s unusual.”
“I don’t like the name, but I like yours, Marty. It sounds kind of like a boy’s name. It was close, you know? Once I thought God wanted me to purify little boys, to correct them if they’d gotten a bad start, put them on the right path, but then I realized it wasn’t boys, it was girls. Women who’d had their chance to straighten out, but hadn’t. Women who’d married good men and turned on them. I slept with them, you know, just to make sure they were the ones to take out. All six of them cheated on their husbands, told me what jerks they were, so then I was sure they had to walk the walk through my maze.”
“Marlin,” Big John said very quietly, “shut up.”
“Yeah, well, purify, then. That’s it, purify. I wish I’d gone to college. I could have learned more pretty words like purify.”
She was riveted. She imagined that all the people listening to Marlin were riveted. She wondered what Savich was thinking.
“You didn’t ask me out when I came to the hardware store.”
“I know. That was weird. I slept with Hillary. She was good. She sucked me off really well. Do you know that she said bad things while I fucked her?”
She would push back. “Why didn’t you try to fuck me, Marlin?”
She watched him actually flinch. None of it was an act. “Don’t, Marty. That sounds so crazy coming from you. Don’t talk like that, okay?”
“Okay. But why didn’t you want to be intimate with me, Marlin?”
He shrugged. “You came on so strong, talking about your poor husband like you did, and then there was your foul mouth. You said all those bad words right in front of me.” He sighed. “But you know, I was just in a hurry. I couldn’t take the time to ask you out, to see if you’d sleep with me.”
“Why the hurry, Marlin?”
“Because God wanted me to go to Toronto. I couldn’t until I’d taken care of six women here in Boston. Yeah, I was in a hurry. I’m sorry, Marty. Do you wish I’d made love to you?”
“I don’t think so, Marlin. I do find your claim hard to believe. No one reported seeing any of the women in San Francisco with you. No one saw you with Hillary here in Boston. Why do you think that’s so?”
“I knew I had to be careful. After Denver, I was real cautious, not that I could do everything I wanted to there. Only two women and then it was just too dangerous. I’d been seen with both women. I had to leave. God saved me there, but he told me I had to be smarter and so I was in San Francisco. The women all loved the mystery, the secrets I shared with them, the dark little places I took them to. They all loved how I smelled, you know, like fresh-cut wood, real fresh. They all thought I was dangerous and wonderful. With two of them I didn’t even have to hit them on the head. I just asked if they wanted to play the maze game with me, and they couldn’t wait. They both loved it. Until the end. Until I told them what I had to do. I think they forgot I was a good lover then.”
“Marlin, shut the fuck up!”
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SHE WONDERED what would happen if she threw up on the Formica table. Would anyone even know?
“But not Belinda? She wouldn’t sleep with you, would she, Marlin? She thought you were sick. She thought you were disgusting. She didn’t want to have anything to do with you. She just wanted her husband, nobody else, just her husband.”
His hands were fists. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
The sergeant was away from the wall in an instant, his gun up.
Lacey just shook her head. “You know what I’m talking about. God wouldn’t want you to lie. Just tell the truth. Belinda didn’t want you. She probably laughed at you, told you you were pathetic. That’s why you ki—purified her, isn’t it? She didn’t want you, plain and simple. She didn’t curse. She didn’t bad-mouth her husband. She didn’t fit the mold of all the other women. You know she didn’t. Why, Marlin, why did you kill her?”
“This is over,” said Big John, rising slowly from his chair, one beefy hand on Marlin’s shoulder. “Don’t say anything, Marlin, nothing more for these folks.”
“What makes you believe I didn’t have Belinda?” Marlin said in a low whisper, leaning toward Lacey. “You really think a woman could laugh at me? Turn me down? No way, Marty. Yeah, I had Belinda. I don’t want you, Marty. You’re cynical. You probably hate men, you probably don’t ever—”

“Marlin, dammit, let it go. Listen, you moron. I told you to shut the fuck up.”
It took just an instant of time, just the barest instant, for the violence to erupt. Marlin raised his chained hands, clasped them together into fists and brought them down with all his strength on John Bullock’s left temple. Big John groaned very softly in his throat and slumped back into his chair, his head falling forward to hit the Formica tabletop. He was out. A trickle of blood snaked out of his right nostril.
The sergeant was all over Marlin. The door burst open again, and three cops surged in. She wondered why they didn’t just shoot him. It would save the taxpayers millions of dollars. But they didn’t shoot him. She wanted to yell at them that he was filth, that he’d probably go to an institution and maybe get out in twenty years and begin it all again. She managed to keep her rage to herself.
“They’d send me to jail for sure if I did,” Dillon said close to her ear. “Sorry but I can’t, Sherlock.” It was then she realized that she’d just whispered what she was thinking. Only Dillon had heard her, thank God. No one was paying any attention to her at all. They were all over Marlin, dragging him out of the room. She heard someone yell out, “Get a goddamn ambulance in here! The guy cracked his own lawyer’s head!”
Marlin turned very slightly and smiled back at her. “She was good, Marty, really good. That punk husband of hers was a monster, not me. I cared about them, cared about their souls. But he was real bad. She wanted me, Marty, not the other way around, I swear. You know something? I miss Belinda.”
And then he was gone, surrounded by cops, shuffling forward, the leg shackles clanking against the linoleum of the hallway.
“What the hell is going on here?” Savich said, his hand tightly around her wrist.
“Nothing makes any sense, nothing.” They walked out of the station. She remained silent for three blocks, then stopped and said, “He was playing with me, Dillon. The minute I said Belinda’s name, he began his game. You heard all those questions I asked. I was just trying to learn the truth, but now things are muddier than ever.”

“That’s why Big John let you go on and on with Marlin with just a bit of his famous bluster. He wanted to muddy the waters.”
“He succeeded. Do you think Marlin was intimate with Belinda?”
Savich frowned at her, then shook his head.
 
That evening, on Newbury Street, coming out of Fien Nang Mandarin Restaurant with its red paper lanterns swinging in the evening breeze, Savich was speaking to Sherlock, his hand raised to flag down a taxi. He never saw the car that came around the corner, skidding loudly on two tires, heading right toward them, until it was too late.
He threw her to the sidewalk just before the car struck him, flinging him onto the hood of an old Buick Riviera.
 
“No doctor, Sherlock. No hospital, no paramedics. Forget it. We can’t afford the time. No, it’s just not the time. Just imagine the police reports, the investigation, the questions, it would take too long. No doctor.”
He was right, but she worried. He was holding his arm, limping slightly. She knew every step hurt him. The elevator door opened onto their floor. He leaned on her heavily. “No, don’t say anything. I’m all right. I’ve had enough injuries over my thirty-four years to know when it’s serious and when I’m just banged up. You promise me you’re okay? I threw you pretty hard.”
“I’m just a little bruised on my left side, nothing more.”
She unlocked the hotel room door. “If I’d been the one struck by the car, what would you have done?”
He stopped in the middle of the room. He had the audacity to grin at her. “You’d be strapped to a gurney on your way to the Emergency Room.”
She shut the door very quietly and locked it. She slid the chain home.
“I see. But you, the big he-man, can take anything anybody dishes out.”
“Yep, that’s about the size of it. Now, I need to make a phone call.”
She got ice and wrapped it in a towel. He was on the phone when she handed it to him. He lifted his shirt and pressed it against his ribs. So, it was his ribs, not his arm.
“Quinlan? I need your help. Yeah, some ugly-ass trouble here in Boston. Can Sherlock and I visit your parents’ cabin on Louise Lynn Lake for a couple of days? No, I’m just not at my best at the moment. A car got me, but I just need a few days to get myself together again. No, nothing to Maitland. He’s not expecting anything in any case. That gives me a little leeway. Yeah, all right.”
He hung up the phone and lay back, closing his eyes. “That feels good. Thank you.”
“Take the aspirin.” She handed him three pills and a glass of water. He took the pills. “What’s this cabin on Louise Lynn Lake?”
“It’s a nice lake in Maryland where Quinlan’s parents have a small home. You and I are driving there tomorrow. Rent us a nice big comfortable car, Sherlock. I’d like to get out of here early tomorrow morning.”
“The wounded animal going to his lair?”
“That’s about it. Quinlan’s lair. I need to get one for myself. Damn, that hurts, but it’s not serious.” He opened his eyes and looked at her standing beside the bed, her legs spread, her hands on her hips. She didn’t look happy.
“You look pretty bad. I saw you limping. You sprain your ankle?”
He tried to grin at her, but it hurt. “Just a minor sprain. No big deal. Hey, I didn’t hurt my pretty face, did I?”
“Yes, a bit. Just lie there and I’ll clean you up. Are all your teeth still in there?”
“Teeth are fine.” He watched her walk to the bathroom. She was stiff, holding on to her control. He was grateful for that. He’d already had a strip taken off him. He didn’t need her to take off another one. He heard the water running. She would bring him a cold compress for his aching head. The ice sure felt good over his ribs.
She was taking this well. He sighed with relief and closed his eyes again. After she cleaned off his face and wrapped ice in a towel around his ankle, she just stood there, looking down at him. “I hope you know what you’re doing. If you don’t, I’m going to hurt you.”

He gave her a big smile. He slept until two o’clock in the morning. She was there with three more aspirin.
At six o’clock A.M. they’d checked out of the hotel and were on the road fifteen minutes later in a good-sized Ford. Savich’s seat was tilted back as far as it would go. His eyes were closed. He looked bruised, wrung out. Lacey gave him a long look before turning off onto I-95 South. It would take them a good six to eight hours to get to Maryland. At least they had a full bottle of aspirin and blankets.
Louise Lynn Lake was in southern Maryland. It took them nine hours to get there. Lacey was so wired from all the coffee she’d drunk, she couldn’t keep still. She was tapping her foot on the accelerator, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. She was too nervous to listen to music or talk radio. “You’re feeling all right, Dillon? You promise?”
“Yes. Stop worrying. You want me to drive?”
She gave him a look. He closed his eyes and leaned back against the seat. Thirty minutes later, he was tapping his own fingers and looking for landmarks. He said, “Turn here. Yes, this is it. Just around this bend. We’re here. You did really well, Sherlock. Nice place, huh?”
“There’s someone already here,” she said. “Damn, we’ll just have to keep going. I don’t want to take any chances, not with you in such bad shape. If there’s more than two of them, I might not be able to protect you.”
He arched a black eyebrow at that. “I could maybe take on one, Sherlock, if he was a little guy.”
“No, we’ll keep going. I’ll drop you off at a motel and then come back and check things out.”
“No, wait, Sherlock, it’s Quinlan.”
She watched James Quinlan come loping toward the car. She rolled down the window, giving him a big smile.
“Thank God it’s you. We’ve had enough bad guys for a while.”
“Nope, I’m a hero, just ask my wife. Hey, Savich looks like he lost the fight, Sherlock. Did he get fresh with you? Did you have to pound him?”
“No, he was hit by a car. I’ll smash him when he’s feeling better. No doctors. He’s a fool. Help me get him inside.”
Sally Quinlan met them at the door. Behind her was a black man dressed all in Calvin Klein. He was huge, ugly as sin, and had a Marine haircut.
“Oh, this is Marvin, the bouncer from Ms. Lily’s Bonhomie Club. He didn’t think James could take care of all the possible trouble and insisted on coming. Marvin, this is Lacey Sherlock.”
“She a nice chicky?”
“I think so.”
“She’s got a weird name.”
“Lacey isn’t at all weird.” Where had the attempt at humor come from?
“Hey, maybe you’re not a bad chicky after all. Oh my God. You’re looking beyond ripe, Savich. Ms. Lily wondered if you and Quinlan were tough enough to do this stuff.” Marvin was out the door in that moment, racing down the porch steps. Lacey saw him, a giant of a man, help Dillon into the weathered porched house.
“You do look like dirt-shit, boy,” Marvin told Savich as he laid him down on the long sofa. “Don’t you move now. Let Marvin check out those ribs of yours. Good thing I had nine brothers. I’ve bandaged some ribs in my day. But you know, I don’t bandage anymore. I’ve stayed up with medical strides. Nope, don’t do anything now except to tell you to take it easy. They’re not broken, Savich, but you sure got some cracks in there. My third brother, Tomalas, now that boy had broken ribs. We used to tell him jokes just to see him laugh and groan at the same time.”
Savich’s eyes were closed. He didn’t say a word, just listened quietly to Marvin’s rich, low voice drawling out his words until you thought the sentence would never end. He suffered Marvin, who appeared to be surprisingly gentle, his big black hands moving slowly and expertly over Savich’s chest.
“Nothing’s broken, Marvin. I’m just bruised, that’s all. I’m glad you’re here. Is Ms. Lily all right?”
“Ms. Lily is always all right. She won five hundred dollars last night in a poker game off this black smart-ass goon from Cleveland. Yeah, she’s real happy. You look like Ms. Lily got pissed at you and smacked you but good. She smacked me once and I was laid out just like you are now. Took me damned near three days to pull myself together again.”
“Ms. Lily owns the Bonhomie Club,” Sally said to Lacey. “I’ve got a painkiller for him, Marvin. What do you think?”
Savich said without opening his eyes, “Sally, give me whatever you’ve got and I’ll kill dragons for you.”
“My hero,” Sally Quinlan said and disappeared into the small kitchen.
“Don’t be so loose with that,” Quinlan called after her. “I’m your main hero, remember?”
Lacey watched Marvin’s big hands move over Savich’s body, pulling slightly here and there, kneading, pressing. Finally, he rose, crossed his arms over his chest, and said, “You’ll live, boy, but I don’t like this at all. You and Quinlan, you two shouldn’t have such dangerous day jobs. You boys are just too soft, too trusting. There are lots of mean fuckers out there. I should know, I bounce them out of the club nearly every night.”
“It was a brown Ford Taurus, license number 429JRD, a 1994, I think.”
Savich opened his eyes at that. “You sure, Sherlock? All I got was the RD. Hey, that’s really good. Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“You jerk, I was worried about you.”
“I’ll run it now,” Quinlan said and went to the phone. Sally returned with a pill and a glass of water.
Ten minutes later, Savich’s eyes were shut. Sally covered him with a blanket. Marvin took off his shoes.
“He’s got nice feet,” Sally said.
“What he’s got is big feet,” Marvin said. “Look at these suckers, Chicky, they’re size twelve.”
Both women looked up. Marvin looked from one to the other. “Well, ain’t this a kick? I’ve never had this problem before.”
Sally said to Lacey, “Marvin calls every female Chicky, except for Ms. Lily of course. How about your mother, Marvin?”
“She’s the Big Chicky. Nobody screws with the Big Chicky, even my dad. You can go to Sally now, but she’s still Chicky.”
“I don’t mind at all.”

“Chicky Savich,” Dillon said slowly, relishing the sound. “Talk about strange. I don’t know if I can deal with that. But you know, it’s not as bad as Chicky Sherlock.”
“We thought you were asleep. How do you feel, Dillon?” Lacey leaned over him, her fingertips lightly flaring through his dark eyebrows, lightly touching the bruise on his cheek.
“Alive.”
“Yes, that’s good. You’re kind of out of it, aren’t you, Dillon?”
“No, not at all. I hurt enough still to keep me out of the ether.”
“You don’t know what you just said, do you?”
“Yeah, I know what I just said. It does sound strange, don’t you agree?”
“I think,” Lacey said very slowly, staring down at the man who’d become more important to her than anything or anyone in her life, “that I could get used to it, until Marvin gets to know me well enough to call me Sherlock.”
“Good,” Savich said. “I hadn’t really meant to bring it up here, at this particular moment. It lacks suavity and timing. It just came out of my mouth. How about I try it again later, when three people aren’t staring at us?”
“Yes, I think that would be an excellent idea.”
His head fell to the side. He was out cold this time.
“Chicky Sherlock Savich,” Marvin said slowly. “Yeah, that’s so funny it would make Fuzz’s mouth split from laughing so hard.”
“I prefer Sherlock Savich,” Sally said. “That’s unforgettable. With a name like that just maybe they’d make you director one day.”
Some minutes later, Quinlan said from across the room as he placed the phone back in its cradle, “The car was rented to a Marlin Jones. Paid for in cash, but he presented them with a credit card with his name on it, and a driver’s license.”
“I don’t like this,” Lacey said, her face washed of color. “I really don’t like this at all. But wait, the picture couldn’t have matched, could it?”
James Quinlan said, “The guy said the picture was real fuzzy, but since the name was the same, the guy’s age was about right, what the hell? So who knows?”

“Jones. Marlin Jones? Hey, that’s the serial killer, isn’t it?” Marvin the Bouncer asked as he set an old issue of the Economist magazine back down on the coffee table. “I thought he was in the can, in Boston.”
“He is,” Lacey said. “I spoke to him yesterday. He’s in the can, probably in maximum security. He brought his fists down on his lawyer’s temple. Knocked him out cold. Actually, as we were driving here, the news said that the first thing Big John Bullock said when he regained consciousness was, ‘I’m going to get that little bastard off so I can kill him.’ Then he passed out again. The doctors think it’s a concussion.”
“The guy’s a real comedian,” Quinlan said.
“I don’t think he was concussed,” Lacey said. “I know Big John meant every word.”
“I was hoping it would be one less lawyer,” Sally said from the kitchen. “James, come out and help me. Everyone needs to have some dinner. It’s nearly five o’clock.”
“I’ll go catch us some bass,” Marvin said. “Where’s the rods, Quinlan?”
“Why’d the guy hit his lawyer?” Sally asked Lacey, looking up from the carrot she was alternately cutting and eating.
“He told him to shut the fuck up because he’d admitted to me that he’d killed the women in San Francisco. Marlin went nuts. Evidently he doesn’t like bad language from men either. I wish the cops had just shot him then and there.” She sighed, her hands clasped between her knees. She rose slowly. “I guess I’d better call Jimmy Maitland. I’m afraid that he’s going to be really upset about this.”
 
Savich was mending. All he had to do was lie quietly, not breathe deeply, keep his eyes either closed or focused on Sherlock, and he’d be just fine. Sherlock Savich. Boy, that had a real ring to it. He couldn’t wait to get her alone and kiss her. Then he could ask her to marry him again, only this time it would be properly done.
The pain in his ribs and hip and ankle came in waves, not really big surfing kind of waves, just small ones that were rhythmic, steady, and relentless.
He felt her hand on his cheek. “I have another pain pill for you. Open up.”

He did. Soon the pain was nothing but an annoying throbbing that didn’t even touch his mind. “Good stuff,” he said.
“The best,” Quinlan said. “It’s from our favorite doctor.”
“Ah, Dr. Ned Breaker.”
“He said just give him a call if you need him to drive up and check you out.”
“Let’s call him,” Sally said. “Savich, you really don’t look so hot.”
“I’m feeling better by the minute,” Savich said. “Really. I’m not stupid. Everything’s okay.”
“You ready for something to eat? Marvin caught three bass, good-size suckers. I gutted them and Sally fried them.”
Savich thought he’d puke right there. The thought of anything fried went right to his belly and turned nasty.
“No, I don’t think so,” Lacey said, lightly cupping his cheek in her hand. “We’ll have the good stuff and Dillon here can have some soup. Got any chicken noodle, Sally?”
Lacey didn’t want to leave him alone. She slept beside the sofa on three blankets, close enough to hear him breathing.
 
The next morning, Lacey came into the house to see Dillon standing at the small bar that separated the kitchen from the living room. He was drinking a cup of coffee. He needed to shave.
“You’re not dead.”
He grinned at her over the rim of his cup. “Nope, but I appreciate you sleeping guard beside me all night. You know what might be fun, Sherlock? We could strip naked and have a bruise-off contest. I just might be catching up with you. How’s your left side?”
“Hardly any bruising at all. How could Marlin Jones have rented the car, Dillon?”
“Obviously someone else did, using his name. You and I are going to California tomorrow, okay?”
“No, not until you’re back to your full strength. I’m not going to take any more chances with you.”
“That sounds nice.”
She walked to him, lightly kissed his mouth, then pulled up his shirt. “I’ll be objective. Now, I think my ribs looked more like the Italian flag than yours do.” He felt her fingers on his flesh, light, so light, not hurting him at all, just skimming over his flesh, and to his own blessed wonder, he got hard. He didn’t mean to say it, but the words just came right out of his mouth. “Do you think you could go a bit lower?”
Her fingers stopped cold. Then, she laughed. “Dillon, I’m going to have us fly First Class, all right?”
“Yeah, that’s fine. I’ll be okay by day after tomorrow, I swear it. We’ll have a day to make some plans with Quinlan.” He sucked in his breath and stared at her.
Her fingers had gone beneath the waistband of his slacks, tangling in the hair at his groin. He didn’t know about this, didn’t know if he was going to start crying or shouting or just moaning, and not from any pain in his ribs. Her fingers touched him, then he was enclosed against her palm. He was going to die, lose it, be premature, the whole thing. But then it was academic. Marvin came into the house, singing at the top of his lungs.
“Sorry,” Sherlock said and kissed his ear.
He sighed deeply. “Do you think maybe I did something really bad in a former lifetime?”
“You’re breathing awfully hard, Dillon.”
“Hey, Chicky, what’d you do to our boy here?”
“I was just checking him out. Just like you did, Marvin.”
“I doubt that, Chicky. I surely doubt that. More like you tortured the poor man but good.”
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LACEY STARED at the doorbell for a long time before she rang it. Savich didn’t say a word, just looked beyond the Art Deco three-story mansion to the incredible view of Alcatraz, the Golden Gate, and the stark Marin Headlands in the distance. The day was sharp and cool, so clear and vivid it made your eyes sting. There were dozens of sailboats on the Bay. The air was crisp and sharp.
A middle-aged black woman, plump, very pretty, her eyes bright with intelligence, opened the door, gasped, and grabbed Lacey into her arms. “My baby, it’s you, it’s really you. Thank God you’re home. They’ve been telling me for weeks that you’d come home and now you’re here. But I’d begun to believe that you’d finally turned your back.”
Lacey hugged her back. Isabelle had been more her mother than the woman upstairs in her elegant bedroom had ever been. She’d been the Sherlock housekeeper and cook since before Lacey was born. “It’s good to see you, Isabelle. You all right? Your kids okay?”
Lacey drew back and looked carefully at the fine-boned black face, a beloved face that radiated warmth and humor.
“Things are fine with my family, but they aren’t too good here, Lacey, no, not too good at all. Your daddy’s all quiet and keeps to himself. Your mama never comes out of her room now, just stays there and looks at those ridiculous talk shows, best I can tell. She says she wants to write a book and send it to Oprah so Oprah will recommend it and your mama will become really rich and leave your papa. Hey, who’s this guy with you?”

“This is Dillon Savich. He’s also with the FBI. Dillon, this is Isabelle Tanner. She’s the one who told me how wicked boys were just after my sixteenth birthday. She’s the one who told me to keep out of Bobby Wellman’s Jaguar.”
“You should have listened to her.”
“Oh, Lordie. You mean you let that boy crawl all over you in that little Jaguar, Lacey? Oh goodness, I thought I’d won that one.”
Savich shook her hand. “Ms. Isabelle, I promise you that Sherlock here hasn’t gotten into any more cars since the Jaguar. You taught her well.”
“You call her Sherlock,” said Isabelle, clasping her arms beneath her ample breasts. “That sounds funny, but cute too. Well, come on in. I’ll get you some fine tea and some scones that just came out of the oven.”
“Who is it, Isabelle?”
Isabelle’s face grew very still. Slowly, she turned and called out, “It’s your daughter, Mrs. Sherlock.”
“No, Belinda’s dead. Don’t do that to me, Isabelle. You’re cruel.”
“It’s Miss Lacey, not Belinda.”
“Lacey? Oh. She said she was coming back but I didn’t believe her.”
Isabelle said quickly, “Don’t look like that, Lacey. It’s just a bad day for her, that’s all. Besides, you haven’t been around in a long time.”
“Neither has Belinda.”
Isabelle just waved away her words. “Come into the living room, honey.” She turned to the stairs that wound up to the second-floor landing. “Mrs. Sherlock, ma’am, will you be coming down?”
“Naturally. I’ll be there in just a moment. I must brush my teeth first.”
The house looked like a museum, Savich thought, staring around the living room. Everything was pristine, thanks probably to Isabelle, but stiff and formal and colder than a Minnesota night. “No one ever sits in here,” Lacey said to him. “Goodness, it’s uninviting, isn’t it? And stultifying. I’d forgotten how bad it was. Why don’t we go into my father’s study instead. That’s where I always used to hang out.”

Judge Sherlock’s study was a masculine stronghold that was also warm, lived-in, and cluttered, stacks of magazines and books, both paperback and hardcover, on every surface. The furniture was severe—heavy dark-brown leather—but the look was mitigated by warm-toned afghans thrown everywhere. There were lots of ferns in front of the wide bay window that looked out onto the Bay in the distance. There was a telescope aimed toward Tiburon. This wasn’t at all what he’d expected. What he had expected, he wasn’t certain, but it wasn’t this warm, very human room that had obviously been nurtured and loved and lived in. Savich took a deep breath. “What a wonderful room.”
“Yes, it is.” She pulled away and walked to the bay windows. “This is the most beautiful view from any place in San Francisco.” She broke off to smile at Isabelle who was carrying a well-shined silver tray. “Oh, Isabelle, those scones smell delicious. It’s been too long.”
Savich had a mouthful of scone with a dab of clotted cream on top when the door opened and one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen in his life walked in with all the grace of a born princess. She was, pure and simply, a stunner, as his father used to say about a knockout woman. She also didn’t look a thing like Sherlock. Where Sherlock had lovely auburn hair, her mother had blond hair as soft and smooth and rich as pale silk. Sherlock’s eyes were a warm green; her mother’s, a brilliant blue. Sherlock was tall, at least five foot eight, but her mother was fragile, fine-boned, not more than five foot three inches tall. Sherlock was wearing a dark blue wool suit with a cream turtleneck sweater, all business. Her mother was wearing a soft peach silk dress, her glorious hair pulled back and held with a gold clip at the nape of her neck. There was nothing overtly expensive about her jewelry or clothing, but she looked well-bred, rich, and used to it. There were very few lines on her face. She had to be in her late fifties, but Savich would have said forty-five if he hadn’t known that she’d had a daughter who’d be in her late thirties now, if she’d not been murdered.
“So you’re Dillon Savich,” Mrs. Sherlock said, not moving into the room. “You’re the man who spoke to her father on the phone after I said to Lacey that he’d tried to run me down with his BMW.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He walked to her and extended his hand. “I’m Dillon Savich. Like your daughter, I’m with the FBI.”
Finally, after so long that Lacey thought she’d die from not breathing, her mother took Dillon’s hand.
“You’re too good-looking,” Mrs. Sherlock said, peering up at him for the longest time. “I’ve never trusted good-looking men. Her father is good-looking and look what’s come of that. Also I imagine that you are built splendidly. Are you sleeping with my daughter?”
Savich said in that smooth, plummy interview voice of his, “Mrs. Sherlock, won’t you have a cup of tea? It’s rich, Indian, I believe. As for the scones, I’m certain you’ll enjoy those. They’re delicious. Isabelle is a wonderful cook. You’re very fortunate to have her.”
“Hello, Mother.”
“I wish you hadn’t come, Lacey, but your father will be pleased.” Her voice was plaintive, slightly reproachful, but her beautiful face was expressionless. Did she never show anger, joy? Anything to change the look of her?
“I thought you wanted me to come home.”
“I changed my mind. Things aren’t right here, just not right. But now that you’re here, I suppose you’ll insist on remaining.”
“Just for a few days, Mother. Would you mind if Dillon stayed here as well?”
“He’s too handsome,” Mrs. Sherlock said, “but again I suppose I have no choice. There are at least four empty bedrooms upstairs. He can have one of them. I hope you’re not sleeping with him, Lacey. There are so many diseases, and men carry all of them, did you know that? It’s been proven now at least, but I always knew it. That’s why I stopped sleeping with your father. I didn’t want him to give me any of those horrible diseases.”
“A cup of tea, ma’am?”
Mrs. Sherlock took the fine china saucer from Savich and sat down on the very edge of one of her husband’s rich brown leather chairs. She looked around her. “I hate this room,” she said, then sipped at her tea. “I always have. It’s the living room I love. I decorated the living room, did Lacey tell you, Mr. Savich?”
Savich felt as though he’d fallen down the rabbit hole, but Sherlock just looked tired. She looked used to this. It came to him then that Mrs. Sherlock was acting a great deal like his great-aunt Mimi—in short, outrageous. She always made it known that she was fragile, whatever that meant, so she could get away with saying whatever she wanted, so that she could be the center of attention. Savich didn’t doubt that Mrs. Sherlock did suffer from some mental illness, but how much was real and how much was of her own creation?
“I forgot to tell him, Mother,” she said. “But as rooms go, this one really isn’t that bad. There are so many books.”
“I dislike clutter. It’s the sign of a chaotic mind. Your father is going to sell that BMW of his. I believe he’s going to buy a Mercedes. What model, I don’t know. If it’s a big car, I’ll have to be really careful not to be outside when he’s driving. But, you know, if you’re standing in the driveway, those tall bushes make it impossible to see if someone is coming. That’s how he nearly got me last time.”
“Mother, when did Dad try to run you down? Was it recently?”
“Oh no, it was some time last spring.” She paused, sipped some more tea, and frowned down at the beautiful Tabriz carpet beneath her feet. It was a frown, but it wasn’t obvious. There were no frown lines on that perfect forehead. She waved a smooth white hand. “Maybe it was just this past summer. It’s hard to remember. But once I remember things, they stay with me.”
“Yes, Mother, I know.”
Savich said, “Perhaps your husband will buy a little Mercedes, ma’am.”
“Yes, or perhaps a Porsche,” Mrs. Sherlock said, looking thoughtfully at Savich.
“I own one. They are very nice. I’ve never tried to run anybody down in my 911. It could hurt the car. I’d get caught. No, a Porsche is a good choice.”
“Actually, I’ve been thinking about a Porsche.”
Savich was on his feet in an instant, facing a very handsome middle-aged man who was standing in the doorway. He had a fine head of silver hair, Sherlock’s soft green eyes, beautiful wide luminous eyes, and was taller than he was and as lean as a runner. He was looking at his wife, and the look reflected both irritation and amusement, in about equal amounts.
“I’m Judge Sherlock. Hello, Lacey.”
She was on her feet as well, walking slowly to her father. She held out her hands to him. “Hello, Dad. We just got here. Do you mind if we stay with you for a while?”
“Not at all. We’ve plenty of room. It will be nice to have different voices to listen to. My dear,” he continued to his wife as he walked to the beautiful woman who was just sitting there staring at him, her eyes large and intent. “How was your day?”
“I want to know if she’s sleeping with him, Corman, but she wouldn’t tell me. He’s too good-looking and you know how I feel about that. Why, just look at what Douglas did, just because he’s a man and doesn’t have any sense. He married that tramp and Belinda just barely in her grave.”
“Belinda’s been dead for seven years, Evelyn. It was time for Douglas to marry again.” He shot Savich a quick look from the corner of his eye with that question, a look that said, Look, isn’t she a fool? Savich drew back.
“That’s a good point,” Evelyn Sherlock said, her beautiful expressionless face turned away from her husband. “But they shouldn’t be married. Can’t you get Douglas to divorce her, Corman?”
“No, I don’t do that sort of thing, you know that. Or don’t you remember?”
“When I remember something I never forget it. That’s what I was telling Lacey and Mr. Savich before you came in. Will you buy a Porsche so I’ll be safe?”
“Perhaps I will, Evelyn, perhaps I will. Mr. Savich spoke about a classic 911. I like that car. Lacey, may I have a cup of tea, please? Mr. Savich, I’m delighted to finally meet you. I understand you’re my daughter’s boss at the FBI.”
“Yes, sir. I head up the new Criminal Apprehension Unit.”
“I think your approach is a fine idea. Why not use technology to predict what psychopaths will do? Why are you here with her in San Francisco?”
“We’re working on the Marlin Jones case.”

“Why here? Marlin Jones is in Boston.”
“That’s true, but there are loose ends. We’re here to check things out.”
“I see.” Judge Corman Sherlock sat down in the beautiful rosewood chair behind his rosewood desk. The desk was piled with books and magazines. There were at least a dozen pens scattered haphazardly over the surface. A telephone and a fax machine were on top of a rosewood filing cabinet beside the desk. It was a working place for him, Dillon realized. Not just pleasure in here. The man spent hours here working.
“I heard on the news that Marlin Jones hit his own lawyer, knocked him out. It was all over the news, everyone in the courthouse was talking about it. You were there, weren’t you, Lacey?”
She nodded. “Yes, we both were. I believe everyone was cheering because there would be one less lawyer—” She broke off and smiled at her father. “Forgive me, but I never think of you as a lawyer since you’re a judge and a former prosecutor. You put criminals away, not defend them.”
“True enough. Big John Bullock has quite a reputation. Your Marlin just might escape any punishment at all when he goes to trial. Big John is magic with juries. If this Marlin character doesn’t already have a pitiful, tragic childhood, then Big John will manufacture one for him and the jury might just believe everything he says.”
“People aren’t stupid, Dad. They can look at Marlin Jones and see that he’s a psychopath. He’s crazy but he’s not insane. He knows exactly what he’s doing and he has no remorse, no conscience. He’s admitted to all the killings. Besides, even if he’s acquitted in Boston, he’ll be sent here to be tried. He also admitted that he’d murdered two women in Denver. He’ll go down. In one of those places, he has to go down.”
“Ah, Lacey, people can be swayed, they can be manipulated, they can see gray when there’s nothing really but black. I’ve seen it happen again and again. Juries will see what they want to see—if they want to free a defendant, no matter what the evidence, they’ll do it—it’s that simple, and many times that tragic.
“I hope Marlin Jones does come to California to stand trial. At least here we’ve got the death penalty.”

“If he got the death penalty, I think the electric chair would be too easy and quick. I think all the families of the women he killed should be able to kill him, over and over.”
“That’s very unliberal of you, Lacey.”
“Why? It’s only right. It’s justice.”
“It’s vengeance.”
“Yes, it is. What’s wrong with that?”
“Not a thing. Now, my dear child, Mr. Savich probably wonders if you and I go on and on like this. Let’s take a short time out. Tell me about these loose ends you and Mr. Savich are here to tie up.”
Evelyn Sherlock smiled, but again, it seemed to Savich that her face still remained without expression. It was as if she’d trained herself not to move any muscles in her face that would ruin the perfect mask. She said, “They probably think that you murdered Belinda, Corman, isn’t that right, Mr. Savich?”
Now that was a kicker. It was Savich’s turn not to change expression. He said, bland as chicken broth, “Actually, no, ma’am.”
“Well, you should. I guess you’re not as smart as you are handsome. He tried to run me down. No reason why he wouldn’t kill Belinda. He didn’t like her, hated her, in fact, since her father is in San Quentin. He said Belinda would be as crazy as her father and me. That’s an awful thing to say, isn’t it, Mr. Savich?”
“It’s certainly not what I’d say, Mrs. Sherlock, but everyone is different. Now,” he continued, turning back to Judge Sherlock, “I wonder, sir, if you would mind telling us if you ever had Marlin Jones in your courtroom.”
“No.”
“You’re very certain?”
“Yes, naturally. I remember every man and woman who’s ever stood before my bench. Marlin Jones wasn’t one of them.”
“Before you became a judge, did you ever prosecute him?”
“I would have remembered, Mr. Savich. The answer is still no.”
Savich opened his briefcase and pulled out a black-and-white five-by-seven photo. “You’ve never seen this man?”

He handed Judge Sherlock Marlin’s photograph, taken just last week.
“No, I’ve never seen him in my courtroom. It’s Marlin Jones, of course. Lacey, you’re right. He does look like a classic psychopath, which is to say, he looks perfectly normal.”
Savich handed him another photo.
“I’ll be damned. It’s Marlin Jones but you’ve doctored this photo, haven’t you?”
“The FBI labs are the very best. I asked them to render me photos with various disguises a man could use effectively.”
“It’s just a mustache, the sideburns longer, the hair combed over as if the guy wants to cover a bald spot—it’s amazing. Sorry, but I’ve never seen this man either.”
Savich gave him a third photograph.
Judge Sherlock sucked in his breath. “I don’t believe this. I prosecuted this guy years ago, but I remember him. He was a hippie sort, up on marijuana charges. Look at that bushy beard and the thick bottle-cap glasses. Hunched shoulders, but he was still tall, as tall as I am. I remember that he looked at me as if he wanted to spit on me. What was his name, anyway?”
He fell silent, staring down at the photo, tapping his fingers on the arm of the leather chair. Then he sighed and said, “I’ll have to look it up. I guess I’m getting old. No, wait a minute. It was a weird name. Erasmus. That’s it. His name was Erasmus something, I don’t remember his last name, but it was a common name. It was ten years ago. I managed to plea-bargain him into three years even though it was his first offense. He himself was so offensive I didn’t even hesitate to push the public defender. He had no respect. Yes, it was three years. This is Marlin Jones?”
Lacey took the photo from her father. Dillon hadn’t told her about this. She stared at the photo, then at her father. “It’s possible, then, that because you gave him that three-year sentence, he wanted revenge. It’s possible when he got out, then, that he killed Belinda, to get his revenge on you.”
“There’s a problem here,” Savich said.
Both Judge Sherlock and his daughter looked at him, their left eyebrows arched in an identical way.

“Look again at the photo, Judge Sherlock.”
“Yes, all right. What?”
“Marlin Jones would have been twenty-eight years old ten years ago. This man is older, maybe fifty-five or sixty.”
“Well, yes, you’re right, he is. It’s hard to tell with all that hair and the glasses. Oh, I see what you mean. It isn’t Marlin, is it?”
“It’s his father,” Lacey said slowly. “This man, Erasmus, the man Dad prosecuted, is Marlin’s father. And this is an old picture of him, isn’t it?”
“Yes. The FBI in Phoenix got hold of this photo of him from an old driver’s license. Our lab people worked on it. I didn’t tell you about it, Sherlock, because I didn’t really think it would lead to anything.”
“Is the man still alive?”
“He is as far as we know. He hasn’t been back to Yuma in years. That’s where he raised Marlin. Marlin left at eighteen. Erasmus drifted in and out for a few years, then just disappeared. He’d be about sixty-four now. Where is he? No one knows.”
“Let me see the man,” said Mrs. Sherlock.
Lacey handed her mother the photo.
“He’s scruffy. I remember his sort, they were all over San Francisco back in the sixties. But he was in court in the eighties, Corman?”
“Yes, some ten years ago.”
“I think he would be handsome without those glasses and all that hair and beard.”
“His son is handsome, Mother, very handsome. Here’s his photo. But you know, he’s got dead eyes.”
Mrs. Sherlock looked at Marlin Jones’s photo, stared toward her husband, and fainted, sliding out of the chair and onto the carpet before anyone could catch her.
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“WHAT DO you want?” Douglas stared at Dillon Savich. He laid down the papers he’d been reading and rose slowly, splaying his fingers on the desktop.
“It’s okay, Marge. Let him in. He’s FBI. Ah, you’re here too, Lacey. Why is he with you? You know I don’t like him. He’s corrupted you, changed you.”
“He’s my boss. He has to be with me.”
“Madigan,” Savich said, barely nodding.
Douglas said nothing. He sat back down in his chair. He crossed his hands over his stomach.
“How are you doing, Douglas?”
“I’m very angry at the moment, but you don’t care about that. Why are you here with him?”
Savich said easily as he sat down in one of the plush client chairs opposite Douglas Madigan’s large high-tech chrome-and-glass desk, “It appears Belinda had an affair with Marlin Jones. Did you know about it?”
“No. I don’t like your jokes, Agent Savich.”
“No joke, Lawyer Madigan. As far as we know it’s a distinct possibility—that Belinda slept with Marlin Jones seven years ago.”
Lacey was watching his face. There was no sign of pain, of anger, of remembered betrayal. Nothing.
“So you’re saying you know why he killed her?”
“No, that’s not what we’re saying. I’m sorry, Douglas,” Lacey said, sitting forward, extending her hand to lightly touch his forearm. “It seems that there were some things about Belinda none of us knew. We just came from home. Mother saw a photo of Marlin Jones. She fainted. She’d seen him, she said, seen him kissing Belinda in the driveway. At least that’s what she told us. You know Mother. One can never be quite certain if the flag is going to be flying high or hanging at half-mast.”
“That crazy old lady is probably right about this. Belinda was a gold-plated faithless bitch.”
They all turned to see Candice Addams Madigan standing in the doorway, a flustered Marge behind her, waving her hands. Douglas smiled and said, “It’s all right, Marge. Tell you what, anyone else comes, just wave them on in. Hello, Candice.”
Candice Addams Madigan walked into the office, head high, beautifully dressed in a pale blue wool suit and a Herme`s scarf. “She was a bitch and she did cheat on you.”
“But was the man Marlin Jones? I doubt it. Where could she have met him?”
Candice gave her husband a scornful look. “Belinda had low tastes. I’ve heard that she went to dives, to real low-class places. That’s where she would have met this killer. Yes, I’ll bet she did sleep with him. She slept with everyone. Why don’t you ask her?” She turned and gave Lacey a vicious look. “Yes, ask the little princess here. She probably went with her sister. Hell, she might have slept with him too.”
Lacey had blood in her eye. Her heart was pounding, she was ready to kill. It was Savich who grabbed her wrist and kept her in her place. “Ignore her,” he said low, only for her hearing. “She’s miserable she’s so jealous. Let it be. Let’s just listen. Consider this a bad play. Let’s see if we can’t figure out the theme of the play.”
She tried to pull away from him. She couldn’t take any more from this miserable woman. “Okay, then, Agent Sherlock, this is an order from your superior. Don’t move and be quiet.”
She tried to calm her breathing, but it was hard. “That’s different, then, but I still want to pound her.”
“I know, but later. Now let’s just listen.”
“What are you two talking about?”
Savich smiled at Candice Madigan. “I was just telling Sherlock that you looked pregnant to me. She insists you’re not, that you look too slender. But I can tell your stomach is out there. Who’s right?”
Candice immediately sucked in her stomach, taking two steps away from Savich. Then she realized what he’d done to her. She dropped her hands to her sides, straightened really tall, and shot a look toward her husband. He merely smiled at her. “Go ahead, Candice. After all, I don’t have a client for another twenty minutes. Feel free to talk about whatever.”
Candice Madigan walked to her husband, kissed him on the mouth, then turned to say to Lacey, “I’m not pregnant but I will be soon. You keep away from my husband, do you hear me? You haven’t seen mean until you’ve seen me mean.”
“Yes, I hear you,” Lacey said. Then she smiled. “You and Douglas planning a baby, then?”
“We will be soon. It’s none of your business. You’re a little gold-digging tart, just like your sister. Stay away from Douglas.”
“Oh, she will,” Savich said. “Now, Candice, how do you know so much about Belinda? She was killed seven years ago. You weren’t even around then.”
“I’m an investigative reporter. I looked up everything. I spoke to people who’d known her. She betrayed Douglas, over and over again. All the women in your crowd knew about it. With this Marlin Jones character? Why not? Again, it wouldn’t have been a problem for her to run into him at any one of the low-class bars she frequented.”
Savich pulled out his little black notebook and his ballpoint pen. “Could you give me some names, please?”
She turned stiller than Lot’s wife. “I did this last year. I don’t remember now.”
“Give Mr. Savich two names, Candice. Just two.”
“All right. Lancing Corruthers and Dorthea McDowell. They’re both rich and idle and know everything about everyone. They live right here in the city.”
Savich wrote down the names. “Thank you. Actually, I’m pleased that you could come up with even one name. I’m impressed.”
“I am too,” Douglas said.
“They knew all about her too,” she added, nodding toward Lacey.

“That should prove to be interesting,” Savich said, again taking hold of Lacey’s wrist. “You see, I’m hoping she’ll agree to marry me, once I ask her properly.” He paused a moment, then looked very worried. “I sure do hope they won’t tell me things that will change my mind about asking you. Were you a loose teenager, Sherlock? Will you corrupt me if I marry you?”
“I don’t think that Bobby Wellman could count as loose, do you?”
“Who’s Bobby Wellman?” Douglas asked.
Savich just shook his head.
“No one will say anything remotely questionable about Lacey,” Douglas said. “Look Candice, Lacey was only nineteen when Belinda died. She was even a bit on the backward side for her age. All she did was play the piano. I don’t think she ever even saw other people. She just saw her music. Now, tell me that was all a joke about you marrying him, Lacey.”
“He still has to ask me right and proper.”
“No!” Douglas stood now, leaning toward Lacey, and said, his voice rough and low, “Listen to me, Lacey. I’ve known you for a very long time. I don’t think you should marry this man. You can’t. It’s a very bad idea.”
“Why, Douglas?”
“Yes, Douglas, why?” Candice asked.
“I know his kind. He doesn’t care about you, Lacey. You’d just be another notch on his belt.”
Savich started whistling.
Everyone turned to stare at him. Lacey wanted to laugh, but she held it back.
“Sherlock Savich,” Savich said slowly, looking up at the ceiling, rolling the words on his tongue. “It has quite a ring to it, doesn’t it?”
“Dammit, no, you can’t marry him, Lacey. You can’t. Just look at him, he’s one of those stupid bodybuilder types you see at the gym who are always staring at themselves in the mirror. Their biceps and pecs are all pumped up but their brains are the size of peas.”
Lacey said mildly, “Douglas, you need a reality check here. You need to get a grip.”
“All right. So he can play with computers, that’s no big deal. He’s a nerd with big arms. You can’t marry him.”
“Well she can’t marry you, Douglas, you’re already married to me.” Candice took one step toward Lacey, then pulled up when she saw the look on Savich’s face.
“Congratulations,” Candice said, stepping back. “I do mean that. Marry him.”
“This is getting us nowhere fast,” Savich said. “Now, Candice, Sherlock and I are here to speak to Douglas about Belinda. Would you like to stay or go?”
“Why? Belinda’s been dead for seven years. Her killer is in jail, in Boston. I’ve even given you two names, women who knew her, who knew what she was like. Why are you talking to Douglas? He doesn’t know anything.”
“There are all sorts of loose ends, ma’am,” Savich said. “Tell you what, why don’t we come back, after you and your husband bond or kill each other or eat lunch or whatever else you’d like to do?” Savich rose as he spoke, his hand out to Lacey. She looked at that big strong hand and smiled. She still wanted to belt Candice.
“No, wait,” Douglas called out, but Savich just shook his head and waved.
She said as they walked from Douglas’s office, “What will we do now?”
“Let’s just duck around the corner for a minute. Douglas’s door is still open, Marge isn’t at her desk. Who knows? Maybe we just might hear something we shouldn’t.”
They moved as close to the open door as they could, pressing back against the wall.
“You can’t still want her, Douglas. Didn’t you see what she was wearing? By God, she even chews her thumbnail!”
Lacey looked at her thumbs. Sure enough, one thumbnail was nearly down to the quick. How had that happened?
“That’s enough, Candice,” Douglas said. He sounded incredibly tired. “That’s really quite enough. She shouldn’t marry him. I’ll have to think about this, then write down all the good sound reasons why it wouldn’t work. This shouldn’t be happening.”
“No, what shouldn’t be happening is that you still lust after her. Are you blind? What’s there to lust over? Get over it, Douglas. Buy some glasses.”

Douglas didn’t appear to have heard her—that or he was just ignoring her. He said, “They’re back here because of Belinda. There must be something going on with Marlin Jones. Savich called them loose ends, but I don’t trust that bastard. God knows. Mrs. Sherlock claimed she saw Marlin Jones kissing Belinda in the driveway. You say that it’s likely Marlin had slept with Belinda, but you’re just jealous, Candice. You didn’t know Belinda. Damn, it’s all nuts. I don’t understand any of it, but I think they must doubt that Marlin Jones killed Belinda. Maybe they think I killed her and that’s why they’re here.”
“That’s crazy, Douglas. They don’t have a clue. They’re just here fishing around. Just keep your mouth shut. Now, take me to lunch. I have to be back at the station at two o’clock.”
“We’re outta here,” Savich said. They were in the elevator and on their way down from the twentieth floor of the Malcolm Building within a minute.
 
Dinner had been quiet; that is, no one had had much to say about anything, which to Savich, was a relief. Evelyn Sherlock ate delicately, gave Savich disapproving looks, and said again that he was too good-looking and not to be trusted. She said nothing at all to her husband, except over a dessert of apple pie, she finally said, not looking at him, but down at her pie, “I spoke to one of your law clerks—Danny Elbright. He said he needed to speak to you but I told him you’d gone to the gas station. I asked him if I could help him and he said no, it was something really confidential. Even your wife couldn’t know.”
“It was probably about a current case,” Judge Sherlock said and forked down another bite of pie. He closed his eyes for a moment. “This is delicious. I need to give Isabelle another raise,” he said.
“No, she makes too much already,” said Evelyn Sherlock. “I think she bought the pie. She’s rarely here except when she knows you’ll be here. I don’t like her, Corman, I never have.”
“How is your companion, Mother?” Lacey said. “Her name is Mrs. Arch, isn’t it?”
“She’s fine. She never says anything, just nods or shakes her head. She’s very boring, but harmless. She’s younger than I am and looks the way my mother would look if she were still alive. She doesn’t try to seduce your father and that’s a relief.”
“Mrs. Arch,” the judge said, “is not younger than you are, Evelyn. She must be all of sixty-five years old. She’s got blue hair and is a good size sixteen. Believe me, your mother never looked like Mrs. Arch.”
“So? She’s not dead yet,” said Mrs. Sherlock. “You’ve slept with every size and age of woman. Did you think I didn’t know? I remember everything once I’m reminded.”
“Yes, dear.”
It was an hour later in Judge Sherlock’s library that Savich finally said, “Sherlock didn’t realize until just recently that Belinda had had a miscarriage. Why didn’t this come out?”
Judge Sherlock was stuffing a pipe. The smell of this particular tobacco was wonderful—rich and dark and delicious. He didn’t answer until the pipe was lit and he’d sucked in three or four times. The scent was like a forest. Savich found himself breathing in deeply. Finally, Judge Sherlock said, “I didn’t want any more publicity. What difference did it make? Not a bit. What do you mean that Lacey didn’t remember?”
“Evidently she’d blocked it out, for some reason neither of us can figure out. She remembered under hypnosis. Do you know why she’d block it out, sir?”
“No, no reason to as far as I can see. It was seven years ago. It no longer matters,” Judge Sherlock said and sucked on his pipe. The library was filled with the delicious, rich smell. Savich took another drink of his espresso, every bit as rich and delicious as the pipe smoke.
Lacey took a deep breath. “Do you know if Douglas was the father?”
“Look, Lacey, Mr. Savich, Belinda shouldn’t have been pregnant in the first place. I told you, Lacey, that Douglas knew they shouldn’t ever have children because of her defective genes. Look at her mother. Her father is even worse. Yes, I keep tabs on him. He’ll be out one of these days, despite my efforts to the contrary. I don’t want that crazy man coming here.”
“But she was pregnant,” Savich said.

“Yes, evidently, but not very far along, not more than six or seven weeks. That’s what the doctor said. After the autopsy, they knew, naturally, that she’d just miscarried, but since it wasn’t relevant to anything, they didn’t mention it. The press never got hold of it, thank God. It would have just caused more pain. Was Douglas the father? I’ve never had reason to suspect that he wasn’t.”
“It would have also caused more outrage,” Lacey said.
“No, not unless they led the public to think that the miscarriage was tied to her murder, and it wasn’t.”
But Lacey wasn’t so certain. Actually, as she told Dillon later as she walked him to the guest room where he was staying, “There are more than just loose ends here. There are ends that don’t seem to have any beginning.” She sighed, staring down at her navy pumps. Candice was right. She looked dowdy and uninteresting. How then could she be a slut at the same time?
Savich pulled her against him, lightly pressing her face against his shoulder. “I know what you mean. It’s infuriating. Everything that comes out of your mother’s mouth makes Alice’s Wonderland look like MIT. How long has she been like this, Sherlock?”
“As long as I can remember. She’s more so now, I think. But I don’t see her all that often anymore.”
“Do you think she could be doing some of this to gain your father’s attention?”
“Oh yes. But how much of it is real and how much is her own playacting? I don’t know.”
“I don’t either.”
“And my father?”
“I don’t know,” he said slowly, leaned down and kissed her left ear. “I just don’t know. He’s slippery, hard for me to read. But you know, Sherlock, it’s tough not to like him.”
“I like him too, most of the time,” Lacey said and looked up at his mouth. “Do you really want to marry me now that you’ve seen my mother and father?”
“Unfair. But you haven’t met my family yet. Now there’s a scary bunch. Actually, they’re going to be so grateful that you’re taking me on that they’ll probably try really hard not to be weird around you, at least until after we’re married. Then, no guarantees. Oh yes, Sherlock, we’re all alone here in the corridor. I think now’s the time. Will you marry me?”
“Yes, I will.”
He kissed her. It was sweet and warm and he tried very hard not to overwhelm her with his need, which was growing by leaps and bounds. But then she pushed him against the wall, pressing herself up tight against him. “You feel delicious,” she said into his mouth, her breath warm and dark from the espresso. “You taste even better. Dillon, are you sure you want to marry me? We haven’t known each other all that long. We’ve been stressed-out since we met, nothing’s been normal or natural.”
“Sure it has. I kicked your butt in Hogan’s Alley and at the gym. What’s more natural than that? I’ve cooked my pasta for you, I’ve fed you pizza at Dizzy Dan’s. You’ve slept in my house. I think we’ve got great experience going into this. Besides, the sex isn’t bad either, except it’s been so long that I’m having a tough time remembering all the details, any of the details, actually.”
She kissed his chin, his jaw, lightly bit his earlobe. “I don’t understand how you’ve managed to stay footloose for five whole years.”
“I run fast and I don’t chase too well. Actually, I guess I was waiting for you. Nobody else, just you. I’m more surprised that no one snapped you up.”
“I was just so locked in the past, locked into only one path, all of it focused on Belinda. What will we do?”
He said as he slowly traced the buttons of her blouse, “I have this inescapable feeling that everything revolves around Belinda, not Marlin, not Douglas, not anybody else, just Belinda. I don’t think anyone ever really knew who she was. I’d like to see pictures of her around the time she was killed. Do you have any albums?”
“Yes. I hope Mother didn’t throw them away. Would you like to see them now?”
“Nope. We’re still on East Coast time, so it feels like three hours later than it is. I want to get some sleep. Actually I want to sleep with you, but that wouldn’t be right, not in your parents’ house. Besides, your mother is so worried that we’re shacking up, she just might go on patrol tonight to make certain we’re separated.”
She laughed. “Mother is a hoot, isn’t she? You never know what will come out of her mouth. But it seems she’s gone even more around the bend just lately. Lots of it might be an act, who knows? She’s not going to change. But it still scares me because some of what she says just might be true. Did my father really try to kill her? Run her down in his BMW?”
“God knows, I don’t. If he did do it on purpose, at least he knows she’s told us about it. Your father isn’t stupid. If he did do it deliberately, it won’t happen again.”
“I don’t want my mother to die, Dillon.”
He brought her close. “She won’t. Everything will be all right. I’ll even have a chat with your father, just to make sure he understands completely.”
Much later, when Lacey was on the edge of sleep, she thought, Who were you, Belinda?




29


IT WAS dawn, the bed-room a soft, vague gray, and chilly. She woke up slowly. Someone was shaking her arm, someone speaking to her. “Sherlock, we’ve got a problem. Come on, wake up.”
He was lightly caressing her upper arms, then lightly tapped her face. She blinked up at him. “Dillon? I’m so glad it’s you. I thought it was someone else, another nightmare. What’s wrong? Did Mother try to run you off the property?”
He sat down beside her and she reached for him. He took her hands in his and held them tightly. “No, that I could have handled. Listen to me, Sherlock. It’s Marlin Jones. Brace yourself—he’s escaped.”
She stared up at him, slowly shaking her head on the pillow. “No, that’s just impossible. A prisoner doesn’t escape nowadays, except in the movies. There’s no way Marlin could have gotten away. There were cops all over him. He even went to the bathroom with a cop on either side of him. Besides, he was wearing more shackles than an Alabama chain gang. This has to be an early-morning joke, right, Dillon?”
“I’m sorry, Sherlock, he’s gone. The court had ordered him taken to the Massachusetts State Institute for more psychological testing. The doctors there blew fits when they saw the guards and all the restraints—he had full leg shackles. They complained that they’d never get anything meaningful out of him, that they’d never gain any true and accurate testing results unless Marlin could trust them, the doctors. The cops refused, naturally. The doctors then called the judge who’d dictated more testing. The judge then ordered the cops to remove the shackles, even the handcuffs. The cops were even ordered to wait outside the room. The long and the short of it—Marlin hit two doctors over the head, smashed an orderly’s jaw, knocked him unconscious, and got out through a bathroom window that was right off the office. They haven’t recaptured him yet. They didn’t know he’d escaped until the orderly regained consciousness and staggered out to tell them.”
She was fully awake now, sitting up, rubbing her arms with her hands. “How did you find out?”
“Jimmy Maitland called me about thirty minutes ago. He said the cops called him, but it had been on TV even before they bothered to telephone. He got hold of the FBI in Boston and put them in on it big-time. He made it sound like everything was in complete disarray.”
“Do you think just maybe that judge who ordered Marlin Jones released will now be under the bench instead of sitting on it?”
“There’ll be big-time fallout. Hopefully that nitwit judge will either swear he’s seen the light or he’ll go down, which is what he deserves. Get on your robe and let’s get downstairs. Isabelle’s made us some coffee and warmed up some rolls.”
Ten minutes later they were downstairs in Judge Sherlock’s lair watching TV. They’d just turned on the big set when a news bulletin flashed on. A big black-and-white photo of Marlin Jones filled the screen. A newswoman’s voice said, “. . . The manhunt has extended in all directions now. The FBI, state and local police are all trying to find the alleged killer of more than eight women.” The picture then flashed to the newsroom. A beautiful blond woman, not more than twenty-eight, was beaming at the camera, saying in her happy, perfect voice, “It’s just been learned that the FBI agent, Lacey Sherlock, who was instrumental in catching Marlin Jones in Boston, is the sister of one of the women he allegedly murdered in San Francisco seven years ago. What this means isn’t exactly clear, but John Bullock, Marlin Jones’s lawyer, has said his client was entrapped all along by the FBI.”
“It’s out,” Savich said, and sighed. “I wonder who told them.”
“Oh no.” A photo of Lacey appeared on the TV screen. The newswoman was saying, “Ms. Sherlock has been with the FBI for only five months now. It’s said that the reason she joined was to catch her sister’s killer.” The newswoman gave a dazzling smile to the people watching her. “It appears she succeeded, but now, no one can say what will happen once Marlin Jones is recaptured. Let’s switch to Ned Bramlock, our affiliate in Boston. Ned?”
They watched in silence as the cops in the Boston PD stood in stiff and angry silence. The local FBI representative stood behind the small group, saying nothing.
Ned Bramlock, who wore Italian tasseled loafers and had a full head of beautiful chestnut hair, said as he managed to furrow his brow in concern, “We’ve tried to speak to Judge Sedgewick who issued the order to the police officers to release Marlin Jones, but he’s refusing comment at this time.” They switched to an ACLU lawyer, who claimed that what the judge did was exactly correct, since to have refused to allow the alleged killer privacy for the testing would have been a violation of his civil rights. They switched to another judge, this one retired, who said flatly that Judge Sedgewick was an idiot without a lick of judgment or sense.
Savich turned off the TV set. He stretched. “Let’s go work out.”
She rose. “Yes, let’s go. There’s a World Gym just two blocks from here, down on Union Street. It’s open at 6:00 A.M. It’s nearly seven-thirty now.”
By the time they’d finished, Lacey was so exhausted, even her rage was dampened somewhat, at least until she could breathe normally again. They walked home, holding hands.
“It’s going to be a beautiful day.”
“It usually is in San Francisco,” she said. “Even when the fog comes rolling through the Golden Gate, it’s breathtaking. The fog makes it more lovely.” She fell silent.
“They’ll catch him. He’s got no money, no transportation. Everyone is looking for him. His photo is all over the TV. Someone will see him and they’ll call the cops. Don’t worry, Sherlock.”
Lacey was thinking about Judge Sedgewick and what she’d like to do to the guy as they walked back to her parents’ home. As they turned onto Broadway, she spotted three local TV station vans and a good dozen people equipped with cameras and microphones parked in her parents’ front yard. They heard Isabelle yelling, “Get out of here, you vultures, go! Scat!”
“Come on, ma’am, tell Agent Sherlock that we’re here. We just need to talk to her for a little while.”
“Yeah, the public’s got a right to know.”
“Hey, did you know her sister, Belinda Madigan? Is it true that Lacey joined the FBI just to bring down Marlin Jones?”
“Is it true that she entrapped Jones?”
Isabelle looked ready to kill. She raised her hands, palms out. To Lacey’s surprise, the rowdy group quieted down instantly. She said in a voice that carried to the end of the block, “Go talk to that moronic judge who made the police remove Marlin Jones’s restraints. Maybe he can take that killer’s place until he’s caught again.”
“Good for her,” Savich said.
Lacey called her parents’ house from a public phone a block and a half away.
“Sherlock residence.”
“Isabelle? It’s Lacey. We saw them all in time. You did great, told the reporters the truth. Is Dad there?”
“Yes, just a moment, Lacey. I’m glad you’re out of here. The reporters are planning to camp out here, I think. How did they know you were here?”
Hannah, Lacey thought with sudden insight. Hannah hated her guts. She’d do anything to hurt her. “We’ll find out, Isabelle. Get Dad for me.”
Twenty minutes later they were picked up by Danny Elbright, one of Judge Sherlock’s clerks. He had their luggage in the trunk. “Isabelle carried everything out the back and I swung around to pick up the luggage.
“Judge Sherlock called the airline and got you on a flight leaving at ten o’clock A.M. Is this all right?”
“That’s great,” Savich said. He stretched out, leaned back his head, and closed his eyes. “What a day and it’s only nine o’clock in the morning. I hope the media aren’t smart enough to call the airlines just yet.”
“Don’t worry about me, Lacey,” Danny Elbright said, looking at her in the rearview mirror. “I know that if I ever opened my mouth your daddy would send me up the big river. I won’t say a word. I just want you to catch this creep. Wasn’t Isabelle a kick? I’ll bet she’ll be all over the news.”
Lacey said, “Thanks, Danny. Hey, maybe Marlin’s been caught as we speak.”
“Let’s see.” Danny turned on the radio and began station surfing.
By the time their plane left San Francisco International, Marlin Jones was still on the loose. He’d been free for five hours and twenty minutes. There were two seats left in First Class, and Judge Sherlock had snagged them. Both Dillon and Lacey were relieved when no one recognized them at the airport.
“You’ll be staying with me,” Savich said as he took a glass of orange juice from a flight attendant. “We’re not going to take any chances.”
“All right,” she said, and stared down at where Yosemite would be if only they had been sitting on the right side of the airplane instead of the left.
“I know you’re scared. Don’t be.”
“Actually I’m furious, not scared. There’s no reason why Marlin would come after me. You know he’s not crazy, and he’d have to be totally off the deep end to fixate on getting back at me.
“What I can’t believe is that a judge—a person who’s supposed to have a tad of common sense—would even listen to those idiot shrinks and their ridiculous demands.”
“Well, I’ll just bet you no judge is going to pull that kind of stunt again anytime soon. This was an aberration, Sherlock, an unfortunate blip. Everyone will raise hell and the ACLU will look like idiots for defending the judge’s ruling.
“Also, it turns out that one of the doctors might not make it. The other doctor has a severe concussion, according to the news. As for the orderly, his jaw’s broken and he has a lump over his left ear the size of a hockey puck. You can bet next week’s paycheck that restraints will be left on prisoners in the future. If that doctor dies, the shit Marlin’s in is so deep he’ll never see the sunshine again.”
Savich took her hand. “We’ll see. I do wonder where Marlin’s daddy is. I have this feeling he’s still out there, still kicking around. What’s he doing, I wonder? Does Marlin know where he is? Is Marlin going to see him? Could Erasmus have been the one to come after you in Washington? Could he have been the one to hit me in Boston? Have Marlin and his daddy possibly been in contact and maybe even now are in cahoots?”
She sucked in her breath. “I was thinking the same thing. But as to the father-and-son-duo idea, I don’t know if it’s just another seemingly random piece to the puzzle or a major gluing piece.”
“I think it says a lot about how well we’re suited that I understand exactly what you just said.” He picked up her hand and kissed her fingers. He looked deep into her eyes. He tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. His fingers lightly caressed her ear. “Hey, gorgeous, what do you want from this gourmet lunch menu?”
 
Marlin Jones was still free when they arrived at Savich’s house at seven-thirty that evening.
There were no reporters waiting for them.
“If they’re anywhere, it’s at your town house. Another excellent reason for staying here with me.”
“Yes,” she said and followed him in. “I hope Hannah doesn’t tell them where I probably am.”
“I’m going to call Jimmy Maitland and let him know we’re back. And Ollie. Yeah, I think I’ll give Hannah a ring. Yes, I think you’re right. She’s probably behind the leak. I’m beginning to think this might be a good time for her to transfer to another section. She’d better keep her mouth shut from now on or she’ll be out of the Bureau.”
“Maybe she’s not the one who talked.”
“We’ll see. You unpack and then relax, Sherlock. We’ll have dinner in. I’ve got some great spinach lasagna in the freezer that I made just a while back. You’ll love it.”
“I think I’d rather have Dizzy Dan’s pizza. Do they deliver?”
“They will for me.” He frowned at her, then strode back to her, grabbed her and pulled her tightly against him. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll get through this. Marlin will be in jail again by tomorrow morning, you’ll see. All the FBI’s in on this whole thing, big-time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Jimmy Maitland so pissed. No, Marlin doesn’t stand a chance.”
But she didn’t know if she agreed. Marlin Jones was out there. She nodded though, saying nothing, and laid her cheek against his shoulder.
 
Her clothes went into his closet, her shoes on the floor beside his size-twelve wing tips and gym shoes. Her underwear went in the second drawer of the dresser. And when he was kissing his way down her body, finally holding her hips, his mouth against her, she forgot everything but him and what he was making her feel. The deep, tearing pleasure roared through her and she yelled and arced upward and told him between gasping breaths, “I love you, Dillon. Just in case you didn’t hear me the first time, I’ll marry you. You’re the best.”
“Good. Don’t forget it,” he said, staring down at her, and came into her.
It was nearly morning when Savich came slowly awake, aware that something strange was happening, something that was probably better than any pesto pasta he’d ever made, better even than having won a huge bet off one of his relatives. The something strange suddenly intensified and he lurched up, gasping. She was leaning over him, her tangled hair covering his belly, her mouth on him.
All he could do was moan, clutch her hair as he moaned, and twitch and heave.
And when he kissed her mouth, she said, “If you could do that to me, surely you had to like it too. It only makes sense, doesn’t it? I’ve never done that before. Did I do it okay?”
“It was okay,” he said. “Yeah, I think just maybe it was okay. Really not bad for your first time.” She slid down his chest again. Then it was all over for him.
 
Ollie said, “Jimmy Maitland has a representative speaking to the media downstairs, sir. Sherlock, don’t worry, they’ll lay off, that was the deal Maitland struck with them.”
“Good,” Savich said.
“But there’s lots of gossip, lots of innuendo,” Hannah said, tapping her pen against the conference table. “Marlin Jones’s lawyer is making hay with Sherlock here being one of the murdered women’s sisters.”
“That’s true,” Savich said. “Does anyone know how the media found out about that?”
No one said a word.
“Hannah?” Savich said, looking at her.
She looked right at Lacey. “No, certainly not. But I don’t think it’s bad that the media found out what she did. It’s possible that the case against Jones could be tossed out as entrapment.” She shrugged. “You knew it was going to come out anyway. At least now there’s time to get the media through chewing on it by the time Marlin Jones is recaptured.”
She was lying, but how could he prove it? Savich smiled at her, a smile cold enough to freeze water. He said, his voice so gentle it made the hair rise on the back of Lacey’s neck, “I wonder that it didn’t occur to the one who told the press that Sherlock wasn’t the one who made the decision? That both the Bureau and the local cops all discussed her as bait for Marlin and okayed it?”
“I bet you talked him into it,” Hannah said to Lacey. The other agents were squirming, looking off, wishing, Savich knew, that they were anywhere but seated here at the conference table.
Savich raised his hands. “All right, that’s enough. As most of you know, Sherlock is at my place. Not a word about this to anybody outside this room. Okay, we’ll have our regular status meeting tomorrow. I just wanted everyone up to speed on this debacle. Hannah, I’d like to see you in my office.”
The meeting broke up. Ollie collared Lacey. “I’ve been working through MAXINE’s protocols using a different slant with the Florida nursing home killings. Come and see where I’m at. I’d like your input. Besides, it’ll get your mind off Marlin Jones. You’re looking hunted.”
She wanted to go after Savich and Hannah. Then Hannah turned around and looked at her. Lacey changed her mind. She didn’t want to get within spitting distance of Hannah.
In Savich’s office, he waved his hand to a chair facing his desk. “Sit down, Hannah.”
She sat. He said nothing at all for a very long time, just looked at her, his head cocked to the left.

“You wanted to speak to me, Savich?”
“Oh yes. I know it was you who told the media about Sherlock’s connection to one of the San Francisco murders. I’d like you to tell me why you did it.”
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SHE SAID in a low voice that was hard as nails, “I told you already that I didn’t do it.”
“You’re lying. Understand this, Hannah. It wasn’t Sherlock’s decision to be used as bait. Sure, she wanted to do it, very badly, but it wasn’t her decision. You’re the last person who should have opened your mouth. The fact of the matter is that you talked to the press just to cause trouble. That’s unprofessional and unacceptable behavior in a Special Agent.”
“I didn’t do it. You can’t prove that I did. Don’t forget that it was a judge who ordered the removal of Marlin Jones’s shackles. Why wouldn’t a judge throw this out as well?”
“Because of the bloody evidence, that’s why. Look, Hannah, I don’t want you in this unit. I think a transfer is in order. You’re a good agent, but not here, not in my unit.”
“That dowdy little prig is that good in bed?”
“Special Agents don’t talk about other Special Agents that way. It’s sexist. It’s not acceptable. I won’t have it.”
Hannah rose slowly, bent over toward Savich, splayed her hands on his desk, and said in a low voice, “Tell me what you see in her, just tell me so I’ll understand. You swore to me that you’d never allow yourself to become serious over anyone who worked in your unit, yet you saw little miss prim and fell all over yourself.”
He rose to face her. “Listen to me, just let it go. Sherlock’s never done anything to you. If you want a target, I’m right here, really big, right in front of you. Take your best shot. Leave Sherlock alone. Oh yeah, I know too that you called the media in San Francisco and told them where Sherlock lived.
“You have compromised this case, Hannah, you’ve mud-died the waters because of your stupid jealousy. Now, if you want to stay in the Bureau, you’d best be very careful from here on out. I’ll call Colin Petty in Personnel. You can discuss transfer options with him right now.”
“Tell me why. Why her?”
Sherlock’s face was vivid in his mind’s eye. He looked bemused as he said slowly, “You know, I really can’t answer that. Lots of things, I guess. Good day, Agent. I’ll be calling Personnel right now.”
She called him a shit, but it was low enough so he could ignore it. At least he hoped he was the shit and not Sherlock. He’d never meant to hurt Hannah, never meant to do anything to encourage her. He called Colin Petty, then buzzed Hannah to go see him.
He sighed, turned on MAXINE, and was soon in another world, one that he controlled, one that answered only to his siren’s song, one that never let him down. He reviewed everything on Marlin Jones.
Where was he? Hiding? On the run? Was he alone?
MAXINE brought up the driver’s license photo of Marlin’s father, Erasmus Jones. Were they together? Did Erasmus play any role at all in any of the murders in Denver or San Francisco or Boston? Was it actually he who rented the Ford Taurus and not his son? If he had, then they were probably together.
He reviewed the reports, completely immersed until Jimmy Maitland finally said from the open doorway, “Maitland to Savich and MAXINE. Are you two hovering anywhere close?”
Savich blinked, forcing himself to look up. He rose. “Hello, sir. What can I do for you? Have they caught Marlin Jones?”
Jimmy Maitland shook his head mournfully. “No, not yet, but it won’t be much longer. All the major corridors out of Boston are covered with agents and locals. Oh yeah, Big John Bullock is hassling the Bureau office in Boston big-time. He wants to see Agent Sherlock. He wants what he’s calling a predeposition. He wants to make some hay now before the cops have Marlin in custody again. What do you suggest we do?”
Savich sat back in his chair. Jimmy Maitland lowered himself into one of the chairs facing Savich’s desk. “This isn’t easy, is it? That opportunistic jerk, I wish Marlin had hit him harder.”
“Too late. Come on, Savich, do you think Big John will make hash out of Sherlock?”
“No. Besides, we’ll have a person from Justice with us. I think Sherlock is incidental. What he wants is to have the media crawling all over her, making her look guilty, and thus exonerating Marlin Jones, which is impossible. The guy’s spitting in the wind.”
“And if that doctor dies, it’s more than just impossible. They just might launch him into space. Last I heard, it’s still too close to call.”
“If the doctor dies, I can see Big John going for manslaughter or murder two. No premeditation, an act of passion by an insane man, a man out of control, a man terrified about what was going to happen to him.” Suddenly Savich sat upright in his chair, his hands clasped in front of him. “Let’s do it. I think Sherlock can handle herself just fine. Let’s face that bastard down. Who knows? We just might get something out of it.”
Jimmy Maitland said very slowly, “You think just maybe Marlin will find out about her being in Boston? He’ll try to get to her?”
Savich was very still. “Yeah, bottom line, that’s why I think we should go.”
“It’s a real long shot. Next to impossible.”
“Yeah, but even if there’s a remote chance it’d be worth it. But it’s not just my decision to make. I’ll speak to Sherlock. But you know something? I just don’t think Marlin would even find out about her going to Boston—unless we let it loose to the media. Also, even if he does find out, he’d really have to be crazy to come after her.”
“Maybe, but I just don’t know. Big John will leak it to the media, count on it. I will too. But you’re right, it’s got to be Sherlock’s decision. But you already know the answer, don’t you, Savich?”
“Oh yes.”

• • •
“The media are out in force, thicker than fleas on a one-eared dock rat,” Jimmy Maitland said, blew his nose, then stuffed the handkerchief back into his coat pocket. He drew away from the window in the twenty-third-floor office of Big John Bullock. He wasn’t happy with all this, but he knew that with the leak, there was no way in hell Marlin Jones didn’t know about Sherlock being here in Boston. He wouldn’t be surprised if Sherlock had called the media. She really wanted Marlin Jones, badly.
Buzz O’Farrell, the SAC of the Boston Bureau office, was just shaking his head. “It amazes me how they don’t just send one reporter, no, it’s four dozen with eight dozen mikes, enough cameras to film World War II, and everybody screaming. I wanted to shoot that damned judge, but the media? A nice deadly virus just might be the answer for them.”
“They ain’t got no manners, that’s for sure,” Savich said, grinning down at Sherlock, who looked both stoic and furious, an interesting combination he would have liked to explore with her in private. Which, unfortunately, wouldn’t be an option this morning.
“Big John leaked it,” Jimmy Maitland said, “we didn’t. Actually, we’d decided to keep our noses clean. And yes, we know he leaked it. He’s still counting on coming out smelling like a rose in all this and that’s why he did it.”
“If he hadn’t, then I probably would have,” Lacey said. “Sorry, sir, but there it is. Anything to give us another shot at Marlin Jones.”
“Well, good morning to all you good law enforcement representatives,” Big John Bullock said, walking into the immense walnut-paneled conference room in his law offices. He homed in immediately on Sherlock. “Good to see you again,” he said.
She smiled at him. “I must say you’re looking a bit more fit than the last time I saw you. Marlin sure did a number on your head, didn’t he?”
“Poor boy, he was frantic to get out of that torture chamber. Shall we get down to business now?”
“That’s fine with us,” Savich said, all calm and cool, in that FBI voice of his.

“Do tell us exactly what you want,” Georgina Simms, the attorney for the Justice Department said, sitting forward. “This is on the unusual side. But we certainly want to cooperate all we can.”
“Well, I really wanted to know what Agent Sherlock has to say about all her unethical behavior in the case to date.”
Savich rose. He walked slowly up to Big John and said not two inches from his face, “Agent Sherlock doesn’t have anything to say. Now, if you can’t come up with something worth our while, then we’re out of here. You heard Ms. Simms. We’ve got a murderer to catch. Maybe you think it’s funny that at least eight women were brutally murdered and a doctor is hanging on for his life as we speak, but we don’t.”
Big John sobered immediately, nodding to the stenographer to begin as he sat down and opened a thick file. “All right, then. Agent Sherlock, here’s the problem you’ve created for the state. Your sister is one of the women allegedly killed by my client. Is this true?”
“Yes.”
“So the reason you became an FBI agent was to get in on the inside so you’d have a better chance of catching him?”
“Yes, initially.”
“Was it your idea, your plan, that resulted in the capture of Marlin Jones?”
“It was a plan developed by the local BPD and the FBI. It was also a plan approved by the local BPD and the FBI. I was merely the bait.”
“Why?”
“Because I knew his profile very well. I knew better than any other female officer or agent exactly how to play him, how to work him. I was simple bait, Mr. Bullock. All he had to do was ignore me. There was no entrapment.”
“That will be up to the judge, won’t it?”
Georgina Simms, said, her voice easy and slow, “This is all a waste of time, Mr. Bullock. If you have a point, make it now or we’re leaving.”
“My point is, just exactly how did you know how to ‘play’ Marlin Jones so well, Agent Sherlock?”
She didn’t pause. She saw Dillon tense up, then consciously relax. He was worried. Well, she wasn’t. She’d thought about this a whole lot. “I’ve studied everything about the killer for the past seven years, Mr. Bullock. I felt that I knew him. He cut out the women’s tongues, thus it was assumed that the women he’d picked to walk the walk through his maze needed to be punished in his mind. His first marker was cursing. If he heard a woman using language unbecoming to a woman—and of course he was the judge of how bad the language was—that was half of his decision. The other half was whether or not she bad-mouthed her husband. This one was more iffy, but again, I felt I knew Marlin Jones, I’d studied him so closely for seven years and through my course work in undergraduate and in graduate school. As you know, he’s now claimed that he slept with most of the women he murdered, though we don’t have any confirmation on that. It’s really very straightforward. That’s all there is to it, Mr. Bullock.”
“So your sister cursed and bad-mouthed her husband. Did your sister also sleep with her killer, Agent Sherlock?”
“Since she’s been dead for seven years, stabbed many times, her tongue cut out, I don’t think we have much hope of getting the answer.”
Savich could have kissed her. It had been a question meant to inflame, meant to incite rage and thus to gain an untempered response. She’d held firm. He could tell that Jimmy Maitland was impressed as well.
“That sounded all rehearsed, Agent Sherlock.”
She merely shrugged.
Big John said, “It sounds to me like you’re one obsessed little lady, excuse me, one obsessed little Special Agent. I would have thought that the FBI interviewers and psychologists would have spotted all this and not given you the time of day. That’s scary.”
“No, sir, what’s scary is a judge who presents Marlin Jones, a vicious murderer, with a perfect chance to escape.” She sat forward in her chair. “And you’re scary, Mr. Bullock. You’re doing this all to enhance your career—in other words, for fame and profit. If I am obsessed or have ever been obsessed, sir, then you are unethical, another word for basic slime.”
Big John roared to his feet. “You can’t talk to me like that, Agent Sherlock.”
“Why not, sir?”

Georgina Simms just smiled. “It’s a good question, an excellent point actually, but we’ll let it go. Anything else you wanted to know, Mr. Bullock?”
“No judge is going to accept that she was just another well-trained agent doing a job. She taints the case. She’s a self-interested participant, not an objective law officer.”
“We’re gone,” Savich said, rose, and nodded to Lacey. “See you in court, Mr. Bullock, if the cops can’t manage to bring down Marlin when he resists arrest, which you know he will.”
Lacey smiled over her shoulder at him. “Perhaps you shouldn’t be spending so much time on Marlin Jones now, Mr. Bullock. You know Agent Savich is right. Marlin will resist arrest. The chance of your getting to eviscerate the law with your tactics isn’t likely to happen. Seems to me you’re wasting your time, which is worth lots of money, right?”
She felt Savich’s palm beneath her elbow. He said close to her ear, “We’re out of here. You did well.”
“We’ll go out the back way,” Jimmy Maitland said in the elevator. “I’ve already scoped it out.”
“That was interesting, Agent Sherlock,” Georgina Simms said. “I don’t understand either how you got into the FBI in the first place.”
“Actually, Ms. Simms, I was surprised too. Don’t get me wrong, finding Marlin Jones was a big part of my motivation for joining, but then I realized that this was what I wanted to do with my life. You know, before Mr. Savich brought me to his new unit, I could have ended up chasing bank robbers in Los Angeles. And that was the bottom line. I would have caught as many bank robbers as I could.”
“I rather think a judge might buy that,” Georgina Simms said. “But as I said, however did you manage to even get accepted with this in your background?”
“I guess nobody made a big deal out of it.”
“I guess not.”
Before they all parted in the underground parking lot, Jimmy Maitland said to Savich, “Simms buys it because it sounds good and it is true, for the most part. However, what she doesn’t know is that you’ve got the hots for Sherlock. What are you going to do about that? Are you two going to get married, or what?”
“Yes, but as they say, timing is everything.”
“But the point is, why did you ask for her for the Criminal Apprehension Unit in the first place?”
Savich didn’t hesitate. “Because she was so damned good in Hogan’s Alley. No, I didn’t have the hots for her then, sir. I just thought that she’d be one of the best I could get my hands on. I found out she’d turned down profiling because she said she couldn’t stomach it, but she had all this great training and knowledge in forensics. No, sir, at that time, there was no lust scrambling my brains.”
Jimmy Maitland grunted. “Timing,” he said. “You’re right. All of this will have to be controlled very tightly. You took care of the leak out of your unit?”
“All gone,” Savich said.
“I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me about it?”
“I would appreciate your not asking, sir, since there’s no solid proof.”
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THEY SPENT the rest of the day with the local Bureau and police, seeing exactly what was going on with the manhunt. “It looks like everything’s being done right,” Savich said to one of the cops on the newly formed task force. “And there’s zero hint or word that Marlin Jones could have met up with someone?”
“Not an echo of a word,” Officer Drummond said. “Shit, my feet hurt. I think I’ve walked from one end of the zone to the other a good dozen times. I’ve spoken to every informant who’s ever migrated to Boston or was born here.”
By eight o’clock that evening, Marlin Jones was still at large.
They decided to eat again at the Chinese restaurant on Newbury and walked there.
“I doubt he’ll show, Sherlock.”
“I know. At least we’re giving him every opportunity to make a move.”
“Okay. We’ll keep walking everywhere and when the media catches up to us, we’ll wave to our mothers and smile really big. Speaking of mothers, do you think your mother really saw Marlin kissing Belinda in the driveway?”
“No. Actually, I have no idea what she saw or if she even saw anything. I think you’re right about the attention bids. My father was there and she wanted him to focus on her. It was an excellent way to go about it.”
“So you don’t believe your father would ever try to run her down?”
“I don’t know. But I think she loves him. I could be wrong. It’s nuts, isn’t it? Maybe she did see someone perhaps speak to Belinda in the driveway, but Marlin?”
“Do you think your father prosecuted Erasmus Jones ten years ago?”
“Oh yes. My father’s firmly planted in the here-and-now, no matter how unpleasant it can get. He doesn’t make stuff up. If he said Erasmus Jones was in his courtroom, then he was. The question is—Is it possible that Erasmus Jones has anything to do with this?”
Savich said slowly, “There’s a tremendous resemblance between father and son. Is it possible that just maybe your mother saw Erasmus with Belinda, not Marlin?”
“I have no idea. But she didn’t have any reaction at all to Erasmus Jones’s photograph.”
“No, she didn’t.”
Over egg rolls and fried wonton, half with meat and half vegetarian, Savich said, releasing her hand, “Your fingers are cold.”
“All of me is cold.”
“Next summer we’ll go to Louise Lynn Lake with Quinlan and Sally. I want to see you in a bikini. A blue one. I want to buy it for you. I want to put it on you and take it off.”
Next summer, she thought: a lifetime away from a Chinese restaurant in Boston where, she prayed, Marlin Jones was lurking somewhere, waiting for her to come out. Cops were stationed at short intervals all around the restaurant.
She gave Dillon a huge smile. “Thank you,” she said, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed his mouth. Then she sat down again, took a huge forkful of garlic pork, and chewed while Savich just sat there, staring at her, bemused.
Princess prawns and garlic eggplant arrived. While Savich was spooning rice onto his plate, he said, “What do you think about Douglas?”
“I really don’t want to think about him right now. I just want to eat.” She sighed, as she speared a princess prawn on her fork. “Everyone is accusing everyone else of killing Belinda. We go down one passageway, then another.” She waved her fork, flinging rice onto the table. “The only thing I am sure about is that Isabelle didn’t do it. My money would be on Candice if she’d only been around seven years ago.”

“I find myself still going back and back yet again to your nightmare, to your experiencing exactly what happened to Belinda.”
“I try not to anymore. It’s too scary. It makes me sweat. Do you think we could go work out after dinner?”
He grinned at her over a forkful of garlic eggplant, which had been nicely prepared. “My soul mate,” he said. “Your delts still need work. Your thighs are really nice, though. Those triceps of yours make me hard.”
“I love it when you talk gym to me.”
 
They didn’t fly back to Washington until the next afternoon. Not a single sign of Marlin Jones. He was still at large.
They stopped off to see Captain Dougherty at the station on their way to Logan International. “It seems to me that someone has to be helping him,” Savich said.
“Yeah,” said Captain Dougherty. “Everyone is coming to that conclusion now. There haven’t been any murders or robberies that haven’t checked out. Since Marlin didn’t have any money, he would have to get some if he remained alone. He didn’t so far as we know. So, someone must be helping him. Someone’s hiding him, a someone who has enough money to keep him out of sight. But who? We’ve checked with the people at the lumberyard where he worked. He didn’t have any close friends that they knew of, at least no one close enough to go out on this long a limb for him.”
Lacey handed Captain Dougherty the eight-by-ten photo of Erasmus Jones. “This is his father. You might want to distribute this photo.”
“They sure do look alike. You think his old man might really be in on this thing? Do you think he’s the one helping Marlin?”
“We have no idea. We don’t even know if he’s dead or alive. It’s just an idea, something we can sink our teeth into.” They rose. “We’re going back home, Captain. Keep us informed and good luck.”
 
“Douglas told me he’s being followed. Damn you, this has got to stop.”

Candice Madigan spoke angrily from behind them as Savich was unlocking his front door.
Lacey’s hand was already on her Lady Colt, Savich was already in a crouch. He took a deep breath. “I suggest you never do anything like that again, ma’am. Sherlock could have shot you and I could have broken your neck. May I inquire what the hell you’re doing here?”
“Waiting for you.”
“How did you know I’d be here?” Lacey asked, stepping directly under the porch light.
Savich unlocked the door and shoved it open. “Everyone might as well come inside. You first, Mrs. Madigan. I’d just as soon keep you in front of me.” He said over his shoulder, “I hope you have frequent flier miles. What is this? Your second or third trip to Washington?”
“Of course I have frequent flier miles,” she said. “Do you think I’m a fool?”
If Candice was blown away by the inside of Savich’s house, she didn’t show it. Her eyes never left Lacey. “Did you hear me, Lacey? I know it’s not the San Francisco cops. Judge Sherlock called in and found that out for me. So it has to be the FBI following him. It’s your doing, isn’t it? No, you don’t have that kind of authority.” She turned on Savich. “You’d do anything for little miss sweetness, wouldn’t you? Even have my husband followed. Are you trying to blame Douglas for Belinda’s murder? Stop it, he’s going nuts. I won’t have it.”
“You know,” Savich said easily, waving Candice into the living room, “when you pause to think a bit, Douglas had a very good motive for killing Belinda. He wanted out of the marriage but she wouldn’t give him a divorce. He knew if he tried to get one that Judge Sherlock would have ruined him. He was trapped. So he used the String Killer’s M.O. and killed her. What do you think? Sound good?”
Candice lunged at him.
He caught her wrists and held her away from him. She kicked at him. He quickly turned to the side. Then he began shaking her, saying in his low calm voice, “Stop it, Mrs. Madigan. For a woman of some sophistication, you’re not playing the part.”

“Give her to me,” Lacey said. “I’m sick of you, Candice. You want to fight, then come here. I’d love to take you down.”
“You’d wreck my living room,” Savich said, looking at a red-faced Sherlock, and smiled. “Will you try to keep some control, Mrs. Madigan? I’ll protect you from Sherlock if you’ll mind your manners. Will you?” Slowly, she nodded. Savich let her go. She stood there, rubbing her wrists. Then, slowly, she turned to face Lacey, but she said over her shoulder to Savich, “Did it ever occur to you that she killed Belinda? Talk about crazy, just look at her family. Every gene coursing through her is nuts, just plain nuts.”
There was dead silence except for Candice’s heavy breathing.
“Well? What do you have to say to that?”
Lacey smiled, an awesome feat she told Savich later, but she managed it. “Candice, why are you really here?”
“I told you, someone’s following Douglas. It’s got to be the FBI. I want it stopped. So I came to make you do it.”
Lacey said, “Why didn’t you just call? It sure would have been cheaper. No answer to that? Just maybe you wanted to hire that guy again to terrorize me? Maybe you wanted to try to run me down again?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. As for you,” she continued, looking at Savich, “you’re blind. Douglas was too, but just for a little while. Now he realizes what she is.” Candice gave them a triumphant smile and sat down on the beautiful sofa. “Well?”
“Well what, Mrs. Madigan?”
“Will you have the FBI stop following my husband?”
Savich sighed. “Sure, Mrs. Madigan. The thing is, though, we have an agent following him in order to keep him safe. Marlin Jones is still on the loose. It’s possible he plans to go back to California. It’s possible that he would want to see Douglas, maybe even kill him. That’s why we have an agent on him, ma’am, to protect him.”
“That’s crazy,” Candice said slowly. “There’s no reason in the world why Douglas would be in any danger from Marlin Jones.”
“Oh? Are you really so sure about that? Didn’t Douglas tell you about Mrs. Sherlock seeing Marlin kissing Belinda in front of the house? Who the hell knows what’s going on in Marlin Jones’s mind these days? But who cares, when all’s said and done? Sure, I’ll call off the FBI. Douglas can be on his own, no problem.” Savich calmly picked up the phone and dialed a number.
“Do you really think he could be in danger?”
Savich ignored her, waiting. Then he said, “This is Dillon Savich. Please connect me with James Maitland. Thank you.”
“What if this creep is after him? What if he does manage to get to San Francisco? Douglas needs help. You can’t just leave him alone like this. It’s inhuman.”
“Sir, Savich here. Yes, we need to call off the protection on Douglas Madigan in San Francisco. Yes, I’m sure. There’s no more need.”
“No, don’t call it off! What if this Marlin Jones goes after Douglas? No, don’t!”
“Yes, that’s right. No need any longer. Thank you.”
Savich hung up the phone in time to block Candice Madigan from shoving him into the fireplace.
“That’s it,” Lacey said. She roared toward Candice, grabbing her arm and pulling her around. She sent her fist into Candice’s jaw.
“Ow! That hurts, you mean little bitch!”
Sherlock hit her again, then groaned herself at the pain in her knuckles.
Candice looked at her, astonishment written clearly on her face, and slumped to the floor.
“Are you all right, Dillon?”
She was standing there rubbing her knuckles, asking him if he was all right. He could only shake his head. “Thank you for protecting me,” he said, laughing.
She’d rushed in to protect him. Life with Sherlock would never be boring. He hoped she hadn’t hurt her hand.
“Could you come and kiss me, Sherlock? I’m feeling a little shaky.”
“Sure,” she said, smiling sweetly at him. She kissed his chin, ran her fingertips over his eyebrows, kissed his nose. “You’re better now?”
“Getting there,” he said, and kept kissing her.

They stopped only when they heard Candice say from the floor, “If the two of you make out in front of me, I’m going to call the police. Then you’ll both be arrested.”
Lacey began to laugh; she couldn’t help it. Savich said, “Would you like a cup of coffee before you leave, Mrs. Madigan?”
“What I want is for the FBI to protect my husband.”
“But you flew all the way here to get us off him.”
“Look, I know I haven’t been really nice to either of you, but Douglas, he’s different. He needs me. Please, if you truly believe he’s in danger, protect him.”
Savich walked to the phone, dialed, then said, “Reinstate the surveillance on Douglas Madigan. Yes, that’s right. Thank you.” He hung up, then turned to Candice. “It’s done.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Really, thank you very much.” Then she turned to Lacey. “As for you, you’re nothing but trouble. You’re going to bring trouble to this very nice man who doesn’t know you at all. Stay away from Douglas!”
With that, she was gone.
Savich stood there, looking toward the front door. “She is one strange woman,” he said. “I guess she didn’t want coffee.”
“Did you really have surveillance on Douglas?”
“Oh yes.”
“Did you take it off then put it back on?”
“Nope. Douglas is a suspect. I want an eye kept on him. Hey, if it protects him as well, so be it.”
“She loves him,” Lacey said. “She really truly loves him.”
“The two of them deserve each other. I hope they live happily ever after. Now, if you’re ready for bed, I’ll race you.”
She’d been so depressed, then she’d wanted to shoot Candice, but now, looking at Dillon Savich, she felt relief pouring through her. “Let’s go.”
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MARLIN JONES was still free on Thursday at noon. His photo was shown on TV special bulletins throughout the day and evening. Hundreds of sight-ings from Boca Raton to Anchorage had flooded in.
Savich tried to work, tried to concentrate on the killings in South Dakota and Iowa, but it was tough. He called everyone together Thursday afternoon to announce that Hannah Paisley had been reassigned. He would let everyone know where she would be going when it was decided. No one was particularly sorry to see her go.
As for Lacey, she felt as if a hundred-pound weight had been lifted off her back.
An hour later, there was a resolution to the nursing home murders in Florida. Savich, Ollie, and Sherlock were all hooting when they walked into the conference, giving everyone high fives.
Savich, grinning from ear to ear, rubbing his hands, said, “Good news. Great news. It turns out our murderer is an old man—Benjamin Potter from Cincinnati who’s been a magician for thirty years—he’s a master of disguise, which all of you know. Also, he’s never done a bad thing in his life. He easily entered the nursing homes as just another old person in need of round-the-clock attention. Sometimes he passed himself off as an old woman, other times, an old man. Because he was in basic good health, no nurse ever saw him without his clothes on, important since he could have been playacting an old woman. He never had difficulty escaping after each murder, because he didn’t. Nope, he always stayed on until a ‘relative’ came to take him home to his family. He paid the ‘relative’ fifty bucks for this service.” Savich turned to Ollie.
Ollie said, “The cops found the ‘relative’ in Atlanta. He denied knowing anything about the murders. He said only that the old man was a kick and it was easy money.” He nodded to Lacey.
“Benjamin Potter wouldn’t have been caught after the sixth murder except that he happened to trip on a used syringe on his way out of the victim’s room and suffered a heart attack. He died before he could tell anyone why he’d killed six old women.”
Ollie picked it up. “Yep, the relative is my part. He said he had no clue. The old man always seemed happy and well adjusted to him. So go figure.”
They all tried to figure it out, but no one could come up with anything that sounded like the perfect fit. Although Savich said that MAXINE thought it just might be that the old man had always wanted to be an old woman and he was killing off his competition.
“A real big one down,” Savich said. “Everybody to the gym for celebrations.”
There was groaning from around the table.
Lacey was still on a high when she went to the women’s room in the middle of the afternoon, a redone men’s room that looked it. When workmen had removed the urinals, they hadn’t patched the wall tile very well. The big room was always dank and smelled like Pine Sol.
Lacey was washing her hands when she looked up to see Hannah in the mirror, standing behind her. She didn’t say anything, just looked at her reflection.
“Your lover didn’t want to take the chance I’d slap him with a sexual harassment complaint so he couldn’t fire me.”
“I thought you denied leaking my relationship to a murder victim to the press.”
“I did deny it.”
“Then how could Savich have fired you without proof? Oh enough, Hannah. Say what you have to say and go about your business.”
“You’re really cute, you know that? Tell me, Sherlock, did you set your sights on Savich while you were still at Quantico?”
“No.”
“He’ll screw your eyes out but he won’t marry you. Has he made love to you in the shower? He loves that.”
“Hannah, it’s none of your business what either of us does. Please, let it go. Forget him. You know I’m irrelevant in all this. Even if I weren’t here, Savich still wouldn’t be going out with you.”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“Good-bye, Hannah.”
Ollie was waiting outside for her. He said only, “I just didn’t want her to shoot you.”
“So you were waiting out here to see if a gun went off?”
“Something like that.”
“I’m fine, Ollie. Any word yet on Marlin Jones?”
“Nope, nothing. Oh yeah, your father called, asked that you phone him back. He said it was really important.”
She didn’t want to pick up that phone. She didn’t want to, but she did. She felt an urgency that she’d never felt before. Even as she was dialing her parents’ home number, she was terrified.
“Isabelle? It’s Lacey.”
“Oh God, Lacey, it’s your mama. Let me get your daddy on the phone. You just caught him in time. He’s just leaving now for the hospital.”
“The hospital? What happened to Mother?” But Isabelle had already hit the hold button. “Father?”
“Lacey? Come home, my dear, it’s your mother. There was an accident. She’s in the hospital. It doesn’t look good, Lacey. Can you get some time off?”
“What kind of accident? What is her exact condition?”
“I was backing out of the driveway. She darted out from the bushes that line the street. I hit her. It was an accident. I swear it was an accident. There was even a passerby who saw the whole thing. She’s not dead, Lacey, but her spleen is ruptured and they’re taking it out as we speak. I feel terrible. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I think you should come home now.”
Before she could say anything, he hung up. She stared down at the receiver, hearing the loud dial tone. What more could happen?
 
At nine o’clock the next morning she was on a nonstop flight to San Francisco. Dillon took the Dulles shuttle with her to the terminal to catch her United flight, using his FBI identification to get through the gate. “You’ll call me,” he said, kissing her hair, just holding her against him, his hands stroking down her back. “It will be all right. We’ll get through it. Remember in the Bible how God kept testing Job? Well, these are our tests. Call me, okay?” And he kissed her again. He watched at the huge windows until her plane took off.
He didn’t like her to go alone but he couldn’t just pick up and leave, not now. Everything was coming to a head, he knew it. More important, she knew it. It was just a matter of time. Actually he was rather relieved that she’d be three thousand miles away, although he’d never tell her that. She’d blow a fuse because he wanted to protect her and she was a professional and could take care of herself.
He stepped back onto the shuttle, realizing, as he stared blankly at a businessman with a very packed briefcase, that she would be justified smacking him but good if he’d said that to her. He had to remember that she was well trained. She was a professional. Even if his guts twisted whenever he thought of her going into the field, he’d just have to get used to it.
He shook his head as he walked to his Porsche. Could her father have deliberately hit her mother?
 
For the first time that Lacey could remember, her mother looked all sixty-one of her years. Her flesh seemed loose, her cheeks sunken in. And so white and waxy, tubes everywhere. Mrs. Arch, her mother’s ten-year companion, was there, as was Lacey’s father, both standing beside her bed.
“Don’t worry,” her father said. “The operation went well. They took out her spleen and stopped the internal bleeding. There’s lots of bruising and she’ll have some sore ribs, but she’ll be all right, Lacey.”
She looked over at her father. “I know. I spoke to the nurse outside. Where were you, Mrs. Arch, when this happened?”

“Your mother got by me, Lacey. One minute she was there watching a game show on TV, the next minute she was gone. I’d just gone down to the kitchen for a cup of tea.”
She looked at her father. He seemed remote, watching the woman who had been his wife for nearly thirty years. What was he thinking? Did he expect her to say something against him when she regained consciousness? “Father, tell me what happened.”
“I was backing out of the driveway to go to the courthouse. I heard this loud bump. I’d hit your mother. I never saw her. The first thing was to get her to the hospital, then I called the police. It was a Sergeant Dollan who found a witness to the whole thing. His name’s Murdock.”
“What did he tell them?”
“That she ran out into the driveway. He said he couldn’t figure out why she’d do such a stupid thing.”
She had to go talk to this Mr. Murdock herself.
“You don’t believe your mother’s crazy tale that I tried to run her down, do you?”
“No. You’re not stupid.”
He’d been tense before but now he relaxed. He even smiled. “No, I’m not stupid. Why did she do that?”
“Probably to get your attention.”
“Now that’s nuts, Lacey.”
“Maybe more of your attention would be a good thing.”
She looked down at her mother. She was so still. Here she was lying in a hospital bed with a squirrelly brain and no spleen.
“I’ll think about what you said. Where are you going?”
“To talk to Mr. Murdock. No, Dad, I don’t doubt you. I just want to hear him tell it. Maybe it will help us both understand her a bit better.”
Lacey left her mother’s hospital room and stopped again at the nurse’s station.
“Mrs. Sherlock will be fine,” Nurse Blackburn said. “Really. She’ll be asleep for another three or four hours. Come back to see her later, about dinnertime.”
Lacey called the precinct station. Ten minutes later, she was driving to a Mr. Murdock’s house, three doors down from her parents’ home on Broadway. It was a fog-laden afternoon, and very chilly. She felt cold to the marrow of her bones.
It wasn’t nearly dark yet, but a light was shining in the front windows of his house. A desiccated old man, stooped nearly double, answered the door just when she was ready to give up. Standing next to him was a huge bulldog. Mr. Murdock nodded to the dog. “I walk him at least six times a day,” he said first thing. “Bad bladder,” Mr. Murdock added, patting the dog’s head. “He needs more potty time than I do.” He didn’t invite her in, not that she wanted to step into that dark hallway behind him that smelled too much like dog and dirty socks.
“You saw an accident, Mr. Murdock? A man in a car struck a woman?”
“Eh? Oh that. Yes, I did see the whole thing. It happened yesterday afternoon. This real pretty women I’ve known by sight for years is standing kind of bent over in the thick oleanders. I start to call out to her, you know, I thought she must have some kind of problem, when she suddenly just steps out into the driveway. I hear a car hit her. It was weird. The whole thing was weird. That’s what my nephew said too when I called him about it. What do you want, Butchie? You got bladder needs again? All right. Go get your rope. Sorry, little lady, but that’s all I know. Either the woman ran out into the car’s path on purpose or she didn’t, and that makes it an accident, plain and simple.”
Lacey walked slowly back to her rental car. Why had her mother done such a ridiculous thing? Was it really that she wanted more attention from her husband? That was far too simple, but maybe it was a place to start. She hadn’t understood her mother for nearly all her life. Why should she begin understanding her now?
 
Her father came back to the hospital at seven o’clock that evening.
“She’s just the same,” Lacey said.
He said nothing, just walked to the bed and looked down at his wife.
He said, “Did that old man tell you that I didn’t try to kill your mother?”

“Yeah, he did. Look, Dad, you know I had to go talk to him, hear everything in his own words.”
“You’re my kid. I can understand that. I called a new psychiatrist to come talk to your mother tomorrow. I told her what had happened, what you thought. We’ll see. I’m glad you didn’t think I was stupid enough to try something like that.”
“Oh no.”
“I’ve found myself wondering if I could have done it. Maybe, if it had been dark and we’d been in the Andes with no possible witnesses who spoke English.”
“You’re joking.”
“Yes, I’m joking.” He looked at his watch. “I’ve got to be in court early tomorrow. I’ll see you at lunchtime, Lacey.” He paused in the doorway. “You know, it’s easy to fall into certain ways of thinking, of behaving. You know that your mother could irritate the hell out of a saint. We’ll see.”
She spent the night in her mother’s hospital room on a cot an orderly brought in for her. She lay there, listening to her mother breathing, thinking about Dillon, and wondering, always wondering where Marlin was.
She got a call from Dillon at nearly eleven o’clock, which made it two o’clock A.M. his time. She’d called him earlier and gotten his answering machine.
“I was going to leave you be, at least for tonight, but I couldn’t. How’s your mom?”
“She’ll make it. I personally interviewed a witness who told me that my mother appeared to be hiding in some bushes, then dashed out when my father was backing out of the driveway. I had a good talk with my dad. He’s bringing in a new psychiatrist to see her tomorrow. I mentioned that maybe she was trying to get his attention. Should I have opened my mouth? What do you think?”
“I still think it sounds like your mother really wants something she’s not getting from your father. You’re the daughter. Of course you should say what you think. You know, she might really be just mentally unstable.”
“As my dad said, ‘we’ll see.’”
“You hanging in there?”

“Yes, don’t worry about me. Any word on Marlin Jones?”
“No. It’s driving everybody crazy. It’s as though he’s just disappeared off the face of the earth. Oh yeah, Hannah called me about an hour ago. She wanted to come over and talk. When I said no, she told me how you’d attacked her in the women’s room this afternoon. She told me you’d accused her of blackmailing me so I wouldn’t fire her. She said you were furious that we’d slept together.”
The last thing she needed in this crazy mix was Hannah. “I don’t think so, Dillon. But that’s a thought. Let me consider it. I don’t know, she’s pretty strong. It’s possible she could take me down.”
He grunted. “Yeah, she probably could. Call me at the Bureau tomorrow with an update. Sherlock?”
“Yes?”
“I miss you really badly. I had to go to the gym by myself. It used to be just fine—in fact, I used to like going by myself—but now all I could do was one lat pulldown before I was looking around for you.”
At least she was smiling when she gently laid the phone in its cradle.
 
When a shaft of light from the hospital corridor flashed across her face, Lacey was awake in an instant, not moving, frozen, readying herself. It had to be a nurse, but she knew it wasn’t. She smelled Douglas’s distinctive cologne, a deep musky scent that was sexy as hell. She remembered that scent from the age of fifteen when he’d first come into their lives.
She lay very still. She watched him walk slowly to her mother’s bed. He stood there for the longest time in the dim light sent in through the window, staring down at her mother.
She saw him lean down and kiss her mother. She heard him say quietly, “Evelyn, why did you do this stupid thing? You know he’s a bastard, you know, surely, that he’ll always be a bastard. What did you expect to prove by running out like that behind his car?”
Her mother made no sound.
Douglas lightly caressed her face with his cupped palm. Then he straightened and turned. He froze in his tracks, staring down at Lacey.

“My God, Lacey. What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to stay with my mother,” she said, very slowly coming up onto her knees, her back against the wall. She was wearing one of her favorite Lanz flannel nightgowns that came up high on her neck and covered her feet. “Didn’t my father tell you I was staying with her? No, I guess not. What are you doing here, Douglas?”
He shrugged. “I was naturally worried about her. I just wanted to make sure she was all right. I wanted to see her when I knew your father wouldn’t be here.”
“Visiting hours were over a long time ago. How did you get in?”
“Not a problem. I know the nurse, Lorette. She let me in. Seeing you is a surprise. I didn’t know you’d come. That Marlin Jones jerk is still free. I didn’t think you’d ever leave the hunt.”
“Why were you kissing my mother?”
“I’ve known your mother for many years, Lacey. She’s a good woman, almost like a mother to me.”
“That kiss didn’t look at all filial.”
He ignored that, saying, “I don’t want anything to happen to her, anything more, that is.”
“That’s hard to believe, Douglas. You were kissing her like she was a lover.”
“No, Lacey, you’re way off base. Why are you looking toward the door?”
“I’m waiting for Candice to burst in here. She always seems to show up when you’re with me.”
“I left her sleeping. She isn’t coming here.” Then he laughed. “But she’ll hate herself that she missed such an opportunity. Here you are in your nightgown in the same room with me. Yeah, she’d go wild.”
“Well, I’m not up to anything wild tonight. Are you certain she’s home asleep?”
“God, I hope so.”
Lacey stood up, her nightgown like a red-patterned tent around her. There was sweet lace around the wrists and the neck. “I think you should leave now, Douglas. I don’t want her disturbed. I need to get some sleep. Oh yes, my father would never hurt her. She ran out behind his car on purpose.”

“That makes no sense.”
She had to smile at that. It seemed to be everyone’s litany recently.
She closed the door after Douglas had left. She took a deep breath once she was in the blessed darkness again. She heard her mother’s even breathing. She burrowed under the three hospital blankets. It still took her a long time to get warm.
Why had Douglas spoken to her unconscious mother as if she were his lover? Or had she imagined it?
Her head began to pound. She wanted nothing more at the moment than to go home, to Dillon.
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“IDIDN’T run into the driveway. Your father saw me pruning some oleander bushes. He called out to me, told me he wanted to talk to me about something. When I walked onto the driveway, he gunned his BMW and deliberately ran into me.”
Lacey said very quietly, “Mother, there was a witness. He’s an old man who lives just down the block from you. He claims you were hiding, then ran out so that Father could run into you.”
“Old man Murdock,” her mother said, her voice deep with anger. Then she winced at the pain. “That old liar. He wanted me to have an affair with him, years ago, after his poor wife died of breast cancer. I told him where to shove it. So this is his revenge. The malicious old moron.”
“It’s all right, Mom. Just relax. That’s better. Breathe deeply. You can push that button if you want pain medication.”
“How do you know what to do?”
“When I was hurt, that’s what they told me. It helped. Please, Mom, help me understand what this is all about. Why would Dad want to kill you?”
“To get my money, of course, so he can marry that bimbo lawyer clerk of his.”
“What money? What clerk? Danny Elbright is his law clerk.”
“I don’t know her name. She’s new, works with Danny. I don’t really care.”
Judge Sherlock came into the room. “Ah,” he said from across the room, “you’re awake, Evelyn. How are you feeling?”
In a querulous old-woman’s voice, Evelyn Sherlock said, “What are you doing here? You’re always at the courthouse this time of the morning. What do you want, Corman?”
“This isn’t exactly a day to have business as usual. I’m here to see how you’re doing, naturally.”
“I’ll live, no thanks to you. I’ll be pressing charges, you can count on that. Oh my, my head feels all soft. What’s on TV, Lacey? I always watch Oprah. Is she on yet?”
“Oprah is on in the afternoon,” Judge Sherlock said. “Get a grip, Evelyn.”
“Oh, then it’s The Price Is Right. That’s a great show. I can guess the amounts of money better than those stupid contestants. Do turn it on, Lacey.”
It was down the rabbit hole, Lacey thought as she switched on the TV, then handed her mother the remote.
“You can leave now, Lacey, I’m not going to die. Your father didn’t hit me hard enough. I guess he couldn’t build up enough speed to get it done once and for all.”
“All right,” Lacey said. She leaned down and kissed her mother’s white cheek. “You take it easy, okay?”
“What? Oh yes, certainly. I’ll bet that powerboat with all that stuff on it costs exactly thirty-three thousand five hundred dollars.”
As Lacey walked from the room, she heard Bob Barker call out, “It’s thirty-four thousand!”
She wasn’t aware her father was there until he stepped into the elevator with her.
“I’ll see that she’s well taken care of. I’ve decided Mrs. Arch just isn’t keeping good enough control. She never should have let her get away like that. Also, after the new shrink sees her this afternoon, I’ll call and let you know what she says. I’ll tell you one thing, though. Right now she certainly doesn’t sound as if she wants any attention from me. She sounds as if she wants me hung up by my balls.”
“As you said, we’ll see.” She looked up at her handsome father, at the uncertainty and confusion in his eyes, at that stern set of his jaw. She lightly laid her hand on his forearm. “Take care, Dad. You don’t really think she’ll try to press charges?”

“Probably not. She’ll forget all about it by this afternoon. If she doesn’t, the cops will treat her gently and ask me to see that she has better care.”
“Dad, does Mother have money of her own?”
“Yes, something in the neighborhood of four hundred thousand. It’s safely invested, has been for years. She’s never had to touch it. Why do you ask? Oh, I know. Your mother’s been claiming I married her for her money again. Not likely, Lacey.”
On a hunch, she called San Quentin from the airport. Belinda’s father, her mother’s first husband, Conal Francis, had been out of jail since the previous Monday. She pressed her forehead against the public phone booth. Where was Belinda’s father? Was he as crazy as her father had said he was?
She called Dillon from the plane and got his answering machine. He was probably at the gym. She’d surprise him. She could see him walking through the front door all sweaty and so beautiful she’d have to try to touch all of him at once, which was great fun but impossible. Suddenly, in her mind’s eye she saw him and Hannah in the shower. The jealous rage surprised her. She was breathing hard, wanting to yell, but the person seated next to her on the plane probably wouldn’t understand. It was in the past. Every woman he’d ever had sex with was in the past, just as Bobby Wellman and his yellow Jaguar were in her past. That made her smile.
It was raining hard in Washington, cold, creeping down into the forties, and utterly miserable. She couldn’t wait to get home. Home, she thought. It wasn’t her own town house, it was Dillon’s wonderful house, with the skylights that gave onto heaven. She got into the taxi at the head of the line and gave the black middle-aged driver directions.
“Bad night,” the driver said, giving her a huge white-toothed smile in the rearview mirror.
“I’m hoping the night is going to be a lot better than the day was,” she said.
“Pretty little gal like you, I hope it’s a hot date?”
“Yes, it is,” she said, grinning back. “In fact, I’m going to marry him.”
“This guy get lucky or what?”
“Oh yes.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. When the taxi pulled up in front of Dillon’s red brick house, she was asleep. The driver got out of the cab and walked to the front door. When Savich answered, the driver gave him a big grin.
“I’ve got a nice little present for you, but she’s all asleep in the back of my cab. I guess you’re her hot date, huh? And the guy who’s going to marry her?”
“She told you that, did she? That’s a really good sign.”
“Women always tell me everything,” the driver said, walking back to the taxi.
Savich couldn’t wait to get her inside the house.
 
“Dillon?”
“Yes, it’s me. Go back to sleep, Sherlock. You’re home now. But I’m not going to let you sleep very long. That all right with you?” He leaned down and kissed her nose.
“Okay,” she said, and bit his earlobe.
She giggled. He thought it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard in his life.
The phone was ringing as he laid her on the bed.
“Well damn,” he said and answered it. She lay on her back, just looking over at him, listening to his deep voice, his very short answers. When he hung up the phone, she said, “Have they caught him?”
Savich just shook his head. “No, but it might be really soon. That was Jimmy Maitland. A call came through from this woman in southern Ohio claiming to have seen both Marlin and Erasmus in a restaurant off the turnpike. It sounds like it’s for real. They’re going to check. They’ll get back to us when they know one way or the other. Nothing to do now but wait.”
“Is this the first time both Erasmus and Marlin have been reported being seen together?”
He nodded as he pulled his navy blue sweater over his head. He smiled at her as he unfastened his jeans.
Sometime later, she whispered in his mouth, “Please sing to me.”
His rich baritone filled the air. “You’re my gateway to heaven, all tied up in a bow. Let me at your hinges and I’ll oil them really slow.”
The phone rang again. He held her close as he rolled to his side. “Savich here.”

“We think it’s Erasmus and Marlin,” said Jimmy Maitland, more excitement in his voice than Savich had heard in three months. “So it looks like they’re in Ohio. I’ll get back to you when I hear any more.”
“That’s a relief,” Savich said and slowly hung up the phone. He turned back to her, saw that the sated vague look was long gone now, and there was fear there, haunting fear. “No, no, Sherlock, Maitland thinks it was Erasmus and Marlin. They’re way off in Ohio someplace, far away from us. It’s okay. They’ll catch them.” Still, the fear didn’t leave her eyes. He said nothing more, just came over her again. He shuddered with the feel of her stiffening beneath him.
He didn’t ease his hold on her until he was certain she was asleep. He kissed her temple. He wondered what had happened in San Francisco. Then he wondered if they’d caught Marlin yet and if they’d dispatched him to hell.
 
Lacey was feeling mellow as she sipped Dillon’s famous darkly rich coffee. Morning sunlight poured through the kitchen windows. She was leaning against the refrigerator.
Dillon took her cup and kissed her until she was ready to jump on him. Then he gave it back to her. It took another three long drinks of coffee and a distance of three feet from him before she could function again. He just grinned at her.
When she had her wits together, finally, she told him about her parents, about Douglas. “Douglas was treating my mother like she was his lover. He kissed her, caressed her face, called her by her first name. I’m not wrong about this even though he denied it, denied it quite believably.”
He nearly dropped his spoon. “You’re kidding me. No? Well, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. When it comes to your family, I’m willing to believe just about anything. Do you think it’s possible that Douglas was sleeping not only with his wife but also with his wife’s mother?”
She took a bite of toast, then added another dollop of strawberry spread. “I have no idea. Maybe he wanted all the Sherlock women. After all, he wanted to sleep with me too.” She sighed, rubbed her stomach, knew she was going to have to relax or she’d get an ulcer. “It’s as if I know them but they’re strangers to me in the most basic ways. I found out that Belinda’s father, my mother’s first husband—his name is Conal Francis—was released from San Quentin just a short time ago.”
“Interesting. He’s the one your father told you tried to kill him? That he was nuts?”
“Yes. My father told me that was why Belinda shouldn’t have kids. She had too many crazy genes in her. My father also told me that Belinda was already well on her way to being as nuts as her father. I think I’ll call the shrinks at San Quentin and see what they have to say about it.”
He rose. “Go ahead and call San Quentin, that’s a good idea. You want to ride downtown with me?”
 
Ollie greeted her with a hug and began talking immediately about a string of kidnappings and murders in Missouri. “It’s the same perps, that’s pretty well established. They kidnap a rich couple’s child, get a huge ransom, then kill the kid. Actually, it’s likely that they kill the kid immediately, then string the parents along. There have been three of them, the most recent one in Hannibal, you know, the birthplace of Mark Twain. These folk are real monsters, Sherlock. They drown the kids in bathtubs, then after they have the ransom, they call the parents and tell them where to get their child.”
She felt rage deep inside her. She took a deep breath. After all, monsters were their business. She understood that, she accepted it, and wanted to get them put away, that or get them on death row. But children. That was more than monstrous. Once they had Marlin and Erasmus, she wanted to concentrate on the kidnappers. No, they were murderers, the kidnapping really didn’t count.
She went back to her desk and booted up her computer. Dillon had put a lion on her screen, and he roared at her out of the small speakers on either side of the console. She heard two agents shouting at each other. She heard a woman laugh, saw a Coke can go flying past her desk, heard the agent shout his thanks. She heard the hum of the Xerox, someone cursing the fax machine, heard an agent speak in that deep, rich FBI voice on the phone. Everything was back to normal chaos. Only it wasn’t, not for her, at least not yet.
Marlin Jones was still free. Belinda’s killer, whoever that was, was still out there. She just prayed that both Marlin and Erasmus were in Ohio, with the state police getting really close. She hoped the police would just take both of them out.
She looked up to see Ollie stretching. “Anything new on Missouri?”
Ollie shook his head. “Nothing, nada, zippo. But you know, I got this funny feeling in my gut. I just know that we’re going to get the perps. Despite MAXINE being really stumped on this one, I just know it’s going to come to an end soon now.”
She sighed. “I hope so.” But what she was thinking about was smoke and mirrors. Her life seemed filled with smoke and mirrors. Everyone looked back at her, but their faces weren’t real, and she wondered if they were looking at her or at someone they thought was she. No one seemed as he really was. Except for Dillon.
“You haven’t called Chico for a karate lesson,” Dillon said as he revved up the engine of his 911 just after six o’clock that evening in the parking garage.
“Tomorrow. I swear I’ll call this madman of yours tomorrow.”
“You’ll like Chico. He’s skinny as a lizard and can take out guys twice his size. It will be good training for you.”
“Hey, can he take you out?”
“Are you crazy? Naturally not.” He gave her a fat smile. “Chico and I respect each other.”
“You going to tromp me into the ground tonight?”
“Sure. Be my pleasure. Let’s swing by your place and pack up some more things for you.” Actually, he wanted all of her things at his house. He never wanted her to move back to her town house, but he held his tongue. It was too soon.
But it was Lacey who swung by her own town house, Dillon having gotten a call on his cell phone. He dropped her off at home for her car, then headed back to headquarters. “An hour, no longer. There’s this senator who wants to stick his nose into the kidnappings in Missouri. I’ve got to give an update.”
“What about Ollie?”
“Maitland couldn’t get hold of him. It’s okay. I’ll see you at the gym in an hour and a half, tops. You be careful.” He kissed her, patted her cheek, and watched her walk to her own car. He watched her lock the car doors, then wave at him.
The night was seamless black, no stars showing, only a sliver of moon. It was cold. Lacey turned on the car heater and the radio to a country-western station. She found herself humming to “Mama, Don’t Let Your Babies Grow Up to Be Cowboys.”
She’d have to ask Dillon to sing that one to her. Her town house was dark. She frowned. She was certain she’d left on the foyer light that lit up the front-door area. Well, maybe not. It seemed as though she’d been gone for much longer than a week. She supposed she might as well rent the place out, furnished. She’d have to call some realtors to see how much would be appropriate to ask. Why had Douglas been leaning over her mother, kissing her, talking to her as if she were his lover?
She knew this was one question she’d never be able to ask her mother. And Douglas had denied it was true. She wondered if all families were as odd as hers. No, that just wasn’t possible. Not all families had had a child murdered.
She wasn’t humming anymore when she slid the key into the dead bolt and turned it. She was wishing she were at the gym. She wished he were throwing her to the mat when she turned the lock and pushed the front door open. She felt for the foyer light, flipped it on. Nothing happened.
No wonder. The miserable lightbulb had burned out. It had been one of those suckers guaranteed for seven years. She had replacement lightbulbs in the kitchen. She walked through the arch into the living room and found the light switch.
Nothing happened.
Her breathing hitched. No, that was ridiculous. It had to be the circuit breaker and that was in the utility closet off the kitchen, with more of those seven-year-guaranteed lightbulbs. She walked slowly toward the kitchen, past the dining area, bumping into a chair she’d forgotten about, then felt the cool kitchen tile beneath her feet. She reached automatically for the light switch.
Nothing happened. Of course.
Little light slipped in through the large kitchen window. A black night; that’s what it was. Seldom was it so black.

“Technology,” she said, making her way across the kitchen. “Miserable, unreliable technology.”
“Yeah, ain’t it a bitch?”
She was immobile with terror for a fraction of a second until she realized that she’d been trained not to freeze, that freezing could get you killed, and she whipped around, her fist aimed at the man’s throat. But he was shorter than she was used to. Her fist glanced off his cheek. He grunted, then backhanded her, sending her against the kitchen counter. She felt pain surge through her chest. She was reaching for her SIG even as she was falling.
“Don’t even think about doing something that stupid,” the man said. “It’s real dark in here for you but not for me. I’ve been used to the dark for a real long time. You just slide on down to the floor and don’t move or else I’ll just have to blow off that head of yours and all that pretty red hair will get soaked with brains.”
He kicked the SIG out of her hand. A sharp kick, a well-aimed kick, a trained kick. She still had her Lady Colt strapped to her ankle. She eased down, slowly, very slowly. A thief, a robber, maybe a rapist. At least he hadn’t killed her yet.
“Boy, turn on the lights.”
In the next moment the house was flooded with light. She stared at the old man who stood a good three feet away from her, a carving knife held in his right hand. He was well dressed, shaved, clean. He was short and thin, like the knife he was holding.
He was Erasmus Jones.
The boy came into her vision. It was Marlin.
They weren’t in Ohio. They were both right there, in her kitchen.
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“HI, MARTY. How’s tricks?”
Dillon would miss her in another forty minutes, maybe thirty-five minutes. He’d be worried. It would be an unspecified worry, but worry he would. He might wait another five minutes, then he’d come here. She looked from father to son. She smiled, praying that only she realized it was a smile filled with unspoken terror. “Hey, tricks is just fine, Marlin. How long have you and your dad been squatters in my house?”
Erasmus Jones answered as he hunkered down to be at her eye level. “Three days now. That’s how long it took us to get from Boston to here. We had to be real careful, you know?”
“I would imagine so. Lucky I wasn’t here.”
“Oh no,” Marlin said. “I wanted you to be here. I wanted you, Marty, but you’d gone. Were you with that cop? Savich is his name, right? You sleeping with him?” He said to his father, “He’s a big fella, real big, lots of muscles, and he fights mean.”
“I bet he ain’t as mean as your mama were,” Erasmus said and poked the tip of the knife into the sole of Lacey’s shoe. It was so sharp that it sliced through the sole and nicked her foot. She winced, but kept quiet.
“Mama was a bitch, Pa. I remember her. She was a bitch, always cussing and back-talking you, always had a bottle in her hand, swigging it even while she was hitting me in the face.”
“Yep, Lucile were a mean one. She’s dead now, did I tell you that?”
Another rabbit hole, Lacey thought. Forty minutes, max. Dillon would come over here in no more than forty minutes now. Then what? He wouldn’t be expecting trouble; there was no reason for him to. Erasmus and Marlin were supposed to be in Ohio. So he’d think she just needed help moving stuff. He’d be vulnerable. She wouldn’t let them hurt him. No, she had her Lady Colt. She’d do something. She wouldn’t, couldn’t, let anything happen to Dillon.
“Ma’s dead?” Marlin asked as he sat down on one of Lacey’s kitchen chairs.
“Yeah.”
His father was telling him this now?
Marlin said, “No, you didn’t tell me that, Pa. What happened?”
“Nothin’ much. I just carved her up like that Thanksgiving turkey she didn’t make me.”
“Oh, well, that’s all right, then. She deserved it. She never was a good wife or mother.”
“Yeah, she was just like all those women who walked the walk for you, Marlin. That maze of yours, I sure do like that. You got that from that game we used to play in the desert.”
“Yes, Pa.”
“Well, we got this gal here now. Let’s off her and then get out of here. There’s no more food anyways.”
“No,” Marlin said, and his voice was suddenly different—strong and determined, not like the deferential tone he’d used with his father since he’d come in. “Marty’s going to walk the walk. She’s got to be punished. She shot me in the belly. It hurt real bad. It still hurts. I got this ugly scar that’s all puckered and red. It’s her turn now.”
Erasmus said, “I want to just kill her here, now. It ain’t smart to hang around here.”
“I know. I got my maze all fixed up for her. She’ll like it. She already knows the drill. Only this time when she hits the center, she’ll have a big surprise.”
Thirty minutes, no more.
“You fix up another warehouse, Marlin?”
“Hey, Marty, I fixed it up real good. You’ll like it. I had lots of time so it’s really prime.”
“Why would I walk the walk when you get me there, Marlin? I know you’ll be at the center waiting to kill me. I’d be a fool to go into the maze.”
“Well, you see, Marty, you’ll do anything I ask you to. I got myself a little leverage here.”
Dillon. No, not Dillon. Who?
“Let me go get my little sweet chops,” Erasmus said and rose slowly. He stretched that skinny body of his. His legs were slightly bowed. He was wearing cowboy boots. Without boots he’d be no more than five foot six inches. “You keep a good eye on her, boy. She’s tricky. Look at her eyes—lots of tricks buried in there. I bet you the FBI taught her all sorts of things to do to a man.”
Marlin calmly pulled a .44 Magnum out of his belt. “I like this better than your FBI gun, Marty, although I’ll take it with me, as a souvenir. This baby will blow a foot-wide hole out of your back if I shoot you in the chest. I don’t think you would survive that, Marty.” He assumed a serious pose, rubbing his chin with his hand. “You’re real tough, but you couldn’t live through this, could you?”
“No,” she said, studying his face, his eyes, trying to figure out what to do. “No one could.” Should she try to disarm him now?
It was academic. There was Erasmus in the door. He was grinning. “She gave me a mite of trouble so I had to smash her head.” He dragged in Hannah Paisley by the hair. She was wearing a charcoal gray running suit, running shoes on her feet. She was unconscious.
“You know her, don’t you, gal? Don’t lie to me, I can see it writ all over your face.”
“Yes, she’s a Special Agent. How did you get her?”
“Easy as skinnin’ a skunk. She was out running. I stole her fanny pack, saw she was with the FBI, and took her down. Nary a whimper from her. I’m real pleased you know her, personal like. That’s gotta make a difference. You don’t want me to kill her, now do you?”
“How did you know that I knew her?” Out of ten thousand FBI agents he had to get Hannah Paisley? No, it was too much of a coincidence.
“Oh, I was watching you come out of that huge ugly Hoover Building. There was this one, standing there, waving at you, but you didn’t see her, you just kept walking. I knew I had the one I needed right then. Yep, she knew you.”
Hannah groaned. Lacey saw that her hands were lashed together behind her back and her ankles were tied tightly together.
“Don’t hurt her. She didn’t do anything to you.”
Marlin laughed. “No, but I knew you wouldn’t cooperate unless we got someone. Pa followed her. He figured she was FBI and he was right. Now, Marty, you ready to come to the warehouse with me and walk the walk?”
Twenty minutes, no more than twenty damned minutes. There would be no way Dillon would find her if they left, no way at all. She looked around then. They had trashed the kitchen, the living room. He would come in and he would know that she was taken, but he wouldn’t know where. For the first time she smelled spoiled food, saw the dishes strewn over the counters and the table. There were a good dozen empty beer cans, some of them on the floor.
“Where is this warehouse, Marlin?”
“Why do you care, Marty? It won’t make any difference to you where you croak it.”
“Sure it will. Tell me. Oh yes, my name’s Lacey, not Marty. Belinda Madigan was my sister. You having trouble with your memory, Marlin?”
His breathing hitched, his hand jerked up. She didn’t drop her eyes from his face.
“Don’t piss me off, Marty. You want to know where we’re going? Off to that real bad-ass part of Washington between Calvert and Williams Streets. When I was going in and out down there no one even looked at me. They were all dope dealers, addicts, and drunks. Nope, no one cared what I was doing. And you know something else? When they find you, no one will care about that either.
“Every night I got there, I had to kick out the druggies. I’ll have to do it just one more time. I wonder if they’ll report finding you or just wait until a cop comes along. Yeah, I’ll flush out all the druggies. They’re piled high around there, filthy slugs.”
“My boy never did drugs,” Erasmus said, looking over at Lacey. She nearly vomited when she saw that he was stroking his gnarled hand over Hannah’s breasts, the other hand still tangled in her hair. “Marlin ain’t stupid. He only likes gals, too, knows how to use ’em real good. I taught him. Whenever he found his way to the center of the maze I built, why I took him off to Yuma and bought him a whore.”
Fifteen minutes.
“I’ve got to go to the bathroom, Marlin.”
“You really gotta pee, gal? You’re not shittin’ Marlin?”
“I really do. Can I get up? Really slowly?”
Marlin nodded. He’d straightened, the gun pointed right at her chest. “I’ll go with you, Marty. No, I won’t watch you pee, but I’ll be right outside the door. You do anything stupid and I’ll let my pa cut up that pretty face of yours.”
“No, Marlin, I’ll cut up this gal’s pretty face. First I’ll cut off all her hair, scrape my knife over her scalp so she looks like a billiard ball. Then I’ll do a picture on her face. You got that, gal?”
“I got it.” Ten minutes. Calvert and Williams Streets. She wasn’t familiar with them, but Dillon would be.
Her downstairs bathroom was disgusting. It stank of urine, of dirty towels, of dirty underwear, and there were spots on the mirror. “Did anyone ever tell you you were a pig, Marlin?”
She wished she’d kept her mouth closed. He punched her hard in the kidney. The pain sent her to her knees.
“I might be a pig, Marty, but you’ll be dead. Not long now and you’ll be dead and rotting and my pa and I will be driving into Virginia. There’s some real pretty mountains there and lots of places to hide out. Do your business now, Marty. We’ve got to get out of here. Hey, you gotta pee because you’re so scared, right?”
“That’s right, Marlin.” She closed the door on his grinning face, heard him lean against it, knew he was listening. She knew she didn’t have much time.
He banged on the door just as she flushed the toilet. “That’s long enough, Marty.”
When she walked out, he shoved her back in. He looked around. “I’m not the pig. It’s my pa. He never learned how to do things ’cause his ma never taught him anything, left him lying in his own shit when he was just a little tyke, made him lie in his own shit when he was older, just to punish him. She wasn’t nice, my grandma.”
“She doesn’t sound nice,” Lacey said. “Why’d you come here, Marlin? Why do you want to kill me? It’s a really big risk you’re taking. Why?”
He looked thoughtful for a long moment, but the gun never wavered from the center of her back. “I just knew I had to take you out,” he said finally. “No one can beat me and get away with it. I thought and thought about how I could get out of the cage in Boston and then that judge just handed me a golden key. Those idiot shrinks were a piece of cake. I acted all scared, even cried a little bit. Yes, it was all so easy. There was my pa, sent me a message in prison, and I knew where he was waiting. All I had to do was get in Brainerd to the Glover Motel just at the western edge of town. There he was, had clothes for me, everything, a car with a full tank of gas. I knew then that I could get you, take you out, and then I’d be free. Actually, it was Pa who hit that FBI guy in Boston, nearly sent him off to hell where he belongs.”
“I know. Your pa used your driver’s license. We got the license plate.”
Marlin wasn’t expecting that. “Well, I told Pa to be careful. He was sure he’d knocked the FBI guy from here to next Sunday, but he didn’t. He really got the plate, huh? No matter. Everything’s back on track now. I just wish that the FBI guy had gotten his.”
Hannah moaned from the kitchen.
“Now, let me see if you tried to leave any message for that muscle boy you’re sleeping with.”
She didn’t move, barely breathed. And waited. He poked around a bit, then straightened. “You’re smart, Marty. You didn’t try anything. That’s good.”
Hannah moaned again. They heard Erasmus say something to her. They heard a sharp cry. The bastard, he’d hit her again.
“You’ll come, won’t you, Marty? You’ll come to me at the center of the maze? My pa will kill her slow if you refuse. It sounds like he’s already got started. You got the picture now, don’t you?”
To die for Hannah Paisley, perhaps there was a dose of irony there. No, she’d die anyway. Lacey seriously doubted that Hannah would survive this either. But Lacey had no choice, none at all. “I’ll come.”
Ten minutes.
“Let me see if Hannah’s all right.”
“A real buddy, is she? That’s excellent. No shit from you then, Marty, or Pa will make her real sorry. Then it’ll be my turn to make you even sorrier.”
“No shit from me, Marlin.”
“Ladies shouldn’t say that word, Marty.”
She wanted to laugh, realized it was hysteria bubbling in her throat, and kept her mouth shut. When she walked into the kitchen, Hannah was sitting on the floor, her back against the wall.
“I’m sorry, Hannah. Are you all right?”
Hannah’s eyes weren’t focused, but she was trying. She probably had a concussion. “Sherlock, is that you?”
“Yes.”
“Where is this place? Who are these animals?”
Erasmus kicked her.
Hannah didn’t make a sound, but her body seemed to ripple with the shock of the pain.
“This is my place. These men are Marlin Jones and his father, Erasmus.”
She saw that Hannah realized the consequences in that single instant. She also knew that she was going to die. Both of them would die. Lacey saw her trying to loosen the knots on her wrists.
“Gentlemen,” Hannah said, looking from one to the other. “Can I have a glass of water?”
“Then you’ll probably have to go pee, just like Marty here,” Marlin said.
“Marty? Her name is Sherlock.”
Marlin kicked Hannah, just the way his father had. “Shut your mouth. I hate women who haven’t got the brains to keep their lips sewn together. I just might do that someday. Get myself a little sewing kit. I could use different colored thread for each woman. No water. Let’s get out of here. Who knows who’s going to show up?”
Five minutes, but it didn’t matter now. Lacey was bound and gagged, lying on her side in the backseat of her own car, a blanket thrown over her. Hannah was behind her in the storage space.
One of them was driving a stolen car she’d seen briefly, a gray Honda Civic. Then she heard her Navajo revved up but didn’t know which one of them was driving. She guessed they’d leave her Mazda at the warehouse.
Lacey closed her eyes and prayed harder than she’d ever prayed in her life. If Marlin left her hands tied behind her, then there would be no way she could get to the Lady Colt strapped around her ankle.
 
Savich stretched his back, then his hamstrings. He heard a woman’s voice from the front of the gym and started to call out.
But it wasn’t Sherlock.
It had been an hour and twenty minutes. In that instant he knew something was very wrong. He called her house. No answer. He and Quinlan both had this gut thing. Neither of them ever ignored it. He immediately called Jimmy Maitland from his cell phone.
“It’s dinnertime, Savich. This better be good.”
“There’s no word about Marlin Jones, is there?”
“No, none yet. Why?”
“I haven’t seen Sherlock in over an hour. She was supposed to meet me at the gym. She hasn’t shown. I called her house. No answer. I know that Marlin and his father are here. I know it. I know they’ve got Sherlock.”
“How do you know that? What’s going on, Savich?”
“My gut. You’ve never before mistrusted my gut, sir. Don’t mistrust it now. I’m out of here and on my way to her house. She was going there to get more stuff. We made a firm time date. She isn’t here. Sherlock’s always on time. Something’s happened and I just know it’s Marlin and Erasmus. Put out an APB on her car, Mazda, 4X4 Navajo, license SHER 123. Can you get a call out to everyone to look for her?”
“You got it.”
Savich was at her house within ten minutes. It was dark. Her car wasn’t in the driveway. Jesus, he prayed he’d been wrong. Maybe she was at his place, maybe she wanted to unpack her stuff before she came to the gym. No, she wouldn’t do that. He went to the front door and tried the doorknob.
It opened.
He had his SIG out as he poked the door fully open.
He turned on the light switch. He saw the trashed living room. Furniture overturned, lamps hurled against the wall, her lovely prints slashed, beer cans and empty Chinese cartons and pizza boxes on the floor. One piece of molding cheese pizza lay halfway out of the box onto a lovely Tabriz carpet.
The kitchen was a disaster area. It was weird, but he could smell Sherlock’s scent over the stench of rotted food. She’d been here. Recently. Then he saw her fanny pack on the floor under the table. He opened it but saw it wasn’t Sherlock’s. It was Hannah Paisley’s. They had both women. How the hell did they get Hannah? How did they know to get Hannah?
And why had they taken her?
Of course he knew the answer to that. Marlin knew he’d have to have some leverage, something to make Sherlock do what he told her to do. And that would be? To walk the maze, to get to the center, where he’d kill her, to pay her back for scamming him, for shooting him, for beating him.
So he and his father would have taken the women to some warehouse nearby. But where? There were lots of likely places in Washington, D.C. He knew Sherlock would know that he’d realize what had happened. She had to have left him something, if she’d had the chance. He looked around the kitchen but didn’t see anything.
He was on the cell phone to the cops when he walked into the small bathroom off the downstairs hallway. He nearly gagged at the stench. He pulled open the linen drawers below the sink. Nothing. He pulled aside the shower curtain. There was Sherlock’s purse on the floor of the shower stall, open.
“Give me Lieutenant Jacobs, please. I imagine he’s gone home. What’s his phone number? Listen, this is Dillon Savich, FBI. We’ve got a real problem here and I need help fast.”
Savich was on the phone to Jacobs even as he was bending down to pick up Sherlock’s purse. It was a big black leather shoulder bag. He’d kidded her about carrying a full week’s change of clothes and running shoes in there.
“Is Lieutenant Jacobs there, please?”
He carefully pulled out each item. It was when he got to her small cosmetic bag that he went really slowly. He unzipped it just a little bit at a time, holding it upright.
“Is this you, Lewis? Savich here. I’ve got a huge problem. You know all about Marlin and Erasmus Jones? Well, they’re here in Washington and they’ve got two of my agents—Agent Sherlock and Agent Paisley. Hold just a second.” Slowly Savich turned the cosmetic bag inside out. There written in eyebrow pencil was: Calvert & Williams, wareh—.
Damn, she was good. “Lewis, she managed to leave me a message. There’s a warehouse at Calvert and Williams. Marlin and his dad have both Agent Sherlock and Agent Paisley. He’s going to make her go through a maze, Lewis, and Marlin will be at the center. He’ll kill her. Do a silent approach, all right? I’ll see you there in ten minutes.”
He couldn’t believe it. His Porsche wouldn’t start. He tried again, then raised the hood. Nothing obvious, not that he was a genius with cars. He cursed, then kicked the right front tire. Then he ran into the street. A motorist nearly ran him down, slammed down on his brakes, and weaved around him. Savich cursed, then stood there, right in the middle, waving his arms.
A taxi pulled up. A grinning black face peered out at him. “Well, if it isn’t the lucky man who’s going to marry that pretty little gal.”
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THERE WAS no time. No time at all.
She didn’t want to die, didn’t want to lose her life to this crazy bastard who was grinning at her like the madman he was. No, he wasn’t mad, he knew exactly what he was doing, and he knew it was wrong. He enjoyed it. Remorse was alien to him. Being really human, in all its complexity and simplicity, was alien to him.
She looked at Hannah, who was standing with her back against one of Marlin’s props, her head down. At first Lacey thought she was numb with fear, but then she realized she wasn’t terrified senseless, which Marlin and Erasmus probably thought. No, it was an act. Hannah was getting her bearings, thinking, figuring odds.
Good. Let them think she was broken. Lacey called out, her voice filled with false concern she was sure Hannah would see right through, “Hannah, are you all right?”
“Yes, but for how long?” Hannah didn’t look at her, just kept breathing deeply, staring at the filthy wooden floor. “I don’t suppose there’s a chance that Savich will get here?”
“I don’t know.”
“Shut up, both of you cunts!”
“Really nice language from your daddy, Marlin.”
“He can say whatever he wants, Marty. You know that. He’s a man.”
“Him? A man?” It was Hannah, her voice hoarse because Erasmus had choked her when she’d tried to get away from him. “He’s a worm, a cowardly worm who raised you to be a rabid murderer.”
Hannah didn’t even have time to ready herself before Erasmus hit her hard on the head with the butt of Lacey’s SIG. Lacey knew she’d lost it. Otherwise she would have forced herself to be silent.
“I’ll enjoy cutting her throat,” Erasmus said, standing over an unconscious Hannah. She was drawn up in the fetal position. There was a trickle of blood from her nose.
“So you will kill her,” Lacey said, and smiled at Marlin. “I’m not going into your maze. There’s no reason to. She isn’t leverage. You’re going to kill her too. You heard your sweet daddy.”
Erasmus raised his hand to strike her, but Marlin grabbed his wrist. “Marty’s mine. I’ll handle her. Lookee here, Pa, a little druggie. You want to take care of her?”
A young black girl, dressed in ragged filthy jeans and an old Washington Redskins jersey, with holes in the elbows, was crouched by the door of the warehouse, her eyes huge, knowing she was in the wrong place and knowing too there was nothing she could do about it. Erasmus walked to the girl, took her by the neck, and shook her like a chicken. Lacey heard the girl’s neck snap. It was unbearable. She closed her eyes but not before she saw Erasmus toss the girl aside like so much garbage.
“I’ll see if there are any more scum inside,” Erasmus said and slid through the narrow opening into the huge derelict building. The area was godforsaken, bleak, an air of complete hopelessness about it. All the buildings had been abandoned by people who had just given up. All were in various stages of dilapidation. There were old tires lying about, cardboard boxes stacked carefully together to cover a homeless person. It was the nation’s capital and it looked like the remains of Bosnian cities Lacey had seen on TV a while back.
Marlin took her chin in his palm and forced her face up. “Guess what, Marty?”
“My name’s Lacey.”
“No, you’re Marty to me. That was how you came on to me in Boston. That’s how you’ll go out. Guess what I found?”
She just stared at him mutely.

He pulled her Lady Colt out of his pocket. “I remembered this little number. This is the gun you shot me with in Boston. You were hoping I’d forget, weren’t you? You wanted to blast me again, didn’t you? Well you aren’t going to do anything now. I win, Marty. I win everything.”
“You won’t win a thing, you slug. I’m not going to walk into your maze.”
“What if I promise you that I’ll let her go?”
She laughed. “Your daddy’s the one who’s going to kill her, Marlin, not you.”
“All right, then. I have another idea.” Marlin twisted her chin, then slapped her. “Come on, Marty, Show Time.”
Erasmus came out of the warehouse, dragging a ragged old man by his filthy jacket collar. “Just one, Marlin—this poor old bastard. He’s gone to his reward. I bet he’d thank me for releasing him if he had any breath left.”
Erasmus lowered the old man to the rotted wooden planks outside the warehouse, then kicked him next to a stack of tires. “Take your girlie, Marlin, and have her walk the walk. I want to get out of this damned city. It’s unfriendly, you know? And just look around you. People ain’t got no pride here. Ain’t nothing but devastation. Don’t our government have any pride in their capital?”
Marlin smiled down at Lacey, raised the .44 Magnum, and brought it down on the side of her head. She was hurled into blackness before she hit the ground.
“Now, I’ve got to do this just so,” Marlin said to his father as he leaned down over Hannah. “Yes, just so. I can’t wait to see her face when she finally comes to the center of the maze, when she finally comes to me.”
 
Four local police cars cruised in silently, all of them parked a good block from the warehouse. Men and women quietly emerged from the cars, Lewis Jacobs bringing them to where Savich had just arrived in a taxi, a tall middle-aged black man next to him.
“Jimmy Maitland will be here soon, along with about fifteen Special Agents,” Savich said quietly. “Now, here’s what we’re going to do.”
• • •

Lacey awoke slowly, nausea thick in the back of her throat, her head pounding. She tried to raise her head, just a bit, but the dizziness brought her down. She closed her eyes. Marlin had struck her with a gun over her left ear, the bastard. Harder this time than in Boston. He’d probably laughed when she was unconscious at his feet. She lay there silently, waiting, swallowing convulsively, praying that Dillon had found her message, but knowing in her gut that she had to depend on herself, not on some rescue. Where was Hannah?
It was deathly silent in the huge gloomy warehouse, except for the sound of an occasional scurrying rat. The air was thick and smelled faintly rotten, as if things had died here and just been left where they’d fallen. Her nausea increased. She swallowed, willing herself not to vomit. There was a small pool of light in front of her, thanks to Marlin.
There was also a ball of string.
Think, dammit, think. He had her gun, both her guns. She looked around very slowly, wondering if he or Erasmus could see her. There was nothing she could see to use as a weapon, nothing at all.
Except the string. She came up slowly onto her knees. She still felt light-headed, but the dizziness was better. Just a few more moments. At least he’d removed the ropes from her hands and feet. At least she was free.
She heard Marlin’s eerie voice coming from out of the darkness. “Hey, you’re awake. Good. It took you long enough, but my daddy said I was just too excited to be patient. Marty, listen to this.”
Hannah’s scream ripped through the silence.
“I’ve got her here, Marty, at the center of the maze. This was just a little demonstration. Don’t panic on me. I just hurt her a little bit. She must have a real low threshold of pain to scream when I just jerked her arm up. Now, if you don’t get here, she won’t be quite whole really soon. You start moving now or I’ll start cutting off her fingers, then her nose, then her toes. Hey, that rhymes. I’m good. Now, I’ll work up from there, Marty, and you’ll get to hear her scream every time I take my knife to her. I won’t cut her tongue out until last. You’ll hear everything I do to her. Too, if she just gargles when I cut her, that wouldn’t be any fun.”

She stood up, the string in her hand. “I’m coming, Marlin. Don’t hurt her. You promise?”
There was silence. She knew he was talking to Erasmus. Good, they were together. She didn’t have to worry about Erasmus watching her from a different vantage point.
“She’ll be fine as long as I know you’re on your way. Move, Marty. That’s right. I can see you now.”
But he couldn’t, at least not all of the time, just at those intervals where he’d managed to place mirrors. She began wrapping the string around her hand. No, this wouldn’t do it. She had to double the string and knot it every couple of inches. She redid it as she walked, clumsy at first, gaining in proficiency and speed as she tied it again and again. She was nearly to the beginning of the maze and the string would run out. She prayed she’d have enough.
“I’m coming, Marlin. Don’t touch Hannah.”
“I’m not hurting her now, Marty, just keep walking toward my voice. That’s right. You using the string, Marty? That’s part of the game, you’ve got to use the string.”
“I’m using the string.”
“Good. You’re a smart little bitch, aren’t you?”
She drew a deep breath, then called out, “Oh yes, Marlin, you fucking little bastard, I’m so smart I’m going to kill you. Count on it. And no one will miss you. Everyone will be glad you’re in hell where you belong.” She stepped into the maze.
“Don’t you talk to my boy like that, gal, or I’ll take a whack at you myself after he’s through.”
She heard them talking but couldn’t make out any words.
Marlin said, “I just told my daddy I was right. Yes, I was right all along. You have a dirty mouth. He heard that bad word you said. You deserve my kind of punishment.” He laughed, a full, deep laugh, but there was something in it, something that sounded vaguely like fear. Was that really fear she heard? She’d hurt him once, surely he hadn’t forgotten that, but she couldn’t imagine why he’d be even faintly afraid now. She was alone. She didn’t have a weapon. Still, she had no other options. She decided to push. “Remember how it felt to have a bullet in your gut, Marlin? Remember all those tubes and needles they stuck into you at the hospital? You even had one in your cock. You remember that? Remember how you just lay there whimpering, all gray in the face? You looked so pathetic. You looked like a beat-up little boy. I looked at you and I was really glad I’d shot you. I hoped you’d die, but you didn’t. You’ll die this time, Marlin. You’re a crazy fucker, you know that?”
“I’ll pay you back for that, Marty.”
“You little bastard, you couldn’t pay back anything. You’re a coward, Marlin, and you’re afraid of me. Aren’t you? I can hear it in your voice. It’s shaking. You’re worthless, Marlin, you’re nothing but a loser.”
“No!” He was heaving now, she could hear him, heaving from rage. “I’ll kill you, Marty, and I’ll enjoy every minute of it. You deserve to die, more than any of the others.”
“Let me take her out, boy.”
“No! She’s mine, and this one too. I want both of them. You know this other one cusses all the time. Yes, I want both of them. Just you wait and see how well I slice them up. You’ll be proud of me, Pa.”
He was screaming and pleading with his father, both at the same time. He was really close to the edge. “I’m the best slicer in the world, not you! I’m the best!”
Lacey walked very quietly, the knotted string wrapped around her hand. He’d built the maze very well. She hit two dead ends and had to retrace her steps.
She called out, “Marlin, it looks like you finally learned how to build a proper maze. I just hit the second dead end. Too bad you’re so fucking stupid that your daddy didn’t teach you how to build a really good maze way back when you were young. It took you long enough to learn, didn’t it, you pathetic little fucker?”
“Damn you, bitch, shut up! Don’t you talk like that! I know you’re doing it on purpose to make me mad, to try to make me lose control, but I won’t. I know you don’t talk like that all the time. Do you? Damn you, bitch, answer me.”
“That’s right, you little jerk. It’s all just for you, Marlin, you miserable stupid fuck.”
“Damn you, shut up!”
His voice was trembling. She could imagine him nearly frothing at the mouth with rage. Good.

Her voice rang out cold and calm. “Why the fuck should I?”
“I’ll kill you now, Marty. I’ve got my Magnum right here, all ready to go. You walk faster or Hannah’s going to lose her pinky finger.”
“I’m coming, Marlin. I told you I would. Unlike you, I keep my word. Only a coward would hurt her and you’ve been swearing to me you aren’t a coward, right?”
He was breathing really hard now. She was close enough to hear his rage, nearly taste it. It smelled sweet, coppery, like human blood. “No, I won’t hurt her. Not yet anyway. You’re first, Marty, just you. I want you, then I just might be satisfied.”
She walked into a narrow pool of light. She carefully held the string at her side. “Where’s your daddy, Marlin? Is he lurking around one of the corners of the maze? He’s a coward too. You got it all from that precious father of yours, didn’t you?”
“I ain’t lurking no place, girlie,” Erasmus shouted out. “I’m just letting my boy do what will make him happy. You just do what he wants, and I won’t skin you.”
“Did you skin your wife, Erasmus? After you slit her throat or before?”
“Ain’t none of your business, girlie. You just come along now, you hear me? I want to get out of this place, it ain’t comfortable. It makes my skin crawl.”
“Yes, I hear you.” He was on her left, some thirty feet away. Marlin was only about ten to twelve feet away, at about ten o’clock. Imagine anything making Erasmus’s skin crawl.
She’d wrapped about six lengths of string around her hand. String, she thought. All she had was a handful of string to take out two killers with three guns. She loosened the string, making it into a large enough circle so she could loop it over Marlin’s head. No, it had to be even bigger. It took time.
She felt the bile of terror in her throat and swallowed. She couldn’t, wouldn’t give up until he killed her. She thought of Dillon. He’d go nuts if Marlin killed her.
He’d already had one woman he loved leave him.
She wasn’t about to let Marlin kill her.
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THE LIGHT was steady now, becoming brighter with each step she took. It was from a narrow beam of light that he’d strung some eight feet overhead. She was nearly to the center of the maze now. She heard Hannah moan. She heard Marlin’s breathing. Hannah moaned louder. The moans weren’t from pain. Hannah was giving her directions. Yes, both she and Marlin were at about ten o’clock. She could picture him standing there over Hannah, the Magnum in his hand, a big smile on his face. Waiting for her. He couldn’t wait. Where was Erasmus? Had he moved at all?
“Hannah? Can you hear me? Are you all right?”
“I’m all right, Sherlock.” Then she moaned again, a nice lusty moan. “The bastard just kicked me.”
“Hang in there, please, just hang in there.”
And she knew that Hannah was thinking frantically. She knew whatever she tried, Hannah would help her if she could.
There was no sound now except for Marlin’s jerky deep breathing.
Had Dillon found her message? Had he even gone to her house yet? Of course he had. She swallowed. Nearly there. Nearly to Marlin.
She walked into bright light, two spotlights shining directly into her face. She shaded her eyes with her right hand. In her left hand was the string, ready now, if only he didn’t see it, if only she had time and opportunity.
“Hello, Marty,” he said, nearly gasping with pleasure. “You’re here.”
He was standing beside Hannah, his chest puffed out, looking very proud of himself. He looked happy. His eyes were dead and glittered. He was grinning at her.
She grinned back at him. “Hi, you little fucker. How’s tricks? Have you killed any more women since you escaped from that madhouse in Boston?”
He lurched, as if she’d gut-punched him. “It wasn’t a madhouse!”
“Sure it was. It was the state madhouse.”
“I was just there to talk to some shrinks, nothing else. I was just visiting for a little while.”
“If that judge hadn’t been such an idiot, they’d have you right now in a padded cell. You know what else? They’d shackle your legs together and walk you right out of your padded cell to the electric chair. Then they’d fry you. It will still happen, Marlin. Can you imagine the pain, Marlin?”
“Damn you, shut up! Be quiet! Show some respect for me. I won, damn you, I won! Not you. You’re just standing there, nothing going for you this time. I’m the big winner. You’re nothing, Marty, nothing at all.”
“That’s right, Marlin, you’ve won. Even though you haven’t had any women walk to the center of your maze since your escape, you’ve still managed to kill very dangerous and very heavily armed homeless people and teenagers. That’s real big of you, Marlin. Real manly. You make me puke.”
“No, that was my Pa!”
“Same difference. You’re his very image.”
He was panting now, trying to hold himself back, and she pushed harder. “You know what, Marlin? I once thought you were pretty good-looking. You know what you look like now? You look like you’re ready to drip saliva from your mouth. Is that true? Are you ready to froth at the mouth, Marlin? I’ve never seen a sorrier excuse for a man in my life.”
He snapped. He ran at her, the knife raised. Hannah jerked from her left to her right side, whipped up her bound legs and tripped him. He went sprawling, sliding on his stomach almost to Lacey’s feet. She was on him in an instant, looping the thick knotted string around his throat. She had her knee in the small of his back, pulling back on the string, bringing his face off the wooden floor. She knew it was cutting deep into his neck.

“Hannah, where’s his gun?”
“Hannah can’t get it, Marty.”
She turned slowly to see Erasmus holding Hannah’s head back at an impossible angle. He had her hair wrapped around his left hand. His right hand held a twelve-inch hunting knife to her throat. “Let my boy go, Marty.”
“I will if you release Hannah. Now, Erasmus.”
He shook his head slowly. The knife point punched into Hannah’s skin. A drop of blood welled up and trickled down to disappear into her running top. Lacey saw no fear on her face, what she saw was some kind of message in her eyes. What?
“You release him real slow, Marty, or the knife goes all the way in.”
“The knife goes all the way in, Erasmus, and your sweet boy here is dead.” She twisted the string. Marlin gurgled. His face was darkening. She jerked back his head so his daddy could see him. He thrashed with his arms and legs, but he couldn’t dislodge her.
Erasmus screamed, “You bitch! Loosen the knot! You’re choking him, he’s turning blue!”
Suddenly, Hannah sent her elbow back with all her strength into Erasmus’s stomach.
He yelled, loosened his grip just a bit, just enough so Hannah could roll away from him and that hunting knife.
There was a single shot, loud and hot in the heavy silent air. Erasmus took the bullet in the middle of his forehead. He stared toward Lacey, surprise widening his eyes even in his own death. Slowly, so very slowly, he fell forward. Hannah rolled out of his way. He landed on his face. They heard his nose break, loud and obscene in the silence.
“Pa! Damn you, you killed my pa!”
Marlin jerked back, grabbed Lacey’s wrists and pulled her over his head. She landed on her back, winded. Marlin was on her, sitting on her chest, leaning into her face, his knife right under her nose.
“I’ve got you now, bitch. You killed my pa and now I’ll kill you and then that other bitch.”
“No, you won’t cut me, Marlin. It’s too late. The cops are here. One of them shot your pa.”

Marlin jerked up and brought down the knife.
“Sherlock, flatten!”
She pressed as hard as she could into the floor even as she heard the gun crack, loud in her ears. It was a very hard shot to make without hitting her in the process. Marlin had been so close to her, they’d had to hold off until they got a better angle. She felt Marlin jerk over her. She knocked him off her, sending him onto his back. The bullet had hit him in the back of the neck.
She rolled and came up on her elbows next to him. He was looking up at her. “Tell me how you did it.”
“I left him a message. In my purse, in the floor of the shower. I wrote it in eyebrow pencil on the inside of my makeup bag.” She looked up. “Dillon, keep everyone away. I’ve got to talk to him. Just for a moment.”
She leaned right into Marlin’s face. “Did you kill Belinda?”
He grinned up at her. Blood flowed from his nose and mouth. But he didn’t look to be in any pain.
“Did you, Marlin? Did you kill Belinda?”
“Why should I tell you anything?”
“So I can judge which of you is the better man, Marlin, you or your daddy. I can’t really know until you tell me about Belinda. Did you kill her?”
He looked away from her, upward, but the ceiling was dark, impenetrable. What was he looking at? “You want to know what she did, Marty?”
“What did she do?”
“She killed my kid. Oh yeah, she tried to tell me it was a miscarriage, but I know she killed the kid because she was scared it would be all crazy even before it was born. She told me about her pa being a loony. She told me she’d have to be nuts herself to have a kid that I fathered. That’s why she killed my kid. She told me she wanted the kid, she didn’t care if it was crazy, but then she went and she killed it.”
His eyes were vague and wide. She leaned close. “Listen to me, Marlin. Belinda didn’t abort your baby. Her husband hit her and she miscarried. It wasn’t her fault. It was Douglas’s fault. He probably found out the baby wasn’t his and he hit her.”

“Oh God, I knew I should have killed that jerk. He couldn’t father a kid, at least he hadn’t been able to with her. Belinda told me he had this real low sperm count.”
“You knew I was Belinda’s sister, didn’t you, Marlin?”
“Not at first. I recognized you when you came to the hospital. Then I knew who you were.”
“But how?”
“You were just a teenager then, but we did have fun with you. I took Belinda to see my maze, made her promise she’d scream and groan and carry on, all for your benefit, to punish you for hiding in the trunk, for spying on us. You really pissed Belinda off.”
He closed his eyes and sucked in air. Blood trickled out of his mouth as he whispered, “We drove to the warehouse and Belinda pulled you out of the trunk, told you that you’d been captured and you’d have to walk the walk with her. She told you she was going to die, die because of you, but she prayed that you’d survive. You were sobbing and pleading with me, but Belinda pulled you into the warehouse and kept you with her. She screamed real good for you, then she even let me pretend to knife her when you got to the center of the maze, and you saw it all. You just collapsed then. Nobody touched you. You just fell over. Belinda got scared but I told her you were just a nosy teenager and you’d get over it. When we got back to Belinda’s house, you were still unconscious.
“Belinda told me later that you never remembered a thing. She felt guilty about doing that to you. Even though you were a sneak, she loved you. She realized you admired Douglas and were afraid she’d leave him for me. But then she killed my kid. Then I had to kill her. I had no choice at all. She had to die. She betrayed me.”
“It was a miscarriage. You killed her and she didn’t deserve it. You made a big mistake, Marlin.”
“I believed she’d betrayed me. I had to kill her but I didn’t really want to.”
“She didn’t betray you.”
He opened his mouth again and a fountain of blood spurted out. Blood flowed from his nose.
Lacey positioned his head back, then leaned really close to his face. “It’s over now, Marlin. You’ve destroyed quite enough. Yes, Marlin, die now.”
He tried to raise his hand, but couldn’t. He whispered, his voice liquid with his blood, “You sure are pretty, Marty. Not as pretty as Belinda, but still pretty.”
His head fell to the side, his eyes still open, a small smile on his mouth.
She looked up to see Dillon standing there, not two feet away from them. There were at least twenty other police officers and special agents in a circle around the center of the maze. No one was moving. No one said a word.
She smiled up at him. “No more questions. No more mysteries. He killed Belinda. He told me so and he told me why.” All this time—seven long years—she’d driven herself, felt consumed with guilt. All this time she hadn’t remembered that Belinda had forced her into Marlin’s maze.
She couldn’t dredge up a single memory of that night, even after being told what had happened. She wondered if she’d ever remember, even under hypnosis. Well, it didn’t matter. Belinda had been dead for seven years. Her murderer was dead. Lacey’s life was her own again. And she had Dillon. She had a future.
“Yes,” Dillon said. “We all heard him confess. It’s over, Sherlock.”
“Who shot Marlin?”
A grizzled old cop raised his hand. “I’m sorry I had to wait so long but I couldn’t get a clean shot.”
“You did perfectly.” She looked at Hannah. “Are you all right?”
“I’m just fine now.” She was standing beside Dillon, leaning against him.
Lacey looked at her. “Thanks for tripping Marlin. That was really well done. I wasn’t quite sure how to get him low enough to loop him. I knew you’d be ready. You’d best stand up straight now, Hannah. I don’t want you leaning against Dillon ever again. You got me?”
Hannah laughed, a raw ugly sound that was quite beautiful. “I hear you, Sherlock. I hear you really well. I thought you might be mean once it occurred to you. Good going.”

Lacey slowly stood up. Marlin’s blood was all over her. She looked around at the circle of faces.
She was alive.
She gave them all a huge smile. “Thank you all for saving our lives. Mr. Maitland, sir, we finally got him.”
“No shit, Sherlock,” Jimmy Maitland said, then punched Lewis Jacobs and laughed. Soon everyone was laughing, even as they held their weapons in their hands, their relief, their triumph, made them shout with laughter.
Jimmy Maitland said, “I wanted to say that since I first saw your name among the new trainees. I love it. Does anyone know where that line’s from?”
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DR. LAUREN Bowers said very quietly, “Lacey, do you remember getting into the trunk of Marlin’s car?”
Lacey moaned, her head turning from side to side.
“It’s all right. I’m here. Dillon is here. You’re safe. This was a long time ago. Marlin’s dead. He can’t hurt you. You’re remembering this for you, Lacey. Now, open your mind. Relax. Did you get into the trunk?”
“Yes. I wanted to be sure that Belinda was betraying Douglas. I’d overheard her talking to him just an hour before. I heard them make a date. I followed her and this guy. I didn’t know she knew I was there. I heard her talking to Marlin but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. When we got to the warehouse and they dragged me out of the trunk, I’d never been so terrified in my life. Then Marlin made me walk to the center of the maze with Belinda.
“I believed she was as terrified as I was, but she wasn’t, at least she wasn’t that night. But I believed she was. I walked every step beside her. Once she even handed me the string. Every few feet Marlin would call out to us, tell Belinda how he’d have to punish her if she didn’t get to the center of the maze. Oh God, I remember being so afraid, feeling so helpless.”
“Yes, that’s all right, Lacey. You were just nineteen. What happened next?”
“When we finally got to the center of the maze, Marlin was there and he was smiling. He smiled even when I thought he knifed Belinda. I thought he’d kill me next. I can remember screaming, running to where Belinda was lying. The horror of it just shut me down. That’s all I remember.”
“And you just refused to remember it later,” Dr. Lauren Bowers said to Savich. “Anything else?”
“Did Marlin tell Belinda he had to punish her because she cursed too much? Because she bad-mouthed her husband?”
“I think so. Wait, yes, he did.”
“I think we know everything she needs to let go of the past.” Dillon was silent a moment, then he said quietly, “Before you bring her back, ask her what she wanted to do with her life before Belinda’s murder. Oh yes, tell her not to recall it.”
When Lacey awoke she looked at Dillon and said, “The answer was there all the time, locked in my brain. I guess that’s why I had the horrible nightmares for months and months after Belinda’s murder, why I was terrified that someone would get to me and murder me. That’s why I had the nightmare at your house, Dillon. It was coming too close. The dream helped me keep it under wraps.”
“That’s right, Lacey. But it’s gone now.”
Savich asked her later as they walked to the car, “Will you tell Douglas that Belinda did indeed have an affair with Marlin, that it was his child she carried?”
“I think he already knew. I don’t think he knew it was Marlin, but he sure had to know that it wasn’t his kid.
“Belinda wouldn’t have ever had an abortion. She wanted that baby. Yes, Douglas must have known he had a low sperm count, even then he must have known. And that’s why he hit her, he was furious.”
“Yet he married Candice when she told him she was pregnant. Guess he wanted to believe that despite a low sperm count, he’d scored. Who knows? Now maybe he and Candice have a good shot at making it. If he can’t sire a kid and she doesn’t want one, well, then, all problems are solved.”
“Now that I can remember, I can see that Belinda’s life was out of control. I don’t think she was difficult, like our mother, which is what my father told me, but she was over the edge. And I was a bratty teenager, bugging her, spying on her.”
“Yes, you’re probably right. And that’s the answer to the differences Wild Ralph York found in all the physical comparisons he did of the murders. Marlin killed Belinda for different reasons and the differences show up in how he built the props. You know something else, Sherlock?”
She cocked her head to the side in that unique way she had. He patted her cheek. “It’s all over now. Every shred of it, every scintilla. There’ll be the media, but you can handle that. Jimmy Maitland will try to protect you from the vultures as much as he can. Oh yeah, there’s just one other detail.” He paused a moment, frowning down at his shoes. “Hannah hired a hood, one of her informants, to go after you in that car, and the same guy broke into your house. She claims that he didn’t follow orders. She never told him to rape you, just scare the shit out of you. She says she’s really sorry, Sherlock, claims she never meant to hurt you. She’s been asked to leave the Bureau. It’s up to you if you want her prosecuted.”
“Did she tell you why she did it?”
“She claims she lost it. She was crazy jealous. She thought she could scare you off, make you pack up and go back to California.”
“If we get the guy she hired, then she’d have to take a fall too, wouldn’t she?”
He nodded, then said, “Yes. If they catch the guy, she’d be prosecuted.”
“Let me think about it.”
He helped her into his Porsche, then walked around to the driver’s side. He gave the left front tire a good kick. “Damned car. I can’t believe it wouldn’t start that night. If Luke hadn’t come along, we might have been in deep trouble.”
“Luke’s coming to the wedding?”
“Oh yes.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Fasten your seat belt. I’m feeling like a wild and crazy guy.”
“I’m feeling kind of wild and crazy too. Tell you what. Why don’t we go home and watch old movies and eat popcorn?”
“Why don’t we go home and make our own movies? Popcorn is optional.”
“But you don’t have a movie camera, do you?”
“Let’s call this a dress rehearsal.”
She gave him a slow, sweet smile. “You promise to make me a star?”




EPILOGUE

“IDON’T believe this,” Lacey said as she took a glass of chardonnay from Fuzz, the bartender.
“He never told you, never let on?” Sally Quinlan asked, saluting her with her own glass of chardonnay.
“Never a word. Sure, he would sing me country-and-western songs. But this? I had no idea. Doesn’t he look beautiful up there, wearing those boots and that belt with the silver buckle?”
The two women sat back as Ms. Lily, draped in a white silk dress that made her look as epic as Cleopatra, said from the small square stage, “Now listen up, brothers and sisters, even you yahoos we’ve got here tonight. I’ve got a special treat for you. We finally got our Savich back. He and Quinlan have agreed to play for us. Take it away, boys.”
“This ought to be great,” said Marvin, the bouncer, at Lacey’s shoulder. “You just sit back and enjoy, Chicky.”
Dillon’s beautiful baritone filled the smoky bar, his guitar a mellow background, Quinlan’s sax running a harmony with the melody. His voice was deep and rich and sexy, carrying clearly to every darkened corner of the club.
What’s a man without love?
 What’s his night without passion?
 What’s his morning without her smile?
 What’s his day without her in his mind?
 

Bring her love to my nights.
 Bring her smile to my mornings.
 Bring her mind to fill my days.
 Just bring her back to me.
 
What’s a man without his mate?
 What’s his life without her laughter?
 What’s his soul without her joy?
 What’s a man without his mate?
 
Bring her love to my nights.
 Bring her smile to my mornings.
 Bring her joy to my days.
 Just bring her back to me.
Sherlock was crying. She hadn’t meant to, didn’t even realize she was doing it. Not making a sound, just letting the tears gather and trickle down her cheeks. When the sax and guitar faded out, there was absolute silence in the Bonhomie Club. A woman sighed. A man said, “Ah, shit.”
Then the applause came on, really soft and light at first, then gathering momentum. The women were clapping louder than the men.
“It’s his cute butt, Sally,” Ms. Lily said, leaning over to pat Lacey. “Well, actually, it’s both their cute butts. Now, little gal, when are you and my Savich going to get married? I don’t allow any gal shacking up with him. He’s innocent. I don’t want him taken advantage of, you got me?”
“You’ll get the invitation next week, Ms. Lily.”
“Good. Just maybe Fuzz will bring another bottle of chardonnay that has a real live cork, just like he did for Sally and Quinlan. Your Dillon’s real talented, honey. You just let him sing to you and bring him down here once a week. It’s good for my soul to hear him wail out his songs. Also, no crooks dare come near the club when the two supercops are playing here.
“Now he’s looking at you and he’s got that wicked smile on his face. Imagine an FBI agent who could smile at a woman like that. Just goes to show you, doesn’t it?
“Well, I’m off to win myself some money in a little poker game. Don’t tell my boys about it, will you? Their cop genes just might get scrambled and we don’t want them to feel like they’re in any moral dilemma.”
Quinlan said from the stage, “Savich here is going to get himself married, just like I did. It’s about time. Now, we have this song for you that celebrates his short number of bachelor days left. It’s called ‘Love Surfin’.’”
Moved myself to the bright blue sea.
 Knew the change would be good for me.
 Made enough money in the old rat race,
 Sure to die if I kept my pace.
 Now I’m lying in the warm, soft sand.
 Checking all the girls showing lots of tan.
 All these girls—what’s a guy to do?
 I want them all, think I’ll surf right through.
 
Going love surfin’,
 Gonna love them all
 Love surfin’
Heading for a fall. Love surfin’
Such a greedy man.
 Love surfin’
 Getting all I can.

Lacey was laughing so hard that when she threw her purse at him, it bounced off Quinlan instead.
Ms. Lily was standing outside of her open office door. She yelled out, “You taking your life in your hands, Savich, what with your chicky being an FBI agent.”
Savich was beaming at Lacey. He said into the mike, “My sister wrote that one. I just came up with the music.”
“I’ll be speaking to your sister,” Lacey called out.
 
“I heard you got an offer on your town house.”
“Yes. A very good offer. It’s a done deal. I’m here to stay now, Dillon.”
“Good. Let’s get married on Friday.”
“That would be nice but I don’t think we’ve got the time to pull it off. How about next month? I promised Ms. Lily that she’d get an invitation. Actually I told her she’d get one next week. Also, my friend MacDougal from the Academy just got back from the desert. I want him to come.”
“You mean a big wedding? All my family? Your family? Even Douglas and Candice? My God, even your mother and father and the BMW? A ton of people? All with fistfuls of rice?”
“I guess we have to. You once told me that family was family and there was nothing you could do about it. You just made the best of it and went about your business. Hopefully Mom and Dad will try to act normal for the day; hopefully Douglas won’t start screaming at Candice and then go slaver over my mother. Oh yeah, there’s Conal Francis, Belinda’s father, my mother’s first husband. He’s called my mother. My father is livid.”
“Families are grand. Any idea what’s going to happen there?”
“Not a clue, but it should be fun to see it played out. I don’t think I’ll invite him, though. My shot at trying to keep the peace. You know, Sally Quinlan said a big wedding was great sport. You don’t want to?”
“Well, hell, let’s go for it.” He kissed her nose, then her chin.
“We don’t have to worry about the BMW. Dad just bought a Porsche, a fire-engine red 911. He said even Mom on her worst days couldn’t possibly think he’d want to hit her driving that beauty. He laughed then. He said her new shrink is making progress. He’s even had sessions with her. Also, Mom’s on some new medication.”
“Families. Ain’t they great?”
She kissed his shoulder.
“Oh yeah, I’ve got another piece of good news for you. They caught the guys who were murdering those abducted kids in Missouri. Ollie’s gut was right. It happened really fast. Turns out that it was three young males, all twenty-one, who were reported to a local FBI agent by one of the girlfriends who was angry because her boyfriend kicked her out for another babe.” He laughed. “I just heard that they just caught up with the girlfriend. She’d skipped bail and took off for Mexico City with all the money.”
She laughed with him. “I’ll bet Ollie is pleased.”
“Yep, but he wanted to be the one to make the arrest. Oh yeah,” he added, raising his face just above hers, “your wedding present from me is arriving tomorrow. You took the day off to see your doc so I set up the delivery.”
She grabbed his arms, hugged him, then shook him. “What is it? Tell me, Dillon, what did you get me?”
“I ain’t talkin’, honey. You can just wait for now, but I sure want to hear something out of you when I come in tomorrow night.”
“You won’t even give me a hint?”
“Not a single one. I want you to wallow in anticipation, Sherlock.”
She sighed, then punched his arm. “All right, but I’ll probably be too excited with all this anticipation to sleep. Would you sing me just one line?”
He blinked, then raised his head and sang, “I don’t know nothin’ better than a spur that’s got its boot.”
“All right, that’s not enough. More.”
He kissed her ear, then her throat. “I don’t know nothin’ better than a barb that’s got its wire.”
She laughed and snuggled closer. “More.”
“I don’t know nothin’ better than a glass that’s full of scotch.”
“More.”
“I don’t know nothin’ better than a poke that’s got his cow.”
“And the last line?”
“No, I don’t know nothin’ better than a man who’s got his mate.”
“Oh, Dillon, that’s the greatest.”
“Goodness, you’re easy.” He kissed her mouth. “No, my sister didn’t write that one, I did. You like that? You’re not putting me on, are you? You appreciate the finer points of my music?”
“Oh yes,” she said. “Oh yes.”
“I wrote it for you.”

She gave him a radiant smile. “I just thought of another verse.”
An eyebrow went up.
She sang in an easy western twang, “I don’t know nothin’ better than a fetlock with its horse.”
“A team,” he said. “We make a great team. What’s a fetlock anyway?”
She just grinned up at him. He stroked his fingers over her soft skin. He began kissing her and didn’t stop for a very long time. When he was finally on the edge of sleep, he wondered what she’d play for him first on the new Steinway grand piano that was being delivered tomorrow.
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TO DR. ANTON POGANY,
WHO HAS THE INSTINCTS,
THE PATIENCE, A LIGHT
TOUCH. IN OTHER WORDS,
HE’S GOT THE RIGHT
STUFF. LET’S KEEP
ON COOKING.



My thanks to Alex McClure, Esquire, for her intrepid assistance on the workings of the federal justice system.



Prologue
HE SAW THE man clearly: tall, with dark clothes, a stark figure against the misty gray sky. He was walking into the big granite building, ugly and flat-looking, with scores of windows that didn’t look out over much except if you were up high. Then, suddenly, he was behind the man, just over his shoulder, keeping pace with him, watching him take the elevator to the nineteenth floor. He was nearly beside him as he walked down the long corridor and opened the door to a large office. A smiling receptionist greeted him, laughing at something he said. He watched the man greet two other people, a young man and a young woman, both well dressed, both obviously subordinate to him. He went into a large office with the man, saw a United States flag, a huge desk with its computer on top, the built-in bookshelves behind him, the windows beside him. He punched up the computer. Then, he was right behind the man; he could have reached out and helped him put on the long black robe. He watched him fasten the two clips closed. The man opened a door and walked into a big room, the look on his face somber, becoming cold, all the earlier humor wiped clean. There was a buzz. It stopped abruptly when he came into the room. Then the place went deathly silent.
Suddenly the room began to spin, faces blurred into one another, the very air of the room turned dark and darker still, and then the great main doors burst open and three men slammed into the room. They were carrying guns, assault guns like Russian AK47s. They were shooting, people were screaming, blood was spewing everywhere. He saw the man’s face tighten with horror and fury. He saw the man suddenly leap over the railing that had separated him from the rest of that roomful of people, his black robe swirling. His leg was up, he was turning, striking out, his motion so fast it was hard to see it clearly. Someone screamed loudly.
He was right behind the man now, heard him breathe, could feel the controlled rage in him, the vicious tension and determination, and wondered.
Suddenly, the man whirled about again, turning this time to face him. He stared at himself, looked deeply into the eyes of a man who had just killed and would kill again. He felt the spit pool in his mouth, the coiled muscles, and felt his arm fly out, striking a man’s throat.
He jerked up, flailing at the single sheet that was wound tightly around him like a mummy’s shroud, a yell dying on his lips. He was soaked with sweat, his hair plastered to his head. His heart was pounding so fast and hard he thought he’d explode. Again, he thought, that bloody dream yet again. He didn’t think he could stand it.
An hour later, he let himself out of his house, carefully locking the door behind him. He was on the way to his car when a man jumped out of the bushes and blinded him with a good half dozen photo flashes. It was too much.
He grabbed the photographer, hauled him up by his shirtfront, and yelled right in his face, “You’ve gone over the line, you little bastard.” He grabbed his camera, pulled the film out, and threw him aside. He tossed the camera to the man, who was lying on his back, gaping at him.

“You can’t do that!”
“I just did. Get off my property.”
The man scrambled to his feet, holding his camera to his chest. “I’ll sue you! The public has a right to know!”
He wanted to beat the guy senseless. The urge was so strong he was shaking with it. It was then he knew he had to leave. Otherwise it might not stop before he went nuts and really hurt one of the jerks. Or he simply just went nuts.
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ROCKY MOUNTAINS
SPRING

HE STOOD AT the edge of the mountain that sheered down a good two hundred feet before smoothing out into tree-covered ledges and gentle wildflower-covered slopes and sharp gaping ridges. He breathed in the thin air that was so fresh it burned his lungs, but, truth be told, it burned less today than it had yesterday. Soon, the frigid clean air at nearly six thousand feet would become natural to him. It had been only yesterday that he’d realized he hadn’t thought all day about a telephone, a TV, a radio, a fax machine, the sound of other voices coming at him from all sides, about people grabbing at him, shouting questions six inches from his face. And those blinding explosions of white from the ever-present flashbulbs. Now, he figured, at last he was beginning to let go, to forget for stretches of time what had happened.
He looked across the valley at the massive, raw mountains that stretched mile upon mile like unevenly spaced jagged teeth. Mr. Goudge, the owner of the Union 76 gas station down in Dillinger, had told him that many of the locals, lots of them Trekkies, called the whole mess of knuckle-shaped mountains the Ferengi Range. The highest peak rose to twelve thousand feet, bent slightly to the south, and looked like a misshapen phallus. He wasn’t about to climb a mountain with so unsubtle a shape. The folks down in Dillinger joked about that peak, saying it was a sight with snow dropping off it in the summer.
He was aware again as he was so often of being utterly alone. At his elevation there were thick forests of conifers, mainly birch, fir, and more ponderosa pine than anyone could begin to count. He’d seen lots of quaking aspen too. No logging companies had ever devoured this land. On the higher-elevation peaks across the valley, there were no trees, no flowers as there were here in his alpine meadow, just snow and ruggedness, so much savage beauty, untouched by humans.
He looked toward the small town of Dillinger at the far end of the valley that stretched from east to west below. It claimed fifteen hundred and three souls. Silver mines had made it a boomtown in the 1880s, nearly bursting the valley open with more than thirty thousand people—miners, prostitutes, store owners, crooks, an occasional sheriff and preacher, and very few families. That was a long time ago. The descendants of those few locals who had stuck it out after the silver mines had closed down now catered to a trickle of summer tourists. There were cattle in the valley, but they were a scruffy lot. He’d seen bighorn sheep and mountain goats coming down the slopes really close to the cattle, pronghorn antelope grazing at the lower elevations, and prowling coyotes.
He’d driven his four-wheel-drive Jeep down there just once since he’d been here to stock up on groceries at Clement’s grocery. Had it been Tuesday? Two days ago? He’d bought a package of frozen peas, forgetting that he didn’t have a freezer, just a small high-tech refrigerator that was run off a generator sitting just outside the cabin. He’d cooked those frozen peas on his wood-burning stove, then eaten the entire package in one sitting next to the one bright standing lamp that also worked off the generator.
He stretched, caught a glimpse of two hawks flying low, looking for prey, and took his ax back to the stump beside the cabin where he was splitting logs. It didn’t take him long to pull off his down jacket, then his flannel shirt, then his undershirt. And still he worked up a sweat. His rhythm sped up. The sun felt hot and good on his skin, seeping in to warm his muscles. He felt strong and healthy. He was in business. He knew he had more logs than he could use for the next week, but he just kept to that hard, smooth rhythm, feeling his muscles flex and loosen, grow tight with power, and release.
He stopped a moment to wipe the sweat off his face with a sleeve of his shirt. Even his sweat smelled fresh, as if his innards were clean.
He heard something.
A very faint sound. It had to be an animal. But he’d gotten used to the owls and the sparrow hawks, to the chipmunks and the skunks, and to the wolves. This sound wasn’t one of them. He hoped it wasn’t another person invading his mountain. His was the only cabin in the high meadow. There were other cabins, but they were lower, at least a half mile away. No one came up here except maybe in the summer to hike. It was mid-April. No hikers yet. He hefted his ax again. He froze in midswing when the sound came again.
It was like the desperate cry of something—a kitten? No, that was crazy. Still, he pulled on his flannel shirt, and the down jacket. He leaned down and picked up his ax. The weight felt good. Had another man come onto his mountain?
He paused, holding perfectly still, letting the silence invade him until he was part of it. He felt the cool afternoon breeze stir the hair on his head. At last it came again, a soft mewling sound that was fainter this time, broken off into two distinct parts, as if suddenly split apart.
As if a creature was nearly dead.
He ran fast over the flat meadow where his cabin stood. He ran into the pine forest that surrounded the high meadow, slowing because of the undergrowth, praying he was going in the right direction, but uncertain even as he ran.
He heard his own hard breathing and stopped. Little sun could cut through the dense trees. Now that it was late afternoon, it was nearly dark here deep in the forest, where there were suddenly no sounds at all. Nothing. He calmed his breathing and listened. Still nothing. He heard a slithering sound. He whipped around to see a small prairie rattlesnake winding its way under a moss-covered rock. The snake was higher up than it should be.
He waited silent as the trees on all sides of him. He felt a cramp in his right bicep. Slowly he lowered the ax to the ground.
Suddenly he heard it again, off to his left, not too far away, muffled and faint, a sound that was almost like an echo of itself, a memory of what it had been.
He moved slowly now, eyes straight ahead, his stride long. He came to a small clearing. The afternoon sun was still bright overhead. There was rich high grass waving in the breeze. Blue columbine, the Colorado state flower, was blooming wildly, soft and delicate, already welcoming spring. It was a beautiful spot, one he hadn’t yet found on his daily treks.
He waited now, his face upturned to the slanting sun, listening. There was a squirrel running up a tree, a distinct sound, one he’d learned very quickly to identify. The squirrel scampered out on a narrow branch, making it wave up and down, its leaves rustling with the weight and movement.

Then there wasn’t anything at all, just silence.
He knew the sun wouldn’t be shining on him much longer; shadows were already lengthening, swallowing the light. Soon it would be as dark as Susan’s hair in the forest. No, he wouldn’t think about Susan. Actually it had been a very long time since he’d thought about Susan. It was time to go home, back to his cabin where he’d laid wood for a fire that morning, still waiting for a single match. He’d gotten good at building fires both in the fireplace and in the woodstove. He’d slice up some fresh tomatoes and shred some iceberg lettuce he’d bought two days before at Clement’s. He’d heat up some vegetable soup. He stepped back into the thick pine forest.
But what had he heard?
It was darker now than it had been just two minutes before. He had to walk carefully. His sleeve caught on a pine branch. He stopped to untangle himself. He had to lay down the ax.
It was then he saw the flash of light yellow off to his right. For a moment, he just stared at that light yellow. It didn’t move and neither did he.
He quickly picked up his ax. He walked toward that light yellow patch, pausing every few seconds, his eyes straining to make out what it was.
It was a lump of something.
He saw from three feet away that it was a child, unmoving, lying on her stomach, her dark brown hair in tangles down her back, hiding her face.
He fell on his knees beside her, afraid for an instant to touch her. Then he lightly put his hand to her shoulder. He shook her lightly. She didn’t move. The pulse in her throat was slow but steady. Thank God she was unconscious, not dead. He felt each of her arms, then her legs. Nothing was broken. But she could be injured internally. If she was, there was nothing he could do about it. He carefully turned her over.

There were two long scratches on her cheek, the blood dried and smeared. Again, he placed his finger against the pulse in her neck. Still slow, still steady.
He picked her up as carefully as he could, and grabbed his ax. He curved her in against him to protect her from the low pine branches and underbrush. She was small, probably not older than five or six. He realized then she wasn’t wearing a jacket, only the thin yellow T-shirt and dirty yellow jeans. There were white sneakers on her feet, one of the laces unfastened and dangling. No socks, no gloves, no jacket, no cap. What was she doing out here alone? What had happened to her?
He stopped. He could have sworn that he heard the sound of a heavy foot snapping through leaves and small branches. No, he was imagining things. He pulled her closer and quickened his step, the sound of that crunching step hovering just behind him.
It was heavy dusk by the time he walked through the door of his cabin. He laid the little girl on the sofa and covered her with an afghan, an old red-and-blue-checked wool square that was probably older than he was, and very warm. He lit the lamps throughout the cabin.
He turned to look at the front door. He frowned at it, then walked to the door, locked it, and turned the dead bolt. His hand paused as he lifted the chain. Better to be certain. He secured it. Then he lit the fire in the fireplace. Within ten minutes the single large room was warm.
The child was still unconscious. He lightly patted her cheeks, and sat back, waiting.
His day certainly wasn’t ending as it had begun. “Who are you?” he said to the child. Her face was turned away from him. The scratches were bright and ugly in the lamplight.
He fetched a bowl of tepid water that had been sitting on the woodstove all afternoon, a clean pair of white gym socks, and a bar of soap. He washed her face, as carefully as he could with a gym sock pulled over his hand, blotting the blood off the long scratches.

He brought one of his soft white undershirts that was warm and soft after years of laundering, and began to strip her. He had to examine her as best he could. He was shocked, then furious, at what he saw.
She was covered with bruises and welts, some of them crusted with dried blood. Blood was smeared between her legs. Oh, God. He closed his eyes a moment.
He bathed her thoroughly, examining her as well as he could, but he didn’t see any signs of wounds or cuts, just abrasions and deep bruises. He turned her onto her stomach. Long thin welts scored her child’s flesh, from her shoulders to her ankles, welts that didn’t overlap, as if made by a careless enraged hand, but that had been carefully placed by someone who wanted to mark every inch of the child, to obtain a certain result, a certain effect. She was thin and as white as the clean undershirt he pulled over her head. The undershirt came to her ankles. He smoothed the covers back over her, and spread out her hair about her head on the pillow with his fingers, gentle as he could be, easing out the worst of the tangles. It was just as well that she wasn’t awake while he’d taken care of her. He sat back, staring at the silent child.
He realized he was shaking with fury. What monster had done this to a child? He knew, from firsthand experience, that there were many monsters out there, but to come face-to-face with this made him want to puke and kill at the same time.
He willed her to wake up. She didn’t move. He considered whether to take her to the hospital now. He had no phone so he couldn’t call. He’d even left his cell phone at home. It was late. He didn’t know where the hospital was, how far. And he didn’t know who had done this to her, who’d abused and beaten her, or where they were. No, tomorrow he’d take her, and he’d stay with her. He wouldn’t leave her alone. Tomorrow, he’d drive with her to the sheriff. There had to be a sheriff in Dillinger. Tonight he’d take care of her himself. If she awoke, if she was hurting, then he’d take her to the hospital, no matter what the hour. But not now.
Had she saved herself, escaped somehow, and run into the forest? Had she tripped on a root or a rock and struck her head? Or had the monster who’d hurt her dumped her, leaving her to die in the forest? He leaned over her and gently ran his fingers over her head. He couldn’t feel any lumps. The pulse in her throat was still slow and steady.
If she had escaped the man who’d done this to her, that meant he was still out there looking for her. Of course he’d known this in his gut when he’d brought her into the cabin and that was why he’d locked the door. He checked his Browning Savage 99 lever action rifle. It was already chambered with a .243 Win. On the table by the sofa was his Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum revolver. He loved that gun, had since his father had given it to him on his fourteenth birthday and taught him how to use it. It was called the Black Magic because of its black finish on stainless steel. He liked to shoot it, but he’d never used it on a person.
He picked it up. It was fully loaded, as always. He looked toward the door, the revolver in his hand, gauging the distance there.
What man had done this?
He fixed himself a salad and ate it, never taking his eyes off the child. Then he heated the soup. It smelled very good. He waved a spoonful beneath her nose. “Come on now, wouldn’t you like to have a taste? Campbell’s is good stuff and it’s hot, right off an old-fashioned woodstove. It takes a while to heat anything, but it does work. Come on now, sweetheart, wake up.”
Her mouth moved. He got a smaller spoon, dipped it into the soup, and lightly pressed it against her bottom lip. To his surprise and relief, her mouth opened. He dribbled in the soup. She swallowed, and he gave her more.
She ate nearly half a bowl. Only then did she open her eyes. She looked confused. Slowly, she turned her face toward him, and stared up at him. He smiled and said, “Hello, don’t be afraid. My name’s Ramsey. I found you. You’re safe now.”
She opened her mouth and there came the strange noise he’d heard, a soft mewling that sounded of bone-deep fright and helplessness.
“It’s all right. No one will hurt you. You’re safe now with me.”
Her mouth opened but no sound came out this time. Her arms came out from under the afghan and she flailed at him, the only sound her small mouth made was that awful mewling that made him want to pull this little scrap of humanity against him and protect her.
He quickly set down the spilled soup and grabbed her wrists. Her eyes fluttered closed, but not before he saw the flash of pain. He released her wrists. Both wrists were raw. She’d been tied up. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m really sorry. Don’t fight me, please. I won’t hurt you.”
She huddled into a small ball and turned her back to him, her arms over her head, and didn’t move.
He sat there wondering what he should do. She was terrified. Of him. He couldn’t blame her.
Why didn’t she scream at him? She’d just made those strange sounds. Was she mute?
He said very quietly, hoping she could hear him, “Your wrists and ankles are in bad shape. Can I bandage them for you? They’ll feel better.”
Had she heard him? She still didn’t move. He pulled an old undershirt from beneath the pile of clothes he’d brought and ripped it into strips. He felt every scrap of fear in her as he washed her wrists and ankles really well, smeared on some Neosporin, then wrapped the soft material around them, knotting them off. There, he’d done everything he could. He stood slowly, knowing now he shouldn’t make any abrupt moves, and stared down at her. She was still in a tight little ball, her hands, now freed of him, tucked inside the covers.
She’d eaten a good bit of the soup. She wouldn’t starve. She was warm. She was clean. He’d smoothed antibiotic cream on the worst of the scratches and cuts. He looked toward the front door, then the front windows. He pulled down the shades and closed the curtains. Now no one could see in. He slid the bolts home on the windows. To get in, someone would have to shatter them. He walked to the back door in the kitchen and flipped the dead bolt. The door didn’t have a chain. He pulled one of the kitchen chairs over and shoved it beneath the doorknob. Someone could shove the door open, but the chair feet would screech on the floor and certainly wake him up.
He looked at her one last time. “If you awaken, just call me. My name’s Ramsey. I’ll be here with you. You’re safe now. All right? If you have to use the bathroom, it’s just beyond the kitchen, behind you. It’s clean. I just washed up in there yesterday.”
The covers moved just a little bit. Good, she’d heard him. But she didn’t make a sound, not even that gut-wrenching mewling noise.
His bed was on the far side of the single room. He remained fully clothed. He put both the rifle and his Smith & Wesson on the small table by the bed, right next to the reading lamp. He carefully marked the page of the thriller he was reading and set it on the floor.
He left the single lamp lit. If she awoke during the night, he didn’t want her to be terrified in the dark.
He didn’t sleep for a long time. When he did finally, he dreamed there was a man’s face staring in through the window at the little girl. He awoke and walked to the window, stumbling with fear and panic, but there wasn’t any face staring in. The curtains were tightly drawn. He couldn’t help it, he pulled the curtains open. He looked into the darkness and saw instead the contorted face of someone else, the woman who’d screamed at him that she would kill him.
He awoke at dawn at the sound of that ghastly mewling.
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THE CHILD’S FACE was leached of color, he could tell that even in the early-morning light that was mixed with the stark overlay of lamplight. Her eyes were wide open, staring up at him, her fear so palpable he could feel it crawling inside his skin.
“No,” he said very slowly, not moving. “It’s all right. It’s me. Ramsey. I’m here to take care of you. I won’t hurt you. Did you have a nightmare?”
She didn’t move, just lay there, staring up at him. Then, very slowly, she shook her head. He saw her arms move beneath the covers, saw her small hands come up over the top. The small hands were clenched. The bandages on her thin wrists looked obscene.
“Don’t be afraid. Please.”
He turned the lamp off. It was getting lighter quickly. Her eyes were light blue, large in her thin face, her pupils dilated. She had a thin straight nose, dark lashes and eyebrows, a rounded chin, and two dimples. She was a pretty little girl, and she’d be beautiful when she smiled and those dimples deepened. “Are you in any pain?”
She shook her head.

He felt profound relief. “Can you tell me your name?”
She just stared at him, all frozen and tense, as if she were just waiting for her chance to run, to escape him.
“Would you like to go to the bathroom?”
He saw it in her eyes and smiled. Her kidneys were working. Everything seemed to be working fine except she couldn’t speak. He started to touch her, to help her up, but didn’t. He kept his voice low, utterly matter-of-fact. “The bathroom is on the other side of the kitchen. The kitchen’s just behind you. Do you need any help?”
Slowly, she shook her head. He waited. She didn’t move. Then he realized she didn’t want to get up with him watching her.
He smiled and said, “I’m going to make some coffee. I’ll see what I have that a little kid would like to eat, all right?”
Since he knew she wasn’t going to answer, he just nodded and left her.
He didn’t hear anything until the bathroom door shut. He heard the lock click into place.
He shook some Cheerios into one of the bright blue painted bowls and set the skimmed milk beside it. At least it wouldn’t clog her arteries. He went to his store of fresh fruit. There were only two peaches left. He’d bought a half dozen, but eaten all the rest. He sliced one on the cereal.
He waited. He’d heard the toilet flush, then nothing more. Had something happened?
He waited some more. He didn’t want to terrify her by knocking on the door. But finally too much time had passed. He lightly tapped his knuckles against the pine bathroom door. “Sweetheart? You all right?”
He heard nothing at all. He frowned at the locked door. Well, he’d been stupid. She probably believed she was safe from him now. She’d probably never come out willingly.
He poured himself a large mug of black coffee and sat down beside the bathroom door, his long legs stretched out nearly reaching the opposite wall. His black boots were scuffed and comfortable as old slippers. He crossed his ankles.
He began to talk. “I’d sure like to know your name. ‘Sweetheart’ is all right, but it’s not the same as a real name. I know you can’t talk. That’s no problem now that I understand. I could give you a pencil and a piece of paper and you could write your name down for me. That sounds good, doesn’t it?”
Not a whisper of sound.
He drank his coffee, rolled his shoulders, then relaxed against the wall, and said, “I’ll bet you’ve got a mom who’s really worried about you. I can’t help you until you come out and write down your name and where you’re from. Then I can call your mother.”
He heard that soft mewling again. He took another drink of coffee. “Yeah, I bet your mom is really worried about you. Wait a minute. You’re too young to know how to write, aren’t you? Maybe you’re not. I don’t know. I don’t have any kids.”
Not a sound.
“Well, so much for that. Okay. Come on out now and have some breakfast. I have Cheerios and a sliced peach. All I bought was skimmed milk, but you can’t tell any difference by the taste. You just don’t want to look at it. It’s all runny and thin. The peach is really good, sweet as anything. I ate four of them since I bought them two days ago. You’re getting the second to the last one. I’ll make you some toast too, if you’d like. I’ve got some strawberry jam. Come on out. I’ll bet you’re getting hungry.
“Listen, I’m not going to hurt you. I didn’t hurt you yesterday, did I? Or last night? No, and I didn’t hurt you this morning. You can trust me. I was a Boy Scout when I was young, a real good one. That person who hurt you, he won’t come anywhere near here. If he does, I’ll shoot him. Then I’ll beat the crap out of him. Well, I didn’t mean to say that exactly, but you know, I’m not around kids very often. I’ve got three nieces and two nephews I see at least once a year and I like them. They’re my brothers’ kids. I taught the girls how to play football last Christmas. Do you like football?”
No sound.
He remembered his sister-in-law Elaine cheering when Ellen had caught a ten-yard pass in the makeshift end zone. “I’ll try to be careful with my language. But you can count on this. If that monster comes anywhere close, I’ll make him real sorry for hurting you. I promise.
“Please come out. The sunrise is beautiful. Would you like to see it? There are lots of pinks and soft grays and even some oranges. It’s going to happen pretty quick now.”
The lock clicked open. The door slowly opened. She stood there wearing his undershirt that came to her small feet and was nearly falling off her shoulders.
“Hi,” he said easily, not moving a muscle. “You want some cereal now?”
She nodded.
“Can you help me up?” He held out his hand to her.
He saw the fear, the wild panic in her eyes. She looked at his hand as if it were a snake about to bite her. She scooted around him and ran into the kitchen. Okay, it was too soon for her to begin to trust him. “The milk’s on the counter,” he called out. “Can you reach it?”
He walked very slowly back into the kitchen. She was sitting in the corner, pressed against the wall, the bowl of cereal hugged to her chest. Her face was very nearly into that bowl, her dark brown hair in thick tangles, hiding her face.
He said nothing, just poured himself some more coffee, slid two slices of wheat bread into the long-handled metal toaster, and held it over the woodstove. It only took about two minutes to brown the toast on each side. He sat down in one of the two kitchen chairs, straddling the back. The other one was still shoved beneath the back doorknob.
It came to him quite clearly at that moment that he wasn’t about to give her over to strangers. She was his responsibility and he willingly shouldered it. No, he couldn’t begin to imagine what they’d do to her in a hospital: doctors, nurses, lab people, all of them poking around, terrifying her, shrinks showing her dolls and asking what the man had done to her, male doctors not understanding, treating her as if she were like any other little girl, when she wasn’t. No, none of that, not now. And then the sheriff would get involved. Well, he would speak to the sheriff, but not just yet. Let her ease a bit more. Let her come to trust him, just a little.
“Would you like a slice of toast? I’ve learned how to work this toast holder really well. I haven’t burned any bread now for nearly a week.”
The small head shook back and forth.
“Okay, I’ll eat both slices. If you change your mind, I’ve got some really good strawberry jam, made right down there in Dillinger by a Mrs. Harper. She’s been here for all of her sixty-four years.
“I’ve been here for nearly two weeks now. I come from San Francisco. This cabin was built by the grandfather of a friend of mine. He loaned it to me. I’ve never been here before. It’s a beautiful place. Maybe later you can tell me where you come from. I wanted to be alone, to be completely away from everything and everyone, to be isolated, you know what I mean? No, I don’t guess you’d have any idea, would you?
“Who said that life is too much with us? Maybe I did and just forgot. So much stuff can happen to you when you’re grown-up, but then you’re supposed to be able to handle it. But you’re just a little kid. Nothing bad should have happened to you. I’ll fix things if I can.
“But you know,” he continued slowly, eyeing the strips of undershirt on her wrists and ankles, thinking of that small battered body, knowing she’d been raped, “I think we should see a doctor, maybe in a couple of days, then we should see the sheriff. I hope Dillinger has a sheriff.”
The mewling sounds began. She laid the empty cereal bowl on the floor beside him and raised her face. She began shaking her head, back and forth, back and forth, the mewling sounds coming from the back of her throat, raw and ugly.
He felt goose bumps rise on his arms. “You don’t want to see a doctor?”
She pressed hard against the wall, her legs up, the undershirt wrapped around her like a white tent, her head tucked in, and she was rocking.
“Okay, we won’t go anywhere at all. We’ll stay right here all safe and snug. I’ve got lots of food. Did I tell you that I went into Dillinger just two days ago? I got stuff even a kid would like. I’ve got hot dogs and some of those old-fashioned buns that don’t taste like anything, French’s mustard, and some baked beans. I cut up onions in the beans, add mustard and some catsup, then put it in a pot on the stove for about twenty minutes. That sounds good, doesn’t it?”
She stopped rocking.
Slowly, she turned her face toward him. She pushed back her hair.
“You like hot dogs?”
She nodded.
“Good. I do too. I bought some of those old-fashioned potato chips. The real greasy kind that makes your hands all oily. Do you like potato chips?”
She nodded again. She eased, just a little bit.
The kid liked food. It was a start. “Did you mind the skimmed milk?”
She shook her head.
What now? “Do you mind if I eat my toast? It’s getting cold.” He didn’t wait for her to nod again, just smiled at her and began to butter his toast. When he’d slathered strawberry jam on one slice, he held it out to her. “You want to try this?”
She stared at that piece of toast with a glob of jam about ready to fall over the edge. “Let me put it on a napkin.” Thank heaven he’d bought napkins.

He handed it to her. She took three fast bites, hardly chewing, then sighed and ate more slowly. She licked strawberry jam off her lower lip. For the first time she looked happy.
“Has it been a long time since you’ve eaten?”
She was chewing slowly on a bite of toast. She seemed to think about it. Then she nodded slowly.
“I see I’ve got to ask you only yes or no questions. Do you feel better this morning?”
Fear washed all the color from her face.
She was looking at her bandaged wrist holding the half slice of toast.
“I’ll put some more medicated cream on your wrists and ankles after you finish your toast.” He said nothing more, just ate his own toast. What about the rest of her body? He knew he should examine her again but he didn’t want to, not with her awake and terrified.
When they’d both finished, he rose and said as he walked away from her into the living area, “Would you like to have a bath? I can heat some water over the stove and pour it into the tub. I’ve got a couple of really big pans just for that purpose.” He knew without looking at her that she was probably shaking her head, pressed against the kitchen wall. “You’re a big girl. You can bathe yourself, right?” He turned, smiling toward her.
Slowly, she rose. She nodded.
“I’ve got some shampoo in the bathroom. Can you wash your own hair? Good. Then I can put more cream on your wrists and ankles. There are a couple of other spots that need some medicated cream too. Now we’ve got a clothing problem. Tell you what. When you’re through, just put the undershirt back on. I’ll see what I can scrounge up for you.”
He’d gotten so used to silence over the past two weeks that hearing himself talk on and on felt strange. He felt the echo of his own voice inside himself.
After he’d heated enough hot water and poured it into the tub, he heated more for her to rinse her hair and set the pots beside the tub. While she was in the bathroom, he sat down at the old Olivetti typewriter that had belonged to his mom. It felt comfortable hammering away at those dinosaur keys. He put on his glasses and began reading what he’d written the day before.
He didn’t know how long he read. But suddenly he looked up to see her standing there beside his desk, making no noise, just standing there, her hair wet and tangled around her face, her wrists and ankles raw and ugly, her face shiny and clean, wearing his undershirt.
“Hi,” he said, taking off his glasses. “I’m sorry I didn’t hear you come out. When I work I tend to forget where I am. Why don’t you come over and sit on the couch.”
He took his own comb, washed it first, then spent the next ten minutes combing the tangles out of her hair. Then he put more medicated cream on her wrists and ankles and bandaged them again. He knew he had to check her over but he couldn’t see himself pulling off that undershirt. No, he’d have to be more devious. He rose. “Now, clothes for you.”
He wasn’t about to put her back into what she was wearing when he’d found her. He could only begin to imagine what sorts of memories those clothes would bring her.
“You’re going to be a Ralph Lauren Polo girl. What do you think?” It was a long-sleeved soft wool pullover sweater. At least it would keep her warm. No underwear, no pants, no shoes.
He handed her the sweater. “Why don’t you change in the bathroom?”
She left him. This time she came back in five minutes. He was gaining ground. The sweater came to her ankles, the sleeves flopping a foot beyond her hands. He rolled the sleeves up to her elbows. She looked ridiculous and endearing.
What was one to do with a little kid?
“Do you know the capital of Colorado?”
She nodded. He pulled out a map then realized he didn’t know if she could read. Well, it didn’t matter. She pointed to Denver. It had a red star beside it. So she lived in Colorado.
“That’s really good. I don’t think my nieces and nephews know the capital of any state, even Pennsylvania, where they live. Do you know where we are?”
Fear, cold, frozen fear.
He said easily, “We’re in the Rockies, about a two-hour drive southwest of Denver. There aren’t any ski resorts close by, so it’s pretty empty. Still, it’s a really pretty place. Do you watch Star Trek?”
She nodded, some color coming back into her face.
“I’m told the local folks call the mountain peaks opposite us the Ferengi Range.”
She opened her mouth and rubbed her fingers over her teeth.
He laughed. “That’s it. All the peaks are jagged and crooked and spaced funny. Ferengi teeth.”
The sleeves of his shirt were dragging on the floor again. He leaned forward to roll them up. She made that deep mewling sound and ran over to the wall by the fireplace. She curled up just as she had in the kitchen.
He’d scared her. Slowly, he got up and walked to the sofa. He sat down. “I’m sorry I scared you. All I wanted to do was roll up your sleeves. Your arms aren’t quite as long as mine yet. I should have told you what I intended. Can I roll up your sleeves? I think there are some safety pins in the kitchen drawer. If I can pin them up, you won’t have to worry about them.”
She got up and started to walk to him. One step, and she paused. Another step. Another pause, studying him, weighing if she could trust him, wondering if he wouldn’t turn on her. Finally she was beside him. She looked up at his face. He smiled and slowly lifted his hand. He rolled up the sleeves. Then he said, “I can try to braid your hair. It won’t be great but at least you won’t have your hair in your face.”
The braid wasn’t all that bad. He fastened the end with a rubber band that had come around the bag of peaches.

“The sun’s really bright. It’s not too cold out. If I bundle you up, would you like to go outside?”
He should have known. She was gone in a flash, into the kitchen. He knew she was against the damned wall. At least she didn’t lock herself in the bathroom.
What to do?
Whatever he did with her, he had to do it slowly, really slowly.
Thank God there were some old magazines in the cabin. He said, “Would you like to look at the photos? If you like, we could look at them together and I could read to you what they say about the photos.”
Finally, she nodded slowly. “First let me get those safety pins and fasten your arms up.”
Then she followed him into the living area. It was tough because she didn’t want to get anywhere close to him. The magazine ended up between them on the sofa. At least he got her to wrap the afghan around her.
He looked over at her and said, “Socks.”
She blinked and cocked her head to one side.
“I was worried about you walking around in your bare feet. Do you want to try some of my socks? They’ll look funny and come up to your neck. Maybe you could practice to be a clown. You could wear my socks and see if I laugh. What do you say?”
The socks were a big hit. She didn’t try to be funny, but she did give one tiny smile when she pulled them over her knees.
It took them nearly an hour to get through a People magazine from the previous October. He didn’t think he ever wanted to see a picture of Cindy Crawford again. She was on every other page. He looked up after reading about a movie star’s painful reunion with her long-lost brother. She was asleep, her cheek on her hands, resting on the arm of the sofa. He smoothed the afghan around her and went back to his typewriter.
He nearly knocked his glasses off he roared up out of his chair so quickly. That horrible low mewling sound was louder this time. She was having a nightmare, twisting inside the afghan, her small face flushed, strained with fear. He had to touch her, no choice.
He shook her shoulder. “Wake up, sweetheart. Come on, wake up.”
She opened her eyes. She was crying.
“Oh no.” He didn’t think, just sat down and pulled her onto his lap. “I’m so sorry, baby. It’s all right now.” He held her close, gently pressing her head against his chest, pulling the afghan around her to keep her warm. One of his socks was dangling off her left foot. He pulled it back up and tucked her in tighter against him.
“It’s all right now. I won’t let anyone hurt you. I swear it to you. No one will ever hurt you again.”
He realized that she was frozen against him. He’d terrified her but good. But he didn’t let her go. If ever she needed another person, it was now, and he was the only one available. He kept whispering to her, telling her over and over that she was safe, that he’d never let anyone hurt her again. He spoke on and on until he finally felt her begin to loosen. Finally, he heard her give a huge sigh, then, miracles of miracles, she was asleep again.
It was early afternoon. He was getting hungry, but it could wait. He wasn’t about to disturb her. She was nestled against him, her head nearly in his armpit. He rearranged her just a bit, then picked up his book. She whimpered in her sleep. He pulled her closer. She smelled sweet, that unique child sweet. His eyes feral, he said low toward the window, “You come anywhere close, you bastard, and I’ll blow your head off.”
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THE MORNING RAIN slammed against the cabin windows, driven hard by a gusting westerly wind. Ramsey sat beside her on the sofa, one of the many novels he’d brought with him to the cabin in his hand, reading quietly to her as he’d done for the past three days. She was getting more at ease with him, not jerking away from him anymore if he happened to startle her.
The two of them were sitting on the sofa, a good foot between them, his voice quiet and deep as he read to her. He said, “Mr. Phipps didn’t know what he was going to do. He could go back to his wife and deal with her, or he could give up and leave her to all the men who wanted her, all the rich men who would give her what she wanted. But then, he’d never given up in his life.” He paused. What was coming, he saw in a quick scan, wouldn’t be good for a child. No, thinking about killing his wife wouldn’t be cool for her to hear. He should never have begun this one. He cleared his throat.
The words blurred as he said quietly, pretending still to read, “But he realized that he had another choice. His little girl was waiting at home for him. He loved her more than he loved himself, and that was saying something. In fact, he loved his little girl more than he’d loved anything or anyone in his life.”
She was sitting very quietly beside him. That foot was still between them. He had no idea whether or not she was listening to him. At least she was warm. She was wearing one of his undershirts, a gray one with a V-neck, a cardigan sweater over it that nearly touched the floor, and the afghan pulled to her chin against the chill of the incessant rain and wind. He was getting better at braiding her hair. If she weren’t so very silent, perhaps with a small smile on her face, you could take her for any kid, sitting next to her dad, while he read her a story.
But she wasn’t like any kid. Slowly, he looked back down at the book. He said with a feeling that was suddenly crystal clear and true inside him, “He wanted his little girl to know that she would always be safe with him. He would protect her and love her for as long as he lived. She was sweet and gentle and he knew she loved him. But she was scared and he understood that. She’d been through so much, too much for a little girl to have to bear. But she’d come through it. She was the bravest little girl he’d ever known. Yes, she’d survived it, and now she would be with him.
“He thought of the little mountain cabin in the Rockies with its meadow of brightly blooming columbine and Indian paintbrush. He knew she’d like it there. She’d be free and he’d hear her laugh again. It had been a long time since he’d heard her laugh. He walked into the house, saw her standing there by the kitchen door, holding a small stuffed monkey. She smiled at him and held out her arms.”
He turned to her and very slowly, very lightly, touched his fingertips to her ear. “Do you have a stuffed animal?”
She didn’t look at him, just kept staring straight ahead out the cabin windows, at the gray rain he wondered would ever stop. Then she nodded.
“Is it a monkey?”
She shook her head.

“A dog?”
She turned to him then and tears pooled in her eyes. She nodded.
“It’s all right. Hey, he’s not stuffed, is he? He’s a real dog? I promise, you’ll be back soon enough with your dog. What kind is he?”
This time she reached over for the pen and paper he’d set on the table by the sofa the previous evening. This was the first time she’d paid any attention to it. He felt a leap of hope. She drew a dog with lots of spots on it.
“A Dalmatian?”
She nodded, then she smiled, a very small smile, but that’s what it was, a smile. She tugged at his sleeve. She actually touched him.
“You want the story to go on?”
She nodded. She moved just a little bit closer to him and snuggled down into the afghan. He said, “Funny thing, she wanted a dog, but she loved her stuffed monkey more than anything. His name was Geek. He had very long arms and a silly brown hairy face. She took him everywhere with her. One day when she and her daddy were walking across their meadow in the mountains, they heard this loud sound. It was a milk delivery truck. ‘Why did it come up here on our mountain?’ the little girl asked her papa.
“ ‘He’s bringing us our weekly milk supply,’ her father said. Sure enough there was milk in the truck, but what the man had really brought was a litter of puppies, all of them pure white. Soon the six puppies were yapping at each other and chasing each other around the meadow, hiding in among the flowers, rolling over on their backs, all in all having a wonderful time.
“But Geek wasn’t happy. He sat on the porch, his long arms at his side, watching the puppies steal the little girl’s attention. He heard her laugh and saw her play with the puppies, saw them climbing all over her, licking her face, whining when she didn’t scratch their tummies quickly enough. His monkey head dropped to his legs. He was very unhappy.

“Then suddenly she came back to where he was sitting on the porch. She picked him up and gave him a big kiss on his hairy face. ‘Come and play with the babies, Geek,’ she said to him. ‘Daddy said they have to go back to their own home soon. The milkman just brought them here so we could play with them.’
“When Geek thought about it later, he realized that he’d liked the puppies, once he’d gotten used to them. They were sort of cute. Now that he thought about it, just maybe he could find a puppy and bring it to the little girl. He went to sleep snuggled up next to her, and he dreamed about a little white puppy that would have black spots appear on it when it was older.”
Ramsey made a big production of closing the novel. “There, what do you think of Geek the monkey?”
She picked up the pen and paper. She labored over it a moment, then sat back. He looked down to see a stick figure little girl holding what must be Geek. She was hugging him tightly and she was smiling.
“That’s great,” he said. Was she sitting right next to him? Hot damn, she was.
It was he who fell asleep, his head flopped back against the sofa. When he awoke several hours later, she was snuggled against him, her head on his chest, boneless as children are when they are utterly relaxed. He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. She smelled like his shampoo mixed with little kid. He liked it. He eased her off him, covered her well, and went to the kitchen. He made himself some coffee, sat down at the kitchen table, and listened to the rain pelt against the cabin roof.
She’d been with him nearly four days now. There’d been no sign of anybody near the cabin. He’d rather wanted the man who’d abused her to show up. He’d like to have the chance to kill him himself. Where was that bastard? Probably long gone. How much longer should he keep her with him, hidden away from the outside world? At least he didn’t have to worry about her health. The second day he’d given her a third of one of his sleeping pills. When she was deeply asleep, he’d examined her again, checked all the bruises and welts, applied more antibiotic cream, then covered her again. She was healing nicely. She’d never stirred, thank God.
He wondered if she really had a Dalmatian. He realized, too, that he’d put himself in the place of her real father. Well, too bad. As long as she was with him, she was his. But what about her parents? Had they been there when she’d been taken? Maybe they were responsible, maybe they’d allowed it to happen? What were they like? No, it didn’t matter, at least not yet. But, of course, it did matter.
He felt good. This was the first time she’d actually gotten close to him. It had taken his falling asleep for her to get closer, but it was a start, a definite start.
He smiled toward the stove, got up, and opened a can of chicken noodle soup. She liked the soup with toasted cheese sandwiches.
 
THAT evening after they’d roasted the last two hot dogs, eaten the rest of the baked beans and he’d managed to make some strawberry Jell-O that wasn’t rubbery at the bottom, he said to her, “Why don’t I say some girl names. If I happen to hit your name, you can nod three times or pull on my arm, or kick me in my shin. Okay?”
She didn’t move. Her expression didn’t change. Her lack of enthusiasm didn’t bode well.
“Okay, let’s give it a shot. How about Jennifer? That’s a really pretty name. Is it yours?”
She didn’t move.
“How about Lindsey?”
Nothing.
“Morgan?”
She turned her back on him. That made her feelings clear enough. She didn’t want to play a name game. But why?
“Draw me a picture of your mommy.”

She turned back in an instant. Her fingers fluttered over the blank sheet of paper. She didn’t look at him, just stared at that paper. Then she began to draw. It was a stick figure wearing a skirt, sneakers, and a head of curly hair. The figure was holding what looked like a box with a knob in the front of it.
He said then, “That’s just excellent. Is her hair dark brown like yours?”
She shook her head.
“Red?”
She smiled hugely and nodded. Then she drew more curly hair around the stick woman’s head.
“I guessed red because it’s my favorite color. She’s got really curly hair? Is it long?”
She shrugged her shoulders.
“Okay, it’s medium. Is she holding a box?”
She shook her head. She pointed to people on the cover of a magazine on the coffee table. Then clicked her index finger again and again to her thumb.
“Ah,” he said. “That’s a camera. She’s a photographer?”
She nodded, again pointing to the pictures.
“And she photographs people?”
She nodded happily. Then, suddenly, her face fell. She was thinking about her mother, missing her, wondering where she was, and there was not a thing he could do about it. He said, “Now draw me a picture of your daddy.”
She clutched the pen the way one would a dagger. Then she made that horrible mewling sound in her throat.
“It’s all right, sweetheart. I’m here. You’re safe.”
Then, somewhat to his surprise, she began to draw a man stick figure and he was playing a guitar and his mouth was open. Her father was a singer? Then she pressed down so hard the pencil tip broke. So could her father have been the one who’d left her vulnerable? Abused her? No, certainly a father wouldn’t do that to his own kid. Yeah, right. With everything he knew about life, everything he’d watched and dealt with, he knew, of course, it was very possible. He wanted to ask her questions about her dad, but seeing her reaction, he let it wait.
She wadded up the paper. She slowly pulled away from him and drew up into a ball, pressed against the back of the sofa.
It would take time, he knew. Time. But how much should he take?
 
“I’M not going to leave you here in the Jeep. It’s just not safe. You’re going to come with me. Here, hold my hand. Can you do that?” He paused just a moment, and lightly touched her cheek with his fingertips. “It’s all right, sweetheart, I know you’re worried about this, but it’ll be all right. No one’s going to hurt you. You’ve got me now and I’m big and strong. I know karate. I’m good at it. Sort of like Chuck Norris. You ever hear of him? He can lay flat more bad guys than Godzilla.”
She made some chopping motions with her hands.
“Yeah, that’s right. I know you don’t want to wear those clothes, but it’ll just be for a little while, just until I can buy you some new things. Then you can change immediately and we’ll throw these out. Better yet, we’ll just leave them here at the store.” He’d washed the yellow jeans and the light yellow shirt in the bathtub along with his own T-shirts and underwear. He’d hated having her put the clothes on, but there was no choice. He couldn’t very well take her into Mr. Peete’s Lucky General Store wearing one of his sweaters or undershirts, and barefoot. He chucked her under the chin. “Now, let’s go. This will be an adventure. Don’t worry. I’ll keep you safe. Think of me as your own Geek the monkey, only much bigger. Can you imagine what Geek would do if someone tried to hurt you? I’m sure you can. Geek and I, we’re the good-guy monkeys. You ready?”
She smiled, a very brief smile, but he knew she didn’t want to leave the Jeep. But he wasn’t about to leave her in here, even with the doors locked. He said, “The faster we get in there the faster we can leave.”

Finally, she nodded. He lifted her out of the Jeep and set her onto the rough sidewalk. He locked the Jeep door and held out his hand to her. Slowly, she took his hand.
“Real good,” he said and lightly squeezed her hand. “Let’s go shop ’til we drop.”
The Lucky General Store wasn’t a Kmart; it wasn’t even close, only about one-twentieth the size. When they walked in the door, she shrank against his leg. He just smiled down at her. “You’re doing great. Now, let’s get you some jeans first, then some shirts. Yeah, it’s this way. You point when you see something you like.” He could feel her trembling against his leg. He picked her up. In moments, she eased.
The pants she was wearing were a five tall. And the shirt was a 4–6. There was a smiling woman in the kids’ section, heavy and pretty, with really white teeth. Ramsey said with a friendly smile, “We need some clothes for my little girl.”
It didn’t take long. Mildred looked her over and started selecting clothes. “His little girl,” as Mildred called her, even pointed to a lime green T-shirt. They ended up with two pairs of jeans, one red, the other plain blue jeans, and four tops, all in bright colors. Her new sneakers were orange. Her socks were green, red, and blue. The lightweight jacket she liked was orange and green patterned. That was a mixed blessing. On the one hand, she’d stand out like a beacon. On the other hand, seeing her go for the vivid colors was positive. He wasn’t about to object.
Mildred smiled really big when she showed off her new clothes. “You look a treat, honey. What’s your name?”
Ramsey said easily, “She doesn’t talk, but she hears everything. She does look pretty, doesn’t she?”
“Orange and green are sure your colors. How old are you, honey?”
She held up six fingers.
“Six years old. Aren’t you a bright girl. And so pretty. Your mama is going to be so pleased.”
She froze. Ramsey said quickly, picking up a bright blue down jacket that looked as though it would fit her, “It might get really cold still. It’s still only the middle of April.”
“You’re right about that. We’ll have at least two more snowstorms before it finally decides to heat up.”
He nodded. “Yes, better not take any chances.” He helped her on with the jacket. He then stepped back and stroked his chin. “You look great in it. You like it? The arms are a bit on the long side, but you’ll grow into it soon enough.”
She was smiling. She fingered the jacket sleeves. She nodded.
“Your family up here for the week?”
“Yes,” he said. “Beautiful country. We’re really enjoying ourselves.”
“I’ve lived here all my life. You can lay a twenty on two more snowstorms. Maybe they’ll hit after you’re gone. You just never know.”
He didn’t know what else to say. They’d been here too long. He wanted to get her back to the cabin. He gave Mildred a big smile, then said, “Wave good-bye to Mildred.”
She nodded to Mildred instead.
He leaned down, saying quietly so Mildred couldn’t hear, “Can I pick you up now?”
To his pleasure, she raised her arms. He tossed a bottle of baby shampoo into the cart on the way to the checkout counter. No one had given them one strange look. Everyone had been open and friendly. No more than ten people had seen them together.
Mr. Peete, the owner, was at the checkout counter. “Goodness, kid, you’ll be the best-dressed little girl in the Ferengi Range. Here, have a Tootsie Pop on the house, since your daddy’s paid our overhead for the week.”
They were out of the store after one hundred and sixty-nine dollars, and thirty-five minutes. He put the packages in the Jeep then said, “Now, I’ve got a surprise for you. See that bookstore? Let’s go.” Again, she let him carry her.

This stop took nearly as long before they got back to the Jeep. He unlocked the door and put her inside. Then he straightened and stopped cold. Someone was looking at him.
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THE HAIR PRICKLED on the back of his neck. He slowly turned but didn’t see anyone who seemed out of place or overly interested in them. There, just in the alley beside the Union 76 gas station, was there a movement? He stared hard, not moving, feeling a light breeze ruffle his hair. There was nothing at all.
Still he didn’t like it. He’d never before ignored his gut. He quickly climbed into the Jeep. She hadn’t noticed anything, thank God. She’d pulled the afghan he’d brought to keep her warm close around her, nearly hiding her face. She looked like she was ready to fall asleep. Was she tired or did she just want to escape her fear in sleep?
He looked toward the sheriff’s office just down Boulder Street. Cops might be looking for her. He knew he couldn’t keep her with him indefinitely. She had parents. At least she had a mother she loved, if her smile was any clue. He’d asked her if her mom was as cute as she was and she’d smiled. Her father? He’d find out eventually. But her mother, at least, had to be worried sick about her. But he couldn’t do it, not quite yet. What the hell had happened? He’d teased over the questions for the past six days, but hadn’t found any answers. He had to do something soon, but watching her small face pinch with fear when he turned her over to strangers wasn’t in him yet. The more time she had with him, hopefully, the stronger she’d be. Actually, it was she herself holding him back.
He looked down at the sleeping child. There was some color in her cheeks. The taut gray look she’d had even in sleep since he’d found her was finally gone. She looked like a normal little girl. He smiled at the bright colors she was wearing. He remembered the previous evening when they’d settled down for him to read to her after dinner. He’d brought up seeing the sheriff again.
This time she hadn’t just shaken her head. She’d grabbed his hand and clung to him. And then shaken her head. He hated that awful empty fear in her eyes.
“All right,” he’d said. “We’ll give it a while longer. But your parents, kiddo, they’ve got to be frantic for you.”
She lowered her head and began to cry.
He wanted to curse, but he didn’t. He hadn’t snarled a nice meaningful curse in four days, at least out loud, in her hearing.
She seemed terrified that if anyone knew where she was, parents included, she would be hurt again. And she just might. How had he gotten her the first time? Had her parents been careless with her? Left her alone in a shopping mall? Or had the kidnapper simply walked into the girl’s yard and taken her?
Maybe he’d go to the sheriff in a couple of days. Almost as soon as he thought it, he was shaking his head. No, she needed more time to trust, to see that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her.
But when she was back with her parents, he wouldn’t see her again. He wouldn’t be able to protect her. They’d failed to protect her before. It could happen again. But the bottom line was, she wasn’t his. He’d saved her, but she wasn’t his. He didn’t know what to do.

He shook his head at himself and speeded up. The Jeep was a workhorse. He loved it. It was a beautiful day, a bit on the cool side, not more than fifty-five degrees, but the sun was bright overhead. There’d been lots of people on the streets. He remembered the feeling of being watched. Had it been real?
He turned at the sound of a low moan. Another nightmare. He leaned over and touched her face. She moved her cheek against his palm, then stilled. He ruffled her hair and cupped her small chin in his palm. She opened her beautiful light blue eyes and blinked up at him. He saw her fear slowly disappear. Her eyes warmed. In that instant he knew he wasn’t going to let anyone else have her until he knew for certain that she’d be safe.
“Yeah, yeah, so I’m a big Jell-O. But you know what? Jell-O isn’t bad. Another thing, not only are you the best-dressed kid in the Ferengi Range, you’re the cutest.”
 
THE next afternoon when he came in from out of doors carrying an armful of logs, she flinched and ducked back behind the sofa.
He stopped immediately. “What’s up? What’s the matter?”
She tried to smile, but it fell away.
“I surprised you?”
She nodded, relieved that he’d explained it as she’d wanted him to. He smiled. “I’ll knock next time. I cut us some more wood for the fireplace and the woodstove. Now, after I get this all set, how about you and I go out into the meadow? I want to show you your surprise. While you were trying on your jeans, I got you something really neat.” It was, he knew, the only way he was going to get her outside. Since they were in town, she’d refused even to step out onto the front porch. It was time to get her into the fresh air.
Still, she hung back, her small face pale, her expression wary.

“It’s really neat,” he said again, not acting all that excited, “your surprise, I mean. You need your blue down jacket. It’s a little cold out there.”
She looked adorable in her stiff new jeans, her orange sneakers as bright as neon lights, red socks, and a bright orange shirt with lime green apples all over it. He was braiding her hair better each time he tried. She looked fresh and sweet and scared. He hated this fear in her, but it had only been a week since he’d found her. Both of them had made strides.
Had the man gotten her easily because she was mute and couldn’t scream for help?
“It’s a really great surprise. Hey, would I lie to you? Nah, put on your jacket. You can take it off when you work up a good sweat.”
She still hesitated. He just set the fire, rose, and waited, leaning his shoulders against the mantel.
Finally, she nodded and ran to fetch her jacket that was hanging next to his. Of course she couldn’t reach it. He got it down for her and helped her into it. It fit her great, except for the too-long sleeves that he rolled up.
“Your surprise is going to have you running around. Soon you’ll want to take it off.”
He led her out into the middle of the meadow and pointed to a dragon-tail kite. He’d spread it out on the ground in all its glory. She just stood there and stared, then smiled, a huge smile that deepened her dimples. It was the first time he’d seen a smile like that.
“You ever fly a kite before?”
Even without her squealing with pleasure, he knew he’d scored big. She was so excited she could barely keep still. He handed her the rod, waited until she picked up the red diamond body, and arranged the long glittery dragon tail out behind. She let out some of the string.
“You’re good at this.”
She smiled and let out some more string.

She knew what she was doing. Who had taught her? Her mother? He yelled, “Okay, let her rip!”
She began running across the flat meadow, feeding out the line. He released the kite when he felt it catch the wind. He shouted, “You’ve got liftoff!” She stopped running, drew back a bit, and turned the rod a bit to the left. The long multicolored tail whirled about in a big circle.
“Great, let’s see you do some more.”
She was a lot better at flying it than he would have been. The kid was really good. He watched her move her hand first this way, then that, then flip her wrist, and the dragon’s tail whipped about and whirled around and around, turning back in on itself, then streaming out again, long and shining in the wind. He didn’t know how she did it, but she turned her wrist back, wiggled it a bit, and that shimmery tail rippled just like a real dragon’s tail.
Whoever had taught her was an expert.
She made no sound at all, but she seemed to be having the time of her life. He stood back and watched her. It was the best twelve-dollar investment he’d ever made.
He ended up sitting on the steps of the cabin, not letting her out of his sight.
Time and his thoughts slowed, leaving only the child who was flying the dragon kite amid the meadow of bright columbine.
Then, suddenly, there was a shot, startling and clear in the silence. The kite dipped and plowed earthward, landing in a bush. She didn’t hesitate for an instant, not even to look around. She started to run back toward him as fast as she could.
He was to her in a moment, grabbed her up on the run, and turned back, carrying her into the cabin. Another shot rang out from behind him just as he slammed the door with his foot. He set her down behind the couch. “Stay here. Don’t move.”
He shoved his pistol into his belt and picked up his rifle. He crouched next to the window, scanning the far forest, searching for something that was different, something that didn’t belong in his world. There came another shot, then another, but he couldn’t hear any bullet impacts.
He heard a man shout and another man answer. They were some distance away, maybe fifty yards from the front of the cabin, just at the edge of the forest. There were no other voices. There were two men, then. He said quietly to her, “Stay behind the sofa, sweetheart. It will be all right. Just stay there. Remember what I told you. I’m big and strong. I’m also mean when I have to be. Nobody will get to hurt you.”
He looked back out the window. To his surprise, two men stumbled out of the thick fir trees, each carrying a rifle. He had the closer one in his sights when he saw they were laughing, leaning into each other, one of the men dragging his rifle. He cursed viciously. The idiots were drunk. Jesus, there was no hunting allowed anywhere near here and here they were shooting and drinking.
The closer man was very tall and thin, he could tell that even though he was wearing thick dark corduroy pants and a heavy dark brown down jacket. He had a plaid hunter’s hat on his head. He was waving toward the cabin, yelling, “Hey! Anybody there? We’re sorry, we didn’t mean anything.” Then he giggled as the other man, short, bowlegged, wearing cowboy boots, said, “Yeah, we thought you was a couple of deer. I told Tommy here that deer didn’t fly kites.”
Ramsey put down his rifle, but held the pistol at his side as he came through the front door out onto the porch.
He was so angry he was shaking. He wanted to bang their heads together, the morons. He yelled at them, “What do you think you’re doing firing guns up here? Didn’t you see my little girl?”
They waved at him. The drunken idiots actually waved, as if he’d invited them up for a beer. The tall guy called out, “Hey, buddy, it was an accident. Who are you? We didn’t think anybody lived up here. We’re sorry, real sorry.”

The bowlegged guy didn’t say a word, just walked along toward him, looking at his rifle or his snakeskin boots, or both.
“You up here a long time?”
When the tall guy asked him the question, Ramsey looked away from the shorter man for just an instant, just long enough for the man to raise the rifle and aim it at him.
Ramsey didn’t think, he fired. He caught the bowlegged guy in his shooting arm just as he felt a numbing cold slam against his left thigh. The tall man had his rifle up in an instant, but Ramsey was faster this time. He got him in the shoulder, a clean hit that knocked him backward, off his feet, to the ground.
Ramsey started toward them, then stumbled. He’d been shot in the leg. He hadn’t realized it. He yelled, “What the hell do you want? Who are you?”
They were both wounded, cursing, one of the rifles on the ground. The tall guy on the ground managed to jump up, and the two of them had turned and were stumbling back toward the forest. Ramsey raised his Smith & Wesson and fired. He saw a chunk of tree bark fly into the air. He fired again. He heard one of the men yell. Good, he’d gotten one of them with two bullets. He couldn’t see them now. They were gone deep into the forest. He wanted to go after them, but he couldn’t. He looked down at his thigh. Blood was seeping through the denim. He realized in that instant that he hurt like hell.
Ramsey quickly turned and ran as fast as he could with his gimp leg to the cabin. One of the men still had his gun. He was still at risk. He was in the open and they were hidden in the trees. He saw an old .22 on the ground where the bowlegged guy had dropped it. It was banged up, not very powerful, thank God, but powerful enough to do the job, accurate as hell from close range.
He made the cabin and looked up in shock to see her standing there on the porch, frozen, staring at him. He grabbed her up, ran inside, slamming the door behind him. He felt a new shock of pain in his left leg. He looked down to see his jeans ripped through the outside of his thigh, the blood oozing through the thick denim to run slowly down his leg. Slowly, he eased her down. She clutched his right leg. She was making those gut-wrenching mewling noises again.
He kept her against his right leg. He didn’t want to get any blood on her, that would be all she needed to freak her out all over again. But she’d overcome her fear to come outside to see if he was okay. “I’m all right, sweetheart. The bad men are gone, at least I hope they are. You’re really brave, you know that? I’m proud of you. You run really fast and that’s good too.
“I didn’t lie to you. We kicked butt, didn’t we? We beat the bad guys. They’re gone.” But for how long? What the hell did they want? Who were they? What did they want?
 
HE was seated on the single chair in the living room. She stood over him when he pulled down his jeans to examine his leg. The bullet had gouged a gash through the outside of his thigh, ripping away skin, a bit of muscle. Not deep, maybe two inches long. It wasn’t bad. He was very lucky.
He poured vodka over the wound. It burned like hell, but she was standing right there, so scared, her face whiter than high mountain snow, and he wasn’t about to yell. He gritted his teeth and kept pouring until he was as certain as he could be that the wound was clean. It probably needed to be stitched, but he couldn’t do that, no way, since he couldn’t sterilize a needle and thread. The last thing he needed was an infection. He pulled the skin tightly together over the gash, then put some sterilized gauze over it. Then he ripped some adhesive tape off with his teeth, stretched the tape tight to hold the edges of skin together beneath the gauze, and pressed it down. Pain hissed out between his gritted teeth. She made a small mewling sound. He saw her lay her hand on his right knee. “It’s all right. It just hurt a little bit, not bad. That was the worst of it, putting that tape over it.” He laid down more tape, making it tighter. He rose slowly, turned slightly away from her, and pulled up his jeans. “Now, sweetheart, let’s get some aspirin down my gullet.” He took four generic aspirin from Clement’s and drank a full glass of orange juice. He laughed and wiped his mouth. “Vitamin C is good stuff, maybe even helpful for a gunshot wound.”
His leg hurt, but that was the least of his problems.
He knew she was watching him, fear leaving her face as pale as new snow. He locked the front door, shot home the dead bolt, and fastened the chain. Maybe later he’d go get that old .22 rifle. He knew the men weren’t coming back. They had no idea he had no ability to contact the outside world. They’d think he’d called in the troops immediately. He doubted they’d hang around. It would be too dangerous for them. Besides, they were both wounded. They’d have to get help. He had bought himself some time.
He looked down at her, standing there, not an inch from him, and he knew he had to deal with this and he had to deal with it now.
“Let’s sit down,” he said, and held out his hand. There were some flecks of blood on the back of his hand. He hoped she wouldn’t see it.
Slowly, she gave him her hand. He sat beside her on the sofa. He carefully moved the bowl of bloody vodka to the far side of the sofa.
“I don’t know who those men were,” he said, looking at her full face, willing her not to be afraid, not to worry so much. “Did you recognize either of them?”
She cocked her head to one side. She was thinking, he knew that look. He wore one remarkably like it on occasion. Finally, she shook her head, but he could tell she wasn’t completely certain. Well, that was good enough for now.
Maybe it hadn’t been just one man who’d taken her. Maybe it had been two men. Maybe it was the men who’d just shown up pretending to be drunk to get him out of the cabin, then shooting. Maybe they’d both stayed masked when they’d had her. That meant they hadn’t planned to kill her. What was their plan then? Keep her a prisoner and play with her until they were tired of her?
It made the blood pound in his temple. They’d been willing to kill him to get her back? But this time they weren’t wearing masks. They wanted her dead now?
That first shot they’d fired hadn’t been at him, had it? He couldn’t remember. He’d think about it later, go over his memories second by second. Still, it was weird. What was going on? How the devil had they found him?
He’d been a fool. He should have left her in the Jeep in town and told her to keep hidden. Well, he’d done it and there was no undoing it now. It was likely they’d seen him with her in Dillinger the day he’d bought her clothes, the day he’d had her with him, holding her hand while walking to the store, carrying her. He felt the aspirin kick in.
About time.
At the end of it, they’d been shooting to kill. He took her hand in his. “We’ve got to be really careful now. Okay? I want you to stay close to me.” As if she’d stray six inches from him, he thought.
She nodded solemnly.
“We’ll get out of this, sweetheart. I promise you that.”
Again, she nodded, her little face so serious, so pale and tight that he wanted to cry.
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THE ASPIRIN HADN’T worked worth a damn. His thigh was throbbing big time. He couldn’t get comfortable and he couldn’t get back to sleep. He knew he had a low-grade fever. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning. He got up finally, listened for her breathing, heard it, and knew she was deeply asleep because he was used to the rhythms of her breathing now. He walked as quietly as he could to the kitchen and sat down at the kitchen table, balancing the flashlight so it shone on his leg. He knew he had to get that tape and gauze off to see if the wound was infected. If it was, he would be in the Jeep on his way to the hospital within five minutes. And that would mean the cops since it was a gunshot wound. No hope for it. And he would have to bring her into it, giving her over to the authorities, relinquishing all his protection of her.
He was wearing loose sweats. He pulled down the pants and looked at his swelled thigh. It felt warm to the touch, but that seemed normal to him under the circumstances.
It hurt like hell to pull off the tape and lift the gauze, that had, naturally, stuck to the wound, but he took a long swig of vodka, gritted his teeth, and did it. He stared down at his leg. It was swelled and warm, but there was no redness, no pus, thank God. He poured more vodka over the gash, hissing between his teeth.
He felt her presence, then her small hand on his shoulder. He prayed he didn’t look as bad as the wound looked when he said, turning slowly, “Hi, sweetheart. I’m sorry I woke you up. I just had to check my leg. It isn’t bad, just swelled a bit, and warm, but nothing scary. I’m just being really careful. Now, let me bandage it up again.”
She carefully took a thick pad of gauze, then waited. With both hands, he pushed the flesh tightly together on the exit wound, then nodded to her. She laid the gauze over it. Then she pulled out a length of tape, laid it over the gauze and his flesh, and pulled it taut. Then she flattened it down with her palm. He couldn’t have done it better himself.
“Maybe you’re going to be a doctor,” he said, wanting to howl from the pain. He felt sticky sweat on his face, imagined he was as gray as one of his old nightshirts. He took several quick deep breaths. “Thanks, sweetheart. I’m okay, really. Let me get some more tape over this to make sure it holds.” He pressed down four more strips.
She stood back, but kept her hand on his shoulder. Every once in a while, she patted him. He appreciated it.
When it was done, he pulled his sweats back up again. “I’d say tomorrow night my leg’s going to be all black and blue. Hopefully the swelling will go down a bit by then. Now, let me take some more aspirin.” He took three this time.
“You want to go back to bed now?”
She shook her head.
“Me either. You want me to read you a story?”
She shook her head, then mimicked talking.
“You want me to tell you a story?”
She nodded, then, to his delight, she took his hand. He stretched out on the sofa, with her beside him on top of the blanket that covered him, and pulled two more blankets and the afghan over them. The pistol was right beside him on the floor. He settled her against him, feeling the warmth of her against his side, her cheek against his neck. “Once upon a time there was a little princess named Sonya who knew how to fly kites better than anyone in her father’s kingdom. One year, her father decided that he would have a contest. He knew no one could beat her. She had a special kite, you see, a dragon-tailed kite that could fly higher and make more figures than an ice-skater. There was just one competitor her father worried about. It was Prince Luther from a neighboring kingdom. But he knew she could beat anyone, even Luther, who was a bully and a loudmouth. Do you know what happened at the contest?”
She was lightly snoring. He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. He realized that he’d forgotten all about his damned thigh. He also realized that to this point, his story was pretty bad, probably because he was so tired, his brain woozy. It was lucky she’d fallen back asleep or he would have bored her into yawns.
 
HE tried to stay off his leg throughout the next day. He stuck to the cabin, sitting by the front window, scanning, forever scanning the meadow and the forest that crept up to the edge. He saw nothing out of the ordinary, and no one.
He was going to lay low today, let himself get stronger, then he’d decide what to do.
He knew she was frightened. He knew it and couldn’t do a thing about it. He told her half a dozen stories, and none of them too bad, about the little princess named Sonya who beat the nasty little boy, Luther, in the kite-flying contest, then went on to save her father’s life, and cook excellent mushrooms and . . . well, he wouldn’t think ahead to the next story. He found it was better if he just opened his mouth and let the story come out unrehearsed.
She sat on the floor next to his chair by the window, drawing with one of his pencils. The afternoon shadows were lengthening. He looked down to see a stick woman with curly hair holding a kite, a little stick girl standing next to her, holding a kite the same size as she was. A curved-up line was the woman’s smile; there was a curved-up line for the little girl as well.
Her mother had taught her to fly a kite. He praised the drawings. Perhaps, just perhaps, he could get her to draw him pictures of the man or men who’d taken her and where they’d taken her, what they’d done to her. But he balked at that. He wasn’t a shrink. The last thing he wanted to do was make things worse.
“It’s time to make dinner. You hungry, kiddo?”
She nodded enthusiastically and gathered up her pages and the three pencils he’d given her. She laid them carefully on the coffee table, lining up the pages neatly. He realized he did the same thing. Then she held out her hand to him.
He took her hand and made a big deal of her helping him up. His leg hurt like the devil, but that was no surprise. The fever was gone. His wound was still swelled up and warm to the touch. The skin near the wound was turning a little black and blue. He wasn’t about to pull off the tape again. Best to leave the leg alone to heal. At least until tomorrow.
They didn’t have much left in the larder. Tomorrow he’d either have to go in to Clement’s grocery, exposing her yet again, or he’d pack up the Jeep early and they’d get the hell out of here. No matter how he cut it, their location was known. Even if there wasn’t danger from the two men he’d wounded, the people who’d sent them now knew where she was. He knew he should drive right to the sheriff’s office. He knew it. He also knew he wasn’t going to do it, not yet anyway. He remembered those desperate mewling noises she’d made. She might snap. But the bigger issue was: How could he send her back home where she could be kidnapped again?
Now that the danger was clear, he had to get off this mountain. He wanted to call his friend Dillon Savich at the FBI to ask his advice. Of course Savich would tell him to call the FBI. He might even know about her if she’d been abducted. Ever since the Lindbergh baby’s kidnapping back in the early ’30s, and the resulting tragedy, kidnapping had been the purview of the FBI. But until he could get to Savich, he knew his bottom line was to keep her safe, and that meant, to him, to keep her with him.
Tomorrow, he thought, tomorrow early, they’d get out of here. He did a checklist in his mind of everything he needed to do in the interim before they could leave.
As he opened a can of vegetable soup, he looked at her tearing pieces of lettuce into a big bowl. She had a look of intense concentration on her small face.
“You want French dressing or Italian?”
She picked up the bottle of French dressing.
“Good choice. That was always my favorite when I was your age.” He wasn’t going to tell her they were leaving until he was ready to load her into the Jeep.
She cocked her head to one side. He realized he did the same thing in just the same way. Had she picked it up from him in only a week? He shook his head, smiling at her. “Yeah, I was once your age. A long time ago. Don’t make fun of me because I’m old.”
She gave him an impudent grin that was as kid-normal as kicking a soccer ball.
They ate the soup and salad in front of the fireplace. The evening had turned cold, really cold once the sun went down. It was probably in the low forties.
A coyote howled.
 
JUST after dawn, he unbolted the door, unfastened the chain, and as quietly as he could, he went out into a silent world where he could see his breath. He needed to chop wood for the fireplace and the wood-burning stove. He stood very still, looking everywhere for any sign of something that shouldn’t be here. Nothing. He finally laid his Browning Savage down on the ground, really close to his left foot. He looked around again but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.
He split half a dozen logs before his leg began throbbing so much he had to stop. It would be enough. He’d agreed to leave the cabin the way he’d found it, and that included a goodly amount of split logs. He was cursing softly as he cradled the logs in his arms, pressed his rifle against his side, and carried it all back inside.
The dawn light was gray, the forest line blurred and indistinct. There was no movement, not even an early-morning squirrel dashing between trees. He crossed the cabin threshold to see her jerk bolt upright, mewling deep in her throat, her face ashen.
He quickly set the logs and his rifle down by the fireplace, then went to her. He sat beside her on the sofa. Slowly, because he’d learned never to make any unexpected or quick moves, he gathered her against him. He kissed the top of her head. “It’s all right, sweetheart. I had to get some more logs.” He wouldn’t tell her yet that they were leaving. “You just snuggle down again and I’ll get the fire going really strong. Okay?”
He laid her back down, the covers in his hands to pull up to her small chin.
“Don’t you touch her, you filthy bastard. Step away from her now!”
He and the child both froze at the sound of the woman’s voice. He was the stupidest human alive. He’d left the cabin door unlocked. He looked at his Smith & Wesson on the table beside the sofa.
A shot rang out and his gun went flying off the table, skidding across the wooden floor until it was stopped by one of the Indian rugs.
“Try anything at all and the next bullet will go in your head. I promise you that. Get away from her now.”
He backed away from her and stood. He turned to see a woman standing in the open doorway, wearing a black down jacket, black jeans and boots, a black knit cap on her head. Her face was very white, her irises showing huge and black. She was holding a Detonics .45 ACP, a nasty little pistol that could blow a man’s brains out if he was within twenty feet, which he was.
She looked strung out and quite ready to kill him, but her voice was calm, quiet, filled with hatred. “Move, you creep. I’m not going to tell you again. I don’t want you anywhere near her. If I have to blow your head off, I’ll do it. Damn you, get away from her!”
“You don’t want to kill me. I’m not the one who took her, I swear it to you.”
“You perverted piece of filth, just shut up. I saw you touching her. What would you have done to her if I hadn’t shown up? Move!” He stepped two feet away from the sofa. She had the gun trained on his chest.
Her eyes darted to the sofa. “Baby, are you all right?”
It was her mother. But how had she found them?
He said, “You really should believe me about this. I’m not the one who hurt her.”
“Shut up! Em, are you okay?”
“I found her a week ago in the forest near this cabin. I didn’t kidnap her.”
“Shut up! Em? What’s wrong, baby? Listen to me, he can’t hurt you anymore. I’m holding a gun on him. Come here, Em, come to Mama.”
She was mewling deep in her throat. She threw back the blankets, looking from him to her mother.
“Get away from him, Em. I want you to come over here to me. I’m going to tie him up and take him to the sheriff. Then neither of us will ever have to be afraid again. I know you understand. Come here now, Em.”
The woman raised the gun. She said more to herself than to him, “You’re very big. You’re not going to let me even get near you, are you? No, the instant I try to tie you up, you’re going to attack me. It won’t ever be over, not until you’re dead. I have no choice, none at all.”
“Sure you do. You don’t want to shoot me. I didn’t kidnap her. I saved her.”

“Shut up! No, I won’t have you lurking about in the shadows, hanging over our lives ever again. I’ll do it. I know I can do it. You’re evil. You’re a monster. Oh God, you abused her, didn’t you? I’d prayed and prayed that the kidnapper hadn’t hurt her, but you did, didn’t you? You don’t deserve to live. Em, come here, now. What’s wrong with you? Come here so I can make you safe again.” She steadied the gun. It was trained right on his chest.
Suddenly, the child threw herself in front of him, her small hands grabbing at his knees. She yelled, “No, Mama, it’s Ramsey! He saved me. Don’t hurt him!”
Both of them froze. Both of them looked into each other’s eyes.
She spoke before he did. “Now, Em, you know he took you away from me. He’s using you, he’s—”
“No, I didn’t kidnap her. I haven’t hurt her. But I will tell you that this is the first time she’s spoken since I found her in the forest more than a week ago.” Slowly, he came down on his haunches, his thigh screaming from the exertion, but he ignored it.
“Your name’s Em? Is that short for Emily?”
“No, Emma,” she whispered. She was wearing one of his gray T-shirts, washed so many times it was softer than goat leather. She turned to the woman. “Mama, it’s all right. Ramsey saved me. Really.” She put her hand on his shoulder. She said again in that small tired voice, “He saved me, Mama. He wouldn’t let anybody hurt me again. He gets really mad whenever he even thinks about it.”
The woman slowly lowered the pistol, but he could tell she didn’t want to. “Who are you?”
He picked up Emma and rose, aware that his leg wanted very much to give out under him. “Forgive me, but I’ve got to sit down. My leg hurts like the devil.”
The Detonics pistol jerked up again. “Don’t you move, damn you. Put her down.”
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HE IGNORED HER. She wouldn’t shoot him now. He was holding her daughter. He carried Emma to the sofa and sat down. Only then did he say to her, “I’ve got lots to tell you. My name’s Ramsey Hunt. You can trust me. Please.”
“Give me my daughter. Let her go.”
He set Emma on her feet, and she ran to her mother. The woman came down on her knees. He watched her as she crushed Emma to her. Tears streaked down her face. She kissed Emma, all over her face, ran her hands all over her, smoothing her hands over her hair, squeezing her until she squeaked.
Emma finally pulled back. She lifted her hand to her mother’s hair and lightly patted it. “I’m okay, Mama, really. Ramsey saved me. He took care of me. You look like GI Joe. I like those black gloves.”
The woman laughed as she pulled off the black leather gloves. “I’m your mama again and not a soldier.” He watched Emma lace her fingers through her mother’s. He saw the close-clipped nails, several broken off. The back of her hands were red and chafed from the cold.
He felt incredibly relieved. And suddenly very tired. He sat back, stretching his leg out in front of him, watching them. Finally, when she was sitting across from him, Emma in her lap, held tightly against her chest, the woman raised her head and said, “Thank you. I’m sorry I nearly killed you. If I had, it would have been wrong.” She sounded only mildly sorry. He didn’t mind. He could imagine something of what she’d gone through, what she’d thought.
“Yes, very wrong. I’m glad that Emma isn’t mute. But you know, we’ve gotten along just fine. She draws really well.”
“Why didn’t you say anything, Em?”
She shook her head, then frowned. She whispered, “Nothing would come out. Nothing until I thought you’d shoot Ramsey. I couldn’t let you shoot Ramsey. I didn’t know what to do so I just talked. Ramsey wanted me to write my name but I couldn’t do that either. He didn’t think I could write. I couldn’t do anything, Mama, except draw pictures.”
“You did well,” her mother said and kissed her not once, but half a dozen times. “Oh, Emma, I love you so much.” She settled the child again in her lap.
“I’m glad to see you, Mama. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again until Ramsey found me. It was scary, Mama. I was so afraid.” Emma threw her arms around her mother’s neck. She was crying now, deep low sobs that rent the silence.
“It’s all right, baby. We’re together again. It’s all right. I’ll never let you go again, I swear it. Oh Emma, I love you. Oh God, I nearly lost hope.”
He turned away, giving them what privacy he could, but he listened to them both crying, Emma’s sobs, strangely, deeper than her mother’s. He waited until they’d begun to quiet, listened to the sniffs, then tossed her a blanket. She pulled it over both of them. She said blankly, “Emma’s wearing a man’s undershirt.”
“Yes, I forgot to buy her some pajamas. At least she doesn’t trip over the undershirt.”

Ramsey rose, his leg screaming. “Let me lock the door. We can’t take any chances.”
She didn’t say anything, content to wait, he supposed, since she had her daughter back. He knew she watched him closely as he stared through the window, then fastened the chain and flipped the dead bolt. When he turned, he watched her pull off a close-fitting black knit cap. Red curly hair spouted out, most of it in a braid, the rest a riot around her thin face, a pretty face, one that was changing even as he watched. The tension was leaving her face, bringing color to her cheeks. Her mouth was curving into a smile, her eyes were growing lighter even as he stared at her.
There was so much to say, so much to ask, but what came out of his mouth was, “Would you like some coffee? It will just take a minute to make. We’re really basic here.”
She nodded. “That would be wonderful. I’m so cold I think it’s permanent now.”
He walked to the kitchen. He felt Emma’s hand on his knee. She’d followed him out, his gray T-shirt nearly dragging on the floor and a pair of white gym socks pooling around her skinny ankles. He watched her walk to the small table and measure the coffee into the waiting pan. Then he poured the water over the coffee and set it on the stove. They’d gotten this routine down as of four days ago.
He looked over to the woman standing in the doorway, staring at them, more dazed than not. He didn’t even know her name, but at this moment, it didn’t seem to matter. What mattered was creating an air of normality. He said to her, “Emma and I are a good act. We got the coffee thing down first thing. We’re just about ready to take it on the road. Hey, Emma, who gets top billing?”
“I don’t know what that means, Ramsey.”
“Does your name go first on the signs or does mine?”
“I’m the youngest. I should go first.”
He laughed and ruffled her hair. He looked over at her mother. She was just standing there. He could tell she was trying to make sense of things, not just coming to understand the relationship between her daughter and this man she didn’t know, but she was also trying to come to grips with the fact that Emma was safe, that she actually had her daughter back.
She didn’t say anything, just stood watchfully. She looked strung out and very tired. He said, “You’d think that boiled coffee would rot your fillings out, and it just might, come to think of it, but it doesn’t taste too bad and it does zing your brain. As I said, we’re basic here. We’ve got a small refrigerator and the lights in the living room, due to a generator. But it’s a wood-burning stove and we heat the water for a bath.”
Emma said, “We toast bread with a metal thing that has a long handle.”
The woman shook her head, still trying, he knew, to understand what was happening here. “I’d drink anything that passed for coffee at this point. I’ve been sitting out there waiting and waiting for daylight, waiting for you to come outside, but when you did, you had that rifle and I was too far away to do anything with my Detonics.”
“I shouldn’t have left the cabin door unlocked. It was stupid. If it hadn’t been you, it could have been them.”
“Well, it wasn’t. I didn’t see anyone else out there. Who’s them? Who are you talking about?”
“Let’s hold that for just a little bit,” he said, and nodded toward Emma. He poured her a cup of coffee that was still bubbling. “Sit down and try to drink it. If anything it’ll keep you buzzing until noon, when you’ll probably crash. Emma, I’m going to fix you a bowl of Cheerios. You want peaches or bananas?”
“A banana. I don’t really like peaches.”
“But you’ve eaten them without complaint.”
She said as she took the cereal box from him and poured Cheerios into her bowl, “I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. But I do like bananas better.”
He sliced the banana over her cereal while she got the milk out of the small refrigerator. “Look, Mama,” she said, pointing. “It doesn’t have a freezer. We make everything fresh, just the way we do at home.”
“I’ve never seen one that fancy before. It’s neat.” She didn’t know how the words, such ordinary words, had come out of her mouth. She’d passed from blankness to disbelief. Here she’d expected to come in and fight her daughter’s abductor and deal with a hysterical hurt child, and now she was drinking boiled coffee at a kitchen table, looking into a high-tech refrigerator, listening to her daughter chew her Cheerios. She looked at the big man who needed to shave. He’d saved her daughter? He’d protected her with his life? Nothing made sense yet.
Emma was eating Cheerios with a banana on top, nicely sliced by that stranger. She didn’t say anything more until Emma was down to her last bite of cereal and he was drinking his second cup of coffee, seated across from her at the table. “I’ve been tracking her for two weeks. When I showed Emma’s picture down in Dillinger, I just couldn’t believe it. Several people told me she was Ramsey’s little girl. I didn’t know what to think. I’ve been watching since yesterday, but I couldn’t get to you without taking a chance of hurting Emma. You never came out of the cabin. Neither of you did.”
“Who are you?”
“I’m Molly Santera.”
Emma looked up as she swallowed a banana circle. “Mama says it sounds like a made-up band’s name—our last name—but it’s real. It’s my dad’s name.”
Molly smiled at her daughter and leaned close, just to touch her. “That’s true enough. But I’ll bet you there are lots of Santeras in the New York phone directory.”
“I’ve never been to New York,” Emma said.
“We’ll go when you’re a bit older, Em. We’ll have a great time. We’ll stay at the Plaza and walk right over to FAO Schwarz. It’s really close.”
Santera. The name was vaguely familiar. He remembered Emma’s drawing of a man holding a guitar and his jaw dropped. He said slowly, “Santera. You mean Louey Santera? The rock star?”
“One and the same,” Molly said, her voice clipped, colder than a late-spring freeze.
Ramsey wanted to know more about Emma’s father, ask her why the hell the guy wasn’t tracking with her, even though he was a famous rock star. But he could tell that Molly didn’t want to say more about him right now. There would be time enough for her to answer all his questions and for him to answer all of hers. Emma had eaten her cereal, all the while smiling at her mother, then smiling at him, like any happy well-adjusted kid.
“I know who you are now.”
He cocked his head at her. “Me? How?”
“I recognize you now that I’ve thought about your name. Are you the famous Ramsey Hunt?”
Again, for Emma’s sake, he used a light hand. “ Infamous is more accurate.”
“In your dreams.”
He sputtered in his coffee, raised his head, and stared at her. “Men,” she said, her hands wrapped around her coffee mug, “if they have a choice, would rather have the world believe them infamous—you know, rogues and bad boys—not heroes, not known for something worthy or moral they’ve done or tried to do.”
“No,” he said. “That’s not me.”
She sighed, and shrugged, looking away from him. “This is tough to believe. You’re a federal judge from San Francisco, but you’re here. You found Emma.”
“Yes,” he said.
“Given what you did in your courtroom, I suppose Emma couldn’t have been safer.”
He said nothing, just took another sip of the afterburner coffee.
A federal judge who was also famous, a hero truth be told, despite his reticence, and here both she and Emma were with him. Life had kicked her so much in the teeth for the past two weeks that she supposed she shouldn’t be shocked at this latest surprise. She said to her daughter, “Em, you look beautiful. How are you, love?”
Emma kept her head down. Reality had crashed in suddenly and she wasn’t ready yet. Molly had sounded too serious, too strident. She felt stupid and so very tired. She could have kissed Ramsey Hunt when he said, his voice still light and calm, his attention seemingly on Emma, “She had to have other stuff to wear than just my T-shirts. I put off leaving the cabin for as long as possible, but she had to have some clothes. And that’s how you found us. When Emma and I went shopping in Dillinger.”
“As I said, I showed her photo around and the town folks all believed she was your little girl. Truth be told, I didn’t expect to learn anything at Dillinger. It was the last stop. I guess then I would have had to let the cops and the FBI deal with things. Naturally, they are dealing with things, in their own way. They didn’t solve a thing, didn’t turn up a thing. I gave them two days, then hit the road. I heard they called off the manhunt for her after four days.”
“Where do you live?”
“In Denver.” She picked up a spoon and fiddled with it, her eyes down on the white-and-red-checked tablecloth. “Her father is in Europe. He’s on tour and couldn’t leave, but he’ll be back soon now.” She turned to her daughter and took her small hand. “I speak to him nearly every day, Em. He’s very worried about you, really.”
Emma stared down into her bowl that had one banana slice floating in a bit of milk. She said, never looking up, “I don’t know why he’d come. I haven’t seen him for two years.”
He realized her daughter had knocked her flat. He said quickly, “I see. You’re divorced.”
“Yes,” Molly said. She’d gotten herself together again. “Emma, it doesn’t have anything to do with the divorce. Your daddy loves you. It’s just that he’s so very busy.”
“Yes, Mama.”

Time to move along, quickly, Ramsey thought, and said, “So you gave the cops all of two days then you struck out on your own?”
“Yes. There was nothing I could do at home except go quietly nuts.”
He wanted to tell her that if the kidnappers called, they’d have wanted to speak to her. Then he realized that any female police officer could do that duty. He didn’t say anything. Emma was all ears.
“I’ve been traveling from Aspen to Vail to Keystone and all the places in-between. Dillinger was my final try.”
“You lucked out. As I said, if she hadn’t needed clothes, I wouldn’t have taken her to Dillinger. I’d been here at the cabin for nearly two weeks before I found Emma.”
“Why were you here of all places?”
He shrugged, looking down at his coffee. “It got to be just too much,” he said at last. “Just too much. The tabloids just wouldn’t let up. The paparazzi were leaping out from behind my bushes to catch me unawares.”
“They call you Judge Dredd.”
“It’s ridiculous, all of it.” He started to curse, realized that Emma was staring up at him, and took a deep breath. “I took three months off and got away from everything—people, phones, TVs, everything. Then I found Emma.” He leaned over and cupped Emma’s chin in his palm. There was color in her cheeks. She looked little-kid beautiful, and healthy. “Why don’t you go wash up and put on your jeans and a real bright shirt. Your mom and I will talk and decide what we should do.”
She looked worried. “Mama, you won’t try to shoot Ramsey again, will you?”
“I never drink a man’s coffee then hurt him, honey. It’s not done.”
“Mama, you made a joke.” Emma beamed at her.
“Yes, a good joke,” Ramsey said. “Go, Emma.”
He sat back in his chair and looked at the woman across from him. “Emma drew several pictures of you. In all of them you were smiling really big.” But now she wasn’t smiling. She was pale and thin and had the reddest hair he’d ever seen, all curly, just like Emma’s drawings. Her eyes were a sort of green-grayish color, a bit tilted at the corners, sort of exotic. She didn’t have any freckles, and she didn’t look a thing like Emma.
“I’ve been calling her ‘sweetheart.’ I like Emma. It suits her.”
“It was my grandmother’s name.”
She sat forward, intent, then suddenly jumped to her feet and began pacing the small kitchen, hyper now from the coffee, alert, and ready for answers. “How did you find Emma?”
“It was exactly eight days ago. I was out chopping logs when I heard this strange sound, you know, a sound I shouldn’t have heard here. I tracked it down and found her unconscious in the woods. I spotted her only because she was wearing a bright yellow T-shirt. I brought her back here and took care of her. She didn’t speak until she yelled at you.”
He saw the question in her eyes and slowly nodded. “Yes, she’d been beaten and sexually assaulted. There wasn’t any sodomy that I could tell, but then again, I’m not a doctor. She’s much better now, even though last night she had a nightmare.” He stopped and shook his head. “It took her a good four days to trust me. She’s a great kid.”
Tears were running out of her eyes and down her cheeks, dripping off her lips. She sniffled. He handed her a napkin and she blew her nose and wiped her eyes.
“She’s only six years old. She was kidnapped by a child molester and it was all my fault. If only—”
“Stop it, just stop it. I’ve known you for an hour and I know you didn’t leave her unattended, wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize her. Now, I don’t want to hear any more of that crap.” He sighed, knowing deep down that she’d probably never stop blaming herself for the rest of her life. “Believe me, I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. She’s such a sweet little girl. She was terrified of me, a man, and I couldn’t blame her at all. When she didn’t speak, I became convinced she was mute.”
He’d kept talking so she could get a hold on herself, which she finally did. He watched her shoulders square. “Maybe it was the trauma. Maybe she felt safer if she didn’t say anything and didn’t write down her name for me. Maybe she really couldn’t speak until it became a matter of life and death. Would you have shot me?”
“In a heartbeat if you’d so much as moved a finger.”
“I’m rather relieved that Emma remembered her voice. You’ve had a hard time of it. It must have been very difficult to go into all the towns and show her picture.”
“No, everyone was very nice, all except for the local cops. Almost to the man, they treated me like a hysterical female, all patronizing and pats on the shoulder and leave it to them, the big macho guys. I nearly punched one guy out in Rutland. When I finally found your cabin, I thought a lot about what I was going to do. I know enough about how law enforcement works to realize that if I only captured the man who’d abducted her, he’d probably be out on bail at some point. Would he come after Emma again? Say the judge denied bail, they kept him in jail, then even convicted him. He’d probably get out sooner or later and then be out again to prey on other children or come after Emma again. I’d have to worry about him for the rest of my life. So would Emma, and that’s worse. A child molester, a kidnapper. A monster like that doesn’t deserve to live.”
She met his eyes squarely. “If that monster had been you, I would have at least wounded you. That way, at least, you couldn’t have been out on bail. You would have been in a hospital. There maybe someone would have screwed up your medicine and just maybe you would have croaked.”
He drained the last of his coffee, an eyebrow arched. “You don’t have much faith in our system.”

“No, not a scintilla of faith. The system, even if it weren’t screwed up, is so backed up that plea bargains are the only way to keep criminals moving. Why am I saying the obvious to you, a judge who lives this every day?
“You know that this guy, even if he were caught, might plea-bargain down to seven years then get out in three. It’s not right, but of course the trial lawyers aren’t about to let anybody change anything. They don’t care about justice, just about getting their hands on as much money as they can. Then they put all the focus on the poor criminal and how screwed up his childhood was, as if that excuses his brutality. It’s just not right. You’re part of it. You know it’s not right.”
He said mildly, “No, it’s not right. Look, no one wants the bad guys on the streets. Most of us work really hard to keep them in prison.” He shrugged. “But sometimes the wrong things just happen.”
“Spoken like the person you are.”
He shrugged. “I guess none of us can escape what we are for very long.”
“You said you came here to hide out.”
He looked mildly embarrassed. “Things were out of control. I came here to get myself back together again and to give people time to forget, which they will, soon enough.”
“You’re a federal judge. You have to know lots of people. You must believe in the system. Why didn’t you immediately take Emma to the police? The hospital?”
“I couldn’t,” he said simply. “I just couldn’t. She was terrified. I couldn’t bear the thought of strangers all over her.” His eyes dropped to his running shoes. “I also worried that she could be taken again if she went home.”
She just looked at him for a very long time, then, slowly, she nodded. “If I’d been in your shoes, I wouldn’t have given her over to strangers either. I wouldn’t have sent her home either, not until I knew she’d be protected. Thank you for keeping her safe. She’s the most important person in the whole world. I don’t know if I could have gone on if she’d been killed.”
He thought she would cry, but instead, she shook herself, and stood up. “And that’s why I don’t want to go back to Denver.”
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“IF
I
WERE in your shoes, I’d feel the same way.” He sat forward, his elbows on the scarred tabletop. “I worried about not notifying the police, not taking her to a hospital, but, bottom line, I just couldn’t give her over to the care of strangers. Did you see the sheriff in Dillinger?”
“No, I stopped seeing the local cops as of six towns ago. I just took Emma’s photo around and asked and asked. I didn’t know what else to do. I had this feeling that the kidnapper had taken her west, not up north toward Fort Collins and Cheyenne. No, I just knew it was here in the Rockies.”
“Why?”
“The Denver police had this hot line for anyone who had seen anything. They were flooded with calls, none of them relevant, but there was this one, an old woman who claimed she’d seen a white van heading west. The cops thought she was senile and ignored it, but I went to see her. She lives up the block from me. She has really bad arthritis and so she spends a lot of time just sitting in her chair, looking out the window. If there was anything to see I knew she’d have seen it. I told the cops this, but they blew it off.”
“How could she know the van was going west?”

“We live on a hill facing west and facing the 70. From her deck, she saw the van turn onto the freeway going west. She swears she saw a little girl in the van.”
“No ransom note?”
She shook her head. “No, at least not since yesterday morning. That’s the last time I checked in. That’s what the FBI agents were counting on. They kept telling me over and over that I had to be patient, just sit there by the phone and be patient. I was to let them tell me what to do since they knew everything and I was stupid. I nearly smacked this one agent. I waited for two days and nothing. Still, the FBI agents just kept shaking their heads saying that I had to wait, wait, wait. I was going crazy. Finally I just headed out at dawn the morning of the third day. I call in every day and let them yell at me.
“I’ve visited more places than I can remember. Really, this one was the last stop. When I came into Dillinger, I couldn’t believe it when everyone just nodded and said she was Ramsey’s little girl. If I’d seen you then, without Emma, I would probably have cleaned out my Detonics on you.”
“You would have gone to jail.”
“Yeah, some justice.”
“If you had shot me, sending you to jail would have indeed been justice. For my sake, I hope they wouldn’t have plea-bargained you down.” Of course that wasn’t the point. She didn’t say anything to that, but he could practically see the hackles rising. He wanted to ask how Emma had been taken, about Emma’s father, and a dozen other things, but now Emma was standing in the doorway, looking bright and clean, a hairbrush in her hand. She walked to him and held out the brush. He heard Molly suck in her breath. He smiled, took the brush, and brought Emma to stand between his knees. He combed out the tangles, then began the braid.
Emma said, “Mama, could you teach Ramsey how to French-braid my hair?”

“Yes, I can. He’s doing pretty well with your regular braid, though.”
“You should have seen the first braid he did. It was all spiky and crooked, like it was broken in the middle.”
When he got to the end of the braid, she handed back a rubber band. “There.” He turned her around, his hands on her shoulders. “You look great. Everyone is going to ask you who your hairdresser is. I’m the best.”
“That was well done,” Molly said in a calm voice, but both of them recognized that it was tough for her, this unquestioned trust and affection Emma had for another human being, one she hadn’t even known until a week ago. “Can I show Ramsey how to French-braid it tomorrow for you, Em?”
“Yes, Mama.”
Ramsey leaned forward in his chair, taking her hands. “I want you to gather up all your clothes, Em, and stuff everything in a pillowcase. Don’t forget anything. It’s important. If those men come back, I don’t want them to see anything that has to do with any of us in here. The three of us are leaving in fifteen minutes. All right?”
She gave him a long look, then nodded slowly.
He waited until he heard Emma rummaging around in the living room, then said to Molly, “I told you that I was relieved that you weren’t the bad guys. We had visitors, two of them.”
Emma said from the doorway, a half-filled pillowcase in her hands, “Are you going to look at your leg, Ramsey?”
He’d forgotten. He should, just to make sure there was no infection. He nodded slowly. “I’ll get the tape,” she called.
“What’s going on?”
“Two guys stumbled out of the forest into the meadow yesterday, firing their rifles, pretending to be drunk. I got Emma inside and came back out with my rifle and handgun. I got hit in the leg, but I managed to hit both of them. One of them twice. They ran off. I have one of their rifles. Maybe the police can run a check on it.
“I don’t know who they were or why they were here. My feeling is that they were after Emma.” Then, Emma was standing there, beside him. He said easily, “Emma, hand me a sterile gauze.” He rose and pulled down his sweatpants. He heard Molly suck in her breath. He said as he sat back down again, “Let me get this tape and gauze up. There, that’s not too bad. It’s supposed to turn black and blue. Okay, Emma, give me the gauze. You know, I think the swelling’s down a bit.”
“I hope so, Ramsey,” Emma said, leaning close. “It doesn’t smell bad, so that’s good.”
Molly said as she watched the two of them work smoothly together, Emma handing him strips of adhesive tape, then helping him pull it tight over the gauze, keeping the flesh together, “How’d you know about that, Em?”
“I know lots of things, Mama. I watched an ancient history show, the one Mr. Spock does, and they talked about how this one phara—”
“Pharaoh?”
“Yeah. He had his leg rot and ooze because someone hit him with a spear, and then he died.”
“You mean gangrene?” Molly asked.
“Yes, that’s it. I don’t see any red, Ramsey.”
“No, I don’t either.”
“Is it still real warm?” She didn’t wait for him to answer, just lightly pressed her palm next to the bandage. “Yes, it is. How much longer will it be warm?”
“I don’t know. Not much longer. I’m a real quick healer.”
“But it is better, isn’t it?”
He heard the crawling fear in her voice, and came up with a big grin. He rubbed his knuckles on her cheek. “I’m nearly ready to go skiing, sweetheart. You want to go to Vail?”
“Mama likes to ski at Vail. I’m just learning.”
“You can be my mascot. I’ll carry you around on my shoulders. When I fall, I’ll toss you in a snowbank and you can be a snow angel.” Still, she looked profoundly worried. She lightly pressed a hand on either side of the bandage.
“It’s okay, Em, I promise. If I wasn’t sure, I’d be in the ER quicker than I could get the Jeep started.”
A small calm voice said, “He said there wasn’t a hospital close to here, just a nice big church.”
Molly and Ramsey stared at her, not breathing. The air in the kitchen seemed to dry up.
Ramsey sat forward. He’d wanted desperately to question her about the man who’d kidnapped and abused her, but he hadn’t. He had no experience in this kind of thing. There was no way he’d risk freaking her out. He said calmly, his voice utterly matter-of-fact, “Who said that, Emma? What man?”
She began shaking her head back and forth so violently the braid slapped her cheek. She said over and over, “No one, no one, no one.”
“It’s okay, Em.” Molly went down on her knees and pulled her daughter against her. Emma was leaning heavily against his thigh, pulling her mother with her, but he didn’t feel any pain from the weight. “I love you. It’s okay.”
He met Molly’s eyes over Emma’s head. There was murder in Molly’s eyes. He prayed that if they ever caught the guy they’d have time to get information out of him before Molly managed to sneak in and kill him. On the other hand, maybe he’d kill him himself before Molly could.
“Em, you got your stuff ready?”
She pulled back, looking at him. Her face was pale, the cheekbones looking as if they were ready to poke through her skin, she was drawn so tightly. “Yes, Ramsey. I’m nearly ready. I just can’t find one of my red socks.”
“We’re out of here in five minutes, red sock or not. Bring the tape with you. Let’s leave the leg alone for another day. Come on, you guys, let’s get moving.”
* * *

THEY didn’t see a soul. Of course anyone could be hiding in the forest, watching them. Ramsey herded them into the Jeep as fast as he could.
“Where’s your car?” he asked Molly as he slipped into the driver’s seat. In one quick motion he’d inserted the key and turned it. The engine was loud in the early-morning silence.
“It’s down about a half a mile, just off the road. It’s a rental car, a Chevrolet.” She paused just a moment, never stopped looking out the windshield, and said calm as a clam, “Look, Ramsey, you’re a federal judge. You’re part of the system. I don’t believe in the system. I’m not about to call the cops or go back to Denver. Why don’t you drop me and Emma off and then you can go about your life?”
“What do you mean by that?” He swung the wheel too far in his surprise and instant anger, and nearly went off the rutted narrow road.
“I mean,” she said, still looking out the dirty windshield, and not once at him, “that you don’t know us. I’m here now. Emma’s my responsibility. I’ll take over.”
“No.”
“I’m not calling in the damned cops.”
“Fine. For the time being. But I disagree.” He knew there was something else holding her back, something she hadn’t told him, not that she’d told him hardly anything at all.
“I don’t care. I’m calling the shots here. If you can’t accept that, then leave.”
“Mama, you don’t want Ramsey to stay with us?”
Molly kissed her daughter’s ear. “He’s an innocent bystander, Em. This isn’t his trouble.”
“How did you reach that brilliant conclusion?” The Jeep crunched over rocks and lurched to the side. “Some guys tried to take me out at the cabin. Chances are they just wanted to get me out of the way.”
“I don’t suppose you considered that it could have been you they were after?”
He wanted to strangle the steering wheel. “Emma,” he said, “stop listening, as of now. Put your hands against your ears. Yes, that’s good. Now, I’m going to speak my mind to your mother.”
“I don’t want to hear any more. It doesn’t matter. You’ve done your good deed. You’ve even been hurt protecting Emma. It’s enough, more than enough. You’re now out of our lives. When we trade cars, I’ll be really careful to make certain no one follows us. I’ve gotten very good at being sneaky. I’m not going back to Denver, so you don’t have to worry that Emma will be in any danger again. Oh yeah, I’ll call the cops and the FBI and tell them it’s over. I’ll tell them where you found Emma so maybe they can find the cabin where the kidnapper was holding Emma. Then I’ll tell them what a dynamite job they all did.”
Emma sat perfectly still on her mother’s lap, her hands over her ears. But she was making those horrible mewling sounds in her throat.
Molly looked like she’d been punched in the stomach. She gathered Emma close, rocking her. “Baby, it’s all right. Oh, God, I’m sorry, Emma. Please, trust me. I promise I’ll take care of you. It was my fault that he got you that first time, but we’re not going back there. I’ll keep you safe. I won’t yell at Ramsey again.”
Ramsey stopped the Jeep. He turned in his seat to face them. “Emma,” he said matter-of-factly, “take your hands away from your ears. Now listen to me. You won’t make those sounds anymore, do you hear me? If you have something to say, you’ll say it, not scare the devil out of me making those sounds. They terrify me to my toes. They make my leg hurt more. Now, I’m not leaving you and your mom. Your mom can yell at me if it makes her feel better. I might even yell back. But nothing could make me leave you. Do you hear me?”
A loud silence, and then, “You promise you won’t leave, Ramsey?”
“I promise. I don’t break my promises. Your mom will get used to me just as you did. She won’t talk me out of it, no matter what kind of reasons she comes up with. I’ll even play by her rules, for the time being. You’re going to talk from now on, all right?”
She nodded slowly. “I don’t like to hear you yelling.”
“No, we don’t either. But it’ll happen sometimes. You can just tell us both to be quiet. Now, enough said.”
Molly didn’t say a word. She looked as if she wanted to fold up on herself. She looked near the edge. He felt like taking a strip off her, but he didn’t. She might just crumble. Or, she might just shoot him. He lightly patted her shoulder and said in that calm deep voice that served him well in the courtroom, “It will be all right, Molly. You’ll see. There’s nothing wrong with needing backup, and that’s how you can think of me. Now, let’s get out of here. Emma, look out the rear window. If you see a car behind us, you tell me.”
“Yes, Ramsey.”
“I’m counting on you. Keep sharp.”
“I will.”
“About those men,” Molly said. “Do you think it’s possible that they could have been after you and not Emma?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’ve made enemies. I read you’d gotten threats, particularly from that one woman whose husband died that day in the courtroom.”
“That’s right, I have, but no one has tried to kill me before.”
“That would mean that there were two men with Emma, not just the one who abducted her.”
“That’s right. Could you please pour me a cup of coffee from the Thermos?”
She knew he didn’t want to talk about it in front of Emma. But there was so much dammed up inside her. For nearly two weeks, she’d been filling up with anger and hatred and helplessness. She’d wait, she had to. The last thing she wanted was to terrify her daughter even more than she already was. She handed the cup to Ramsey Hunt, a man she’d read about, a man she’d wondered about in odd moments along with the rest of the country. Until two weeks ago when her world was blown apart.
She hugged Emma tightly to her.
“Let me loose, Mama. I’ve got to keep looking out the back window. The Jeep’s dirty, Ramsey. We should stop and get it washed.”
“That’s a good idea. Who would be looking for a spanking clean Jeep?”
They left Molly’s rental car where it sat. Molly took all the papers out of the glove compartment. “I’ll call them and tell them where the car is. They may not mind too much if I tell them to charge anything extra on my credit card.”
They had the Jeep washed when they stopped for lunch in Rappahoe, a small town just off the 70. No one was following them as best Ramsey could tell.
“How’s your leg?”
“Stiffening up on me,” he said, taking a big bite of his hamburger. He closed his eyes as he chewed. When he swallowed, he groaned and said, “Fat. There’s nothing better in life.”
“I heard my dad say that sex was the best thing in life,” Emma said, and chewed on a French fry coated with catsup.
“I think kittens and little girls are about the two best things,” Molly said without skipping a beat.
He admired her for that. He himself was aware that his mouth had dropped open.
“Did you bring my kite, Ramsey?”
“Oh yes. This kid’s a pro,” he added to Molly, who’d taken all of one spoonful of her vegetable soup. “You taught her, didn’t you?”
She nodded, picked up her spoon, and began stirring the soup. There was a film of grease over the top. She dropped the spoon and took a slice of white bread. She spread butter and jam on it. At least she was eating that.
“Ramsey, two guys just came in. They’re looking over here. One of them has a rifle.”

* * *
MELISSA Shaker watched her father move smoothly and steadily on the rowing machine. She wanted to tell him that he looked really good for a guy his age, that he should hang around in jock T-shirts and shorts. The minute he dressed in one of his expensive Savile Row suits, he looked faintly ridiculous. The bottom line was, he looked like a thug, really. The more expensive the clothes, the more they seemed to reduce him to a stereotype of a Hollywood movie Mafia character. But strip her old man down, and he looked just fine.
She said, “I noticed that you’ve stopped taking Eleanor around to the clubs.”
He grunted, never missing his rhythmic pull, release, pull, release. “Yeah, she’s so classy she makes me look like a bodyguard.”
She blinked at that. She didn’t realize he’d known. Eleanor, classy?
He continued after a moment, his voice smooth and calm, despite his exertion, “The younger, the more beautiful the girl, the more like a gargoyle I look.”
Melissa laughed. “You’re right, but I wouldn’t have said it out loud. I saw you with a really beautiful girl out by the swimming pool the other day. You were wearing a bikini and so was she. You looked better than she did. Just wear shorts, Dad, and you’ll look great.”
He grunted, slowly easing down on his speed. This was his cooldown. He’d been on the rowing machine for forty minutes. Sweat was dripping off him and his muscles were pumped and glistening. If he hadn’t been her father, she would have at least looked him over.
The phone rang. He said without looking up, “Answer it, but don’t say anything.”
She did. When she handed him the phone, he’d finally come to a halt. He was breathing just a bit on the fast side. He listened, then said, “What’s the status?”
He listened. Melissa wished she could pick up the extension. She walked over to the weight rack and picked up two five-pound free weights. She began to do bicep curls.
She turned only when she heard him place the phone back into the cradle. He said, “It shouldn’t be long now. We’ll get three for the price of one.”
“I wish it could be different.”
He looked at her closely, doing the slow bicep curls, like pulling through water, just as he’d taught her. “No you don’t. You enjoy all this crap. But I promised you. You know I always keep my promises.”
She put down the free weights and walked to him. She hugged him close, not caring that he was sweaty. “Thanks, Daddy. I know. I appreciate it.”
He lightly pushed her away and toweled himself off. “You’re a good girl, Mellie, but sometimes you get strange ideas.” He raised his hand. “No, it’s okay. It keeps life interesting.”
Rule Shaker was whistling when he walked into the huge shower stall in the marble bath off his private gym.
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“EMMA, KEEP YOUR head down and eat your French fries. Molly, don’t go for your gun, listen to me. I want you and Emma to go through that doorway that says TELEPHONES & TOILETS. If there’s an exit, go on out to the Jeep, otherwise, stay in the bathroom. If you get to the Jeep, lock yourselves in. I’ll be out as soon as I pay the bill. Go. Act as naturally as you can. Don’t look back.”
Molly didn’t move. “Em, did you see the two men that came to the cabin?”
“Not really.”
“So you wouldn’t recognize them?”
“No, Mama, but Ramsey would.”
“That’s right, I would. Go, Molly. There’s no time for any more discussion. If they’re the guys I’ll be out as soon as I can, probably walking really fast.”
“You made a joke, just like Mama does.”
“Maybe.”
Molly gave him a final long look, grabbed her purse, kept her attention on Emma, and walked with her to the back of the small restaurant, through the doorway. Slowly, Ramsey turned around just as he raised his hand to the waitress. They were standing with their backs to him. One was tall and thin, the other short. He couldn’t tell if he was bowlegged or not. He didn’t think they were the same guys who’d come to the cabin. How could they be? He’d shot both the bastards. He didn’t have his Smith & Wesson. The restaurant was pretty crowded. He prayed the men wouldn’t do anything stupid.
The waitress smiled down at him. He said without looking at her, “Is there a back way out of here?”
“Yeah, there’s a back door just beside the men’s room.”
“Good. How much do I owe you?”
She wrote down a couple of more things, frowned as she added, then ripped off the paper and handed it to him, saying, “You guys didn’t eat all that much so I took a bit off the bill.”
“That’s really nice of you. My wife was feeling a bit on the edge. She’s pregnant.”
“Oh, well, congratulations. It happens to the best of us, getting sick that is.”
“Hey, Elsa, how’s tricks?”
The guy looked like a cowboy with a gut. He was standing behind the waitress. Ramsey couldn’t see his face because Elsa was large, had very big hair, and was standing squarely between them. But it wasn’t one of the men at the cabin. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or worried over a possible new threat.
“I’m mean and pretty as ever,” she said, turning to face the man, blocking Ramsey’s view of him. “You’re new, aren’t you? You move here or something?”
“Yeah. Me and the missus came down from Wyoming. Nice around here.”
“Yeah. You want some lunch, then go sit with your friend at that booth.” She pointed with the pencil then stuck it behind her ear.
“Hey, mister, what happened to that pretty little girl I was smiling at?”

Ramsey slowly rose. Elsa stepped out of the way, alarm suddenly hitting her brain. Ramsey towered over the man, who was middle-aged, losing the war to fat, and looked as sincere and nice as Ted Bundy had probably looked.
“Hey, buddy, that your kid?”
“Yes, she’s my kid. Why do you want to know?”
“No reason. She’s just cute, like one of my little granddaughters.”
Ramsey handed the waitress a twenty, saying to both of them, “Have a good day. Bye now.” He went to the front door, but not before he looked for the other man. He didn’t see him. Not seeing him bothered him a lot more. Where was the bastard?
His gut was dancing double time. He looked back again. There was no single guy in the restaurant. Why had the man wanted to know about Emma?
It was then he heard the screech of brakes. He was out the door in an instant to see Molly backing up the Jeep, then slamming on the brakes again to miss a parked pickup truck, by about four inches. He saw a man running toward her. She gunned the engine and the Jeep shot forward. The man shouted and dived into the scrawny bushes that lined the wall of the restaurant.
“Molly!”
He grabbed the passenger door, pulled it open, and jumped in.
She was onto the entrance ramp to the 70 before he even got the door closed.
He looked back to see the man dusting off his pants, staring after them. Then the man he’d been speaking to came out. The two men conferred, heads bent close. He lost sight of them as Molly veered onto the 70, tires screaming.
“Ramsey.”
He heard the small voice and looked down. Emma was scrunched on the floor at his feet. “Come here, kiddo. We’re just fine. Your mama’s a heroine. She saved us. Come here and hug me. I need some attention and a kiss. Yeah, a kiss would make my heart slow down and put my stomach back where it belongs.”
Emma crawled up and let him lift her onto his lap. Now wasn’t the time to worry about his seat belt. She kissed him on the cheek. “That’s better. Thanks.” He said calmly to Molly, “Slow down, and go out at this next exit.”
“But—oh, yes, you’re right. Then we’ll see if they follow.”
“Slow down. We don’t want to attract any attention. When you get off, make a sharp right, and drive behind that Mobil gas station. Emma, hug me tighter. Yeah, that’s better.”
“If I see them, I’m going to get back on the highway. Maybe we can see their license plate. You’d be able to find out who it belongs to, won’t you?”
He nodded. She looked calm and steady, handling the Jeep well enough. Emma was hanging onto him like a leech. It felt good, those skinny little arms of hers choking his neck. The kid had grit.
Molly was off the highway, veering right, then turning sharply right toward the back of the Mobil station, all in the space of about twenty seconds. “Well done,” he said. “Now, kiddo,” he said to Emma, “I want you to look with me back up to the highway. We want to see if those two men are following us.”
“I should have waited to see what car they were driving,” Molly said. She hit the steering wheel with her fist. “I just had to keep moving. I didn’t think it through.”
“It’s okay. We’ll recognize them. Keep looking.” A dark green Corolla went by with two women inside. Then a truck with a single guy and a big German shepherd, his head out the window, his tongue hanging long. There was a space of five heartbeats, then a filthy black truck, its bed empty. In the cab were two men.
“That’s them,” Ramsey said. “Okay, Molly, ease back onto the highway. Keep a minimum of three cars back.”

She was already driving out from behind the Mobil station. There was a small white Honda in front of her. She wanted to honk, to run over it, to yell at the older woman driving, but she managed to keep herself calm and steady, but she was whispering, “Move, move, move.”
Ramsey just kept his arms loosely around Emma. “You okay, kiddo?”
“I’m scared, Ramsey.”
His arms tightened around her. He kissed the top of her head. “I wish I could give you the power not to be afraid of anything, Emma, but I can’t. Fear isn’t bad, just as long as it doesn’t freeze you up. I know you don’t like to think about it, but you didn’t freeze up that time. You managed to escape and run into the woods and I found you. You were extraordinarily brave. And so you see that if you just keep thinking, if you don’t give up, then you can help yourself. You’ve got a chance.” He knew Molly was listening. “You won’t forget that, will you, Em?”
“No,” she whispered. “I won’t forget. There’s the truck, Ramsey. Mom’s close now.”
“Can you see the license number?”
“It’s really dirty, but I can see it.”
Then he laughed. “You can see it but you can’t tell me the letters or numbers. I’m going to teach you how to read tomorrow, okay, kiddo?”
“I know how to read a little. Mama’s taught me. She reads to me all the time. She points her finger at the words while she’s reading. You think it’ll just take one day?”
“With you, maybe just half a day.” He said to Molly, “It looks to me like it’s a B, then an L, then mud’s all smeared over the next letter. There’s a space, then three-eight-eight-something. That last number’s too smeared to make out.”
“You’ll find a cell phone in my bag. Since you’re a federal judge, you’re bound to know someone who can tell us who owns the truck. Once you find that out, I promise I’ll call the cops in Denver and tell them. You don’t have to tell anybody anything. Now, I’ll hang back until you find out.”

A cell phone. She had a cell phone and hadn’t told him until they were holding on by their teeth. He wanted to yell at her, but he didn’t. He pulled out the slim phone. He started to call Virginia Trolley in San Francisco, then paused. No, she couldn’t do anything. He needed someone objective, someone with an inside track who wouldn’t butt in, but would give him all the help he could. He dialed the main number to the FBI in Washington, D.C., and asked for Dillon Savich in the Criminal Apprehension Unit.
In two minutes he was talking to Savich. “Why don’t you ever use my e-mail, Ramsey? You know I hate phones. I think when I was a kid a phone cord must have wrapped around my neck and nearly choked me to death.”
“Sorry, I don’t have my laptop and modem with me. Long story. I need help, Savich.”
“Talk to me.”
No hesitation, no questions. Ramsey said, “I need to know who belongs to this license plate.” He gave Savich the information. “I’m on a cell phone.” He gave him the phone number. “Yeah, I’ll keep it on. I owe you one, Savich.”
A grunt, nothing more. Ramsey smiled into the cell phone. He hung up but left the phone button on.
“Who did you call? The police in San Francisco?”
“No. I called a friend of mine in Washington, D.C.”
“A good friend, if he didn’t ask you any questions.”
“Yes, a good friend. We met about four years ago at a law-enforcement conference in Chicago. At that time I was with the U.S. Attorney’s office. Savich is into karate, big time, does an exhibition now and again. He got married about six months ago to another agent named Sherlock. Keep further back, Molly.”
“Oh no.”
The truck was slowing. The man in the passenger seat was looking back. “They’ve gone far enough to know we’re not there ahead of them. Slow down more, Molly. Yeah, let that Chevy get ahead of you. Good.”

He pressed Emma against him. “I don’t want them catching sight of you, kiddo. Keep down.”
“They’re pulling out, Ramsey,” Molly said.
He wanted to follow. So did Molly, probably. But they couldn’t, not with Emma such an open target.
“It won’t matter,” Ramsey said. “Once we know who owns the truck, we’ll have what we need. We don’t have to do everything.”
“I don’t know about that,” she said, her voice all rough and low. Then she smiled at Emma and said, “Sure thing,” and slowed down even more.
“They’re hanging on the side, just the way we did.” He weighed the options. “Drive like a bat out of hell, Molly. In a couple of exits, we’re out of here.”
She didn’t hesitate for an instant. She floored the gas pedal. The Jeep hit ninety miles an hour quickly. They sped by two exits, Molly weaving in and out like a pro, then she slowed and swung off at the third exit onto a high arcing road that flattened finally, headed due south.
“Good going. Just keep driving, then pull over about a mile toward—what’s the name of the town in this direction?”
“Paulson, according to the sign we just passed.”
“Yeah, it’s about three miles to Paulson. Let’s go nearly to the town, then take a side road. We’ll just sit there for a while. I’ll bet everyone’s thirsty. We’ll have to buy a bottle of water.”
“I have to go to the bathroom,” Emma said.
“I do, too,” Ramsey said, hugging her. “Hold it just three more minutes, Em.”
The cell phone trilled a soft high whine.
“Savich?”
“Yes. Since you didn’t have a clean set, we have three possibilities.”
“Okay. I’ve got a pen and paper.” Molly watched him pull a pad from the glove compartment and write down names and addresses. She heard him say, “Thanks, Savich. I owe you big time.” There was a long pause, then, “I’ll tell you everything when I can, but not just yet. Say hello to Sherlock for me.”
He shut down the phone.
“It appears that we’ve lost those guys from the restaurant. I still think we should call the cops, Molly.”
“No, not yet. Please, not yet.”
He sighed deeply. The last thing he wanted was for her to try to take Emma and go off on her own. He had a strong feeling she’d do just that if he didn’t play by her rules. It wasn’t just that she didn’t trust the police. It was something more, something she hadn’t told him. “Well, hell,” he said, “let’s go to Aspen and stay at the Jerome. I’ll take you guys to the Cantina for a good Mexican meal.”
Molly pulled off the road a minute later. She took Emma to the cover of some bushes. Molly met his eyes over a tangle of blackberries. He had eyes nearly as black as his hair, thick hair a bit on the long side since he’d been away from civilization for three weeks. He had a strong face, high cheekbones, an olive complexion. She wondered if he didn’t have some Italian blood lurking somewhere. He also had the beginnings of a five-o’clock shadow. Actually, now that she was really looking at him for the first time, she realized he was handsome, not drop-dead handsome like a film star, but handsome in a way that was calm and strong, a handsome that you could trust. She owed him the rest of the truth, but not just yet.
She thought, as she helped Emma with her clothes, that it felt rather strange not to be alone anymore. She’d known him for less than one day. It seemed longer, but the fact was that she didn’t really know him at all. She knew his reputation, but not the man. He’d saved Emma. That was really the beginning and the end of it. He’d have her gratitude forever.
She smiled at him.
Ramsey did a double take. He smiled back at her automatically. He’d been wishing that he’d gotten a look at the other man at the restaurant. Were they dealing with two new men entirely? Probably so. There’d been no sign that either of them had been wounded. If they were new on the scene, then there might be a lot more going on here. What was Molly keeping from him?
He handed Molly the cell phone when she and Emma got back to the Jeep. “It’s time to call the Denver police. It’s time to tell them that Emma’s safe. Whatever else you don’t want to tell them, then keep it to yourself. But at least do that much.”
She pulled a small notebook from her large shoulder bag. She looked up a number, then dialed it in. He handed her the paper with the three names and addresses on it. He moved to the driver’s side, watching Emma crowd close to her.
She gave no greeting, just, “I’ve got my daughter back, Detective Mecklin.”
“Is that you, Mrs. Santera? What did you say? Are you all right? Are you injured?”
“No I’m not hurt. I said that I’ve got my daughter back, Detective.” She could practically see those wide blue eyes of his narrowing as he stared at the phone, wondering if she’d lost it or not. She really didn’t care. She rather hoped she’d never have to deal with Mecklin again, but here she was on the phone to the jerk. She’d thought he believed it was her fault that Emma was taken. She had hated him for helping to pile that guilt on her. She still did. She’d felt enough guilt on her own.
There was a very long silence, then, “I don’t understand how that can be possible.”
She laughed, the tension beginning to lighten. She was beginning to enjoy herself. The sexist jerk. “It is, believe me. Would you like me to tell you what’s happened?”
“But we just got a ransom note last night. The kidnappers want $500,000.”
“Don’t let anyone pay it. I’ve got my daughter right here, Detective. Emma, say hello to the detective.”

“Hello, Detective Mecklin. I’m with my mom and Ramsey. He saved me and then my mommy found us. We’re okay.”
“Ramsey? Who the hell’s this Ramsey?”
Molly pulled the phone back up. “That’s not important for the moment, Detective Mecklin. Listen to me. I’ve got three names and addresses that go with these license plate letters and numbers. You need to see which of these fits with Emma’s kidnappers. One of them does, count on it.”
“I don’t understand this, Mrs. Santera. You need to come back to Denver and talk to us. If you really have Emma, you need to bring her in to see us. We’ve got doctors here for her, a shrink trauma team, everything she’ll need. Was that really Emma? Are you all right, Mrs. Santera? Where are you?”
“Will you do anything with the information if I give it to you, Detective Mecklin, or am I wasting my time?”
There was another long pause with very controlled breathing. “Give me the info,” he said.
She read out the names and addresses very slowly, occasionally repeating. “I don’t recognize any of these names myself, but one of them has to be involved with the kidnappers. Now maybe you’ve got a chance to catch them. Surely there’s a drop site indicated on the note. Well, now you don’t have to worry about Emma. You can forget the trauma team. Do your job, Detective. Nail the bad guys. Oh yeah, the guy who kidnapped Emma took her to a cabin not far from Dillinger. I’m sure he’s not there anymore but you may find out something.”
“Are you in Dillinger, Mrs. Santera?”
“No, Detective, I’m not, so please don’t bother siccing any local cops on me.”
“This sure puts a mighty different spin on things, Mrs. Santera.”
“Sure does,” she agreed. “You’re sure you’ve got everything?”
“Yeah, I’ve got it. But you’ve got to tell me what’s going on. The FBI agents just walked in. They want to talk to you. They don’t think—”
She spoke over him, slowly and clearly. “The license is on a dirty black pickup truck. It’s fairly new. A Chevy. You’ve got that?”
“Yes, yes. Hold on. Don’t hang up, Mrs. Santera. You need us. Here’s Agent Anchor.”
“I don’t think so, Detective. Give them the information. They’ll drool, if they bother to believe it.”
“We would have gotten this information in a very short time. Now, I believe you, Mrs. Santera, but . . . well, you see, this is very irregular.” It was Agent Anchor, a man with a great deal of experience with kidnappings. He was also a dictator who believed everyone except himself had a brain the size of a pea. He’d ordered the Denver cops around as if they were his personal chattel.
“No buts, Agent Anchor. Catch the men who took my daughter.”
“You have no idea if any of these license plates has anything to do with the kidnappers, do you? Look, I don’t understand any of this. Tell me where you are. Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Mrs. Santera? You may be in danger. Tell me where you found Emma. You can’t just call in and order us around and—”
“Agent Anchor, go catch the kidnappers. Ah, that pickup truck was last seen just west of Rappahoe on Highway 70.” Molly smiled as she pushed the Off button. “I hated to tell him that because he’s not stupid and he’ll know that’s where we are, too. But I had to, otherwise, how could they catch them? I hope they can locate that cabin quickly, maybe find something helpful.”
“No, you’re right. You had to tell them. By the time they get themselves together, we’ll be tucked safely away in Aspen. They really shouldn’t care all that much about us, and where we are, but who knows? At least our perps don’t know we got them tagged. They shouldn’t be hiding out. Were the Fed agents a big pain?”

“Yes. If I hadn’t been so terrified about Emma, I would have felt sorry for the local cops. The Feds treated them like gofers. Detective Mecklin isn’t really all that much of a jerk, but he’s also not what you’d call very flexible. He’s got this big handlebar mustache, dyed really black, you know? It droops around his mouth, makes him look something like a basset hound. He’s also very fat. I hope he doesn’t have a heart attack.” Then she just shook her head. “He didn’t want to believe that I had Emma. He even asked me if that was really Emma who’d spoken to him. As for Agent Anchor, he has a God complex.”
A lot of the Federal people did, but they were getting better, or at least some of them were, like Dillon Savich. He’d like to meet this Agent Anchor when this was over. He’d like to pin Agent Anchor’s ears back. “You did well, Molly. At least we had to do that much. Let’s go to Aspen. Let’s forget both of them for now. We’ll call Detective Mecklin back tomorrow and see what he’s got.”
“A ransom note arrived last night. The kidnappers wanted a half a million.”
“Their bluff,” he said. “It’s a good try.” He looked quickly at Emma, who looked to be nearly asleep, but he wasn’t fooled for an instant. “Just a bluff,” he said again. “But it gives the cops a real chance at them now. So there are at least four other guys besides the kidnapper. I wonder how many people are involved in this? And why? It isn’t just a kidnapping, Molly.”
“I don’t like it,” Emma said, snuggling close to her mother. “I don’t like it at all.”
Their eyes met. “Neither do we, Emma. Neither do we,” Molly said.
Ramsey pulled back onto the highway. There was no sign of the black pickup, thank the good Lord.
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AFTERMOLLY SHOWED him a weighty wad of one-hundred-dollar bills and assured him she had lots more in her bra, Ramsey got them a junior suite at the Jerome, providing them a false name and paying cash. They were shown to a huge single room filled with Victorian furniture, long red or gold fringe on the lamps, and wall-to-wall carpeting woven with big cabbage roses and copious vines. There was violent red wallpaper in the bathroom, which had been updated to a rich pink marble. The old with the new—it was a fascinating combination. There was a sitting area at one end of the big room, with the bed, dresser, and a couple of more chairs at the other. There were tall windows with rich velvet draperies. “I always wanted to stay here,” Ramsey said, standing back. “I saw the place way back when I was a kid here on a ski break. It’s something, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Molly said. “They didn’t have two beds? Just this king?”
“We’re married, remember? Don’t look at it too long, it’ll make you bilious. Also, don’t worry about it. They’re bringing up a cot for me.” The spread was a bright blue velvet with red tassels that screamed Victorian Wild West.

Emma said, “What’s ‘bilious’?”
“Bad liver stuff.”
He saw her repeat the word a couple of more times beneath her breath. He smiled as he watched Molly go down on her knees and hug Emma until, suddenly, she squealed. Molly let her loose and the both of them began to laugh. “It’s a game we play,” Molly said. “If Emma can let me hug her for a whole minute without making a single sound, then she gets an ice cream. Actually, she usually wins. Are you feeling sorry for me, kiddo?”
“I just wanted to see you smile really big, Mama.”
“Then you won the smile out of me.”
Molly had a single duffel bag, Emma had her stuffed pillowcase, and Ramsey had two suitcases. He’d locked his mom’s old Olivetti typewriter and all the pages he’d managed to write during his stay before Emma, and some books and novels in the Jeep. The hotel brought up a cot for him, too short, but he just shook his head at her when she would have protested.
Actually, Ramsey didn’t care if he slept on the floor. His leg hurt like hell, he had a headache, and he felt as if he’d hit a brick wall. Molly looked as if she had her nose pressed against that same brick wall. She was standing in the middle of the room, running her hand through her rioting red hair.
He smiled. “You want me to give Emma a bath? No, I take that back. She can bathe herself.”
“She’s really not very good at it, but she does try.” Molly grabbed Emma up and sniffed behind her ear. “Smells sweet. You did a good job. You want me to bathe you this time, Em? Just for a change?”
Emma nodded happily.
Molly turned to Ramsey, who looked ready to fall over. “You just lie down. I’ll bring you some aspirin. Do you put an ice pack on the leg?”
“I hadn’t thought of that. Why not?”

“Good. Lie down, Ramsey. I’ll be right back.”
After she’d watched him wash down three aspirin and she’d laid the ice wrapped in a towel over his bandaged leg, she said, “Do you mind if we don’t go to the Cantina?”
“I’ll see if they deliver.”
They did, for a fifty-buck service charge. It was Aspen, he thought, as he ate a ten-dollar taco.
 
EXHAUSTION hit big time after they’d consumed a good half dozen beef tacos, and enough chips and salsa for a football team. Emma had some guacamole smeared on her chin when it was all over and she’d looked wonderful. She was asleep ten minutes later, next to her mother, just after they’d gotten her to brush her teeth.
She beat them to sleep by five minutes.
Molly awoke at midnight at the final stroke from a big grandfather clock in the corner out in the corridor. There was a quarter moon sending a white shaft of light through the open window. It wasn’t too cold, just cold enough to make you pull the covers to your chin and let the fresh air hit your face.
It was the first time she’d slept over three hours in more than two weeks. Sixteen days, she thought, suddenly sitting up just to look over to see Emma curled up into a ball, the pillow hugged to her chest, her beautiful hair, free of its braid, tangled about her head. She was safe.
She felt tears sting her eyes, felt them ooze out and slowly trickle over her cheeks. They’d been so very lucky. As it turned out, she hadn’t been the important one in the equation, not that she’d ever really believed she actually would be.
Ramsey Hunt. He’d saved her daughter. He would have continued to protect her until he’d gotten her back safely.
The tears came more freely. She sobbed. Oh no, that was humiliating. She stuffed her fist into her mouth.
“Molly? It’s okay.”

How had he heard her? Emma was still sound asleep. He said quietly, “Cry, it’s good for you. I’ll bet this is the first time you’ve had the luxury to just let go. Think you can?”
She kept crying and he kept talking, saying nothing really, just nonsense. Then, “Mama, what’s wrong?”
Emma sounded terrified.
Ramsey said quickly, “It’s all right, Emma. Roll over and hug your mama. She’s just crying because she’s so relieved you’re safe. She’s been on the edge for a really long time. She’s been really scared for you.”
Molly was hiccuping, crying, and now laughing. Emma had wrapped her arms around her.
“I feel better now. Thanks, Em.” She kissed her daughter’s neck, and felt as happy as she’d ever felt in her life. In that instant, she remembered another moment, a long time ago, when she’d believed there was no way she could have been happier. It had been a lie.
The three of them went back to sleep, Ramsey’s feet hanging off the end of the cot. It was Ramsey who woke near three o’clock in the morning.
Maybe he’d heard something. His brain was still turned inward to a pleasant dream. It was about Susan. She was wearing her uniform and smiling. She saluted him, then poked him in the belly. Once he was fully awake, though, bittersweet memories flooded through him. Then suddenly, it all just faded back into time. He wanted no more dreams about Susan.
He heard it again. Could they be that good?
Very slowly, he stood up. He saw that both Emma and Molly were still asleep. He heard only Molly’s deep, even breathing. He was glad for that. He didn’t want them frightened.
He stood up, felt his stiff leg lock on him, and grabbed one of the high chair backs. Not unexpected. He held very still and listened.
It was a shuffling sound. It was coming from the corridor, just outside their room door. He picked up his pistol from the small circular table beside the cot. He forced his leg to move, one step at a time, quietly, toward the door, pausing every few steps to listen.
He heard voices. No, it wasn’t possible that it could be trouble. There was just no way they could have found out where they were. The hotel registration hadn’t demanded an ID. There was no way anyone could know they were here. But they had seen the Jeep. They could have easily traced the license plate, or even spotted it coming into town. He cursed. He was an idiot. Tomorrow, he’d have to turn it in, maybe buy a used car, another Jeep, or any four-wheel-drive vehicle. He heard the voices again, too low for him to make out what they were saying.
He held his Smith & Wesson ready.
It was a man’s voice, low and urgent, clear now. “Listen, Doris, you want to sneak back in there, you do it. But your old man could be awake even as we speak. I don’t want him to blow my head off. No, don’t go in there. If you do, just wait until I get out of here.”
He leaned his head against the door, relief pouring through him. It was a wife screwing around on her husband.
It wasn’t anybody after Emma.
He heard a woman’s voice, with just a touch of hysteria in it. It would be better if she didn’t try to sneak back in, he thought, but thank goodness, it wasn’t any of his business. He silently checked the lock and the chain.
He laid the Smith & Wesson back on the circular table. When he turned to the cot, he saw Molly sitting up, staring toward him.
He whispered, “It’s nothing, just a wife cheating on her husband.”
Emma said in a sleepy voice, “It couldn’t be him, could it, Ramsey? He didn’t see really good. He didn’t wear his glasses all of the time. That’s how I got away. I made my pillow look like me when he was out smoking a cigarette on the front steps. When he came back, he looked for me, and thought he saw me. I crawled out the front door when he was drinking a glass of whiskey. He really liked whiskey. He kept saying he didn’t like it, that it rotted his soul, but he drank it, lots of it.”
“Oh God,” Molly said. “Do you know his name, Em?”
But Emma folded, just shut down again, her breathing even and slow. She was sound asleep.
They looked at each other. Molly said, “What am I going to do?”
“I told you, Molly. I’m in for the long haul. Now the question is, what are we going to do? Tell you what. We’re both still too tired to think straight. I’ve got some ideas. We’ll discuss it tomorrow.”
She was shaking her head back and forth, her red hair moving in concert. “I can’t go back to Denver. I’m never going back to Denver. I don’t understand what’s going on here. How many people are involved in this? Who are they? How, why, could Emma’s kidnapping be a conspiracy?”
“Conspiracy,” he repeated slowly. “Why do you call it a conspiracy?”
She shrugged, one corner of her sleep shirt falling off her shoulder.
“I guess kidnapping could end up being a conspiracy if the parents were in on it, or if it was done for another purpose. But you didn’t mean that. Did you?”
“I just said the word. It seemed it might be possible. We already know about up to five different men.”
“An elaborate scheme then. But a conspiracy? That smacks of something darker, something beneath the surface. It just might mean it would involve people around you.”
She was silent. He watched her pull up the shoulder of her sleep shirt. It said on the front: BIGFOOT WAS HERE. Her hair was corkscrewed and wild around her pale face. She looked inutterably weary. And also very pretty, he thought, somewhat amazed that he’d noticed and here it was in the middle of the night. Her skin was very white, unlike his, with his olive skin tone. He wanted to put his hand on her, to compare the color difference between them. He was losing it. “Let’s get some sleep. We’re out of here tomorrow.”
 
HE returned to the Jerome at noon. Molly and Emma were playing Old Maid seated cross-legged opposite each other, the card pile in the middle.
“No, don’t get up. We’re the proud owners of a 1989 Toyota 4Runner with lots of miles on it. It’s a two-door model, on the beat-up side, but who cares? It’s got four-wheel drive, nearly all the comforts of the Jeep.”
He’d gotten the maximum cash allowed from AMEX and paid the car dealer in cash. He added, “Even if they’ve tracked down the Jeep, it’ll take them a good long time to find it in that long-term parking lot over by the lift.” But he knew they weren’t safe, not by a long shot.
He said quickly, “It’s time we checked out of here. Fifteen minutes okay with everybody? We shop and then we’re heading west.”
They’d spoken about it briefly that morning when they’d awakened. “It’s just our next destination,” Ramsey had said, “but it gets us closer to my home and my turf.”
Molly had said quietly, afraid that Emma would awaken, “I know we can’t stay here. Where west do you want to go?”
“Truckee. I know the area very well. Let’s just get ourselves lost for the time being in the Sierras. I had a friend from college who lived on Lake Tahoe.”
Molly didn’t say anything more until she got him in the bathroom with the door shut, Emma in the bedroom packing her pillowcase.
He said, “Anyone with a brain could trace the money withdrawal from AMEX that I used to pay for the Toyota, and I think we’ve got professionals here. So our best bet is to get ourselves lost for the time being. The Sierras are beautiful and out of the way. Any problem with that?”
“I’ve never been to Lake Tahoe,” she said, fiddling with a towel that was wadded up. She was methodically folding it, arranging it back on the rack.
“It’s a little town, quaint, all rigged out for the skiers in the winter and the hikers in the summer. Emma’ll like it. It’ll be safe.”
She looked up at him. “How’s your leg?”
“Better this morning. You and Emma were both standing over me when I took up the tape and gauze. The skin’s staying together, a good sign. The flesh is pink. Very little swelling. It just aches.”
“You wouldn’t lie to me?”
“Yes, but not about this.”
“All right. Let’s go.” She turned away, her hand on the bathroom doorknob, and said over her shoulder, “You don’t have to do this, you really don’t. I have money. Not just the cash I showed you. I have lots of money, family money and money from my divorce from Louey. I could get Emma to safety.”
“Don’t, Molly. I couldn’t leave Emma in danger.”
She sighed as she twisted a corkscrew curl around her index finger. “I know.”
She opened the bathroom door and walked out, calling, “Em, love, are you ready? Do you know what? I’m going to buy you a duffel bag, just like mine.”
“Can it be a Mingus Raiders duffel? Yours looks like a soldier’s.”
“Okay, Mingus Raiders it is.” She said over her shoulder to Ramsey, “The Mingus cartoon good guys also include Mingus cartoon good girls. They’re hot stuff.”
 
THEY drove all that day and night, spelling each other, and reached Truckee the next evening at just after six o’clock. They spent that night at a Best Western Motel.
The next morning Ramsey went to a local realtor’s office and looked over the rental houses available. They didn’t want a condo, too many people around, they told the woman. They were a family on vacation. They’d saved their money for this and didn’t want to use credit cards.
If the woman didn’t believe this, she didn’t argue, just showed them properties. Emma fell in love with the third one, a small two-bedroom house that sat off by itself, backed against a forest and fronting a small creek. Tree-covered mountains rose all around it. Lake Tahoe was only about four miles distant. It was safe. Everyone was pleased.
They paid five hundred for the week, including the security deposit. They stocked up for a week at Food Giant.
When they returned to Nathan’s Creek, it was well into the afternoon. Emma was asleep in Molly’s arms. Ramsey took her and carried her up to the larger of the two bedrooms.
When he met Molly downstairs in the kitchen, she handed him a glass of iced mineral water.
“Come in the living room,” he said. “It’s time.”
“All right,” she said. “You’re right. It is time. We’ve got to do some talking and some planning.”
He waited until she sat down in a big recliner that was well worn, a real guy’s chair, then said, “Now, no more stalling. Who are you, Molly? What are you still keeping from me?”
“I know it’s impossible that Emma’s kidnapping has anything to do with what you don’t know.”
“Molly, I’m going to throw this water glass at you.”
“I was Margaret Lord before I married.”
He just stared at her, then breathed out hard. His leg started hurting.
“Shit,” he said. “Your daddy is Mason Lord?”
 
JOE Elders loved those few precious minutes just before the sun arched up over the low-lying barren hills just a mile or so from his farm. He stood there, breathing in the fifty-degree air, filling his lungs, letting the silence and soft air fill him.

The sun struck his eyes with brilliant light and he smiled into it, closing them. He heard Millie moo. She was soon joined by half a dozen of her cousins. It was time to begin his day, and that meant milking his girls. He whistled as he walked to the cow barn, brand-new, just completed a month before, with all the new technology they told him would at least put him in the same ballpark as the big dairy outfits. And he’d had the money to pay for it all. He’d been smart, really smart. They hadn’t taken advantage of him, no they hadn’t. After his deal, he hadn’t had to borrow anything. He paused, sniffing the air.
He could swear it was the sweet clinging scent of marijuana. He kicked one of the goat’s favorite old chewing gloves out of his path. He cursed. It was pot he smelled. Nancy was smoking and carrying on again, and after she promised him and her mother that she would straighten up. Pot, of all things. She was sixteen years old, popular at school. He hoped she wasn’t that popular. No, she was too young to really have the hots for any of the boys he’d seen around. But pot, hell and damnation.
He opened the barn door. He was greeted with a chorus of moos, most of them welcoming, a couple pissed, he could tell. They didn’t like all the new equipment that relieved them of their milk.
Shirley was the one who hated the machines the most. Since she was one of his old girls, he’d decided just the week before to milk her himself. She enjoyed that, turning her head to look at him while he pulled on her teats.
He got all the other cows set up. It still took him a while. Well, he’d get better and faster at it soon. Then he took his old stool down to where Shirley was standing, still and fat with milk, watching him come closer.
“Good morning, old girl,” he called out, giving her a wink like the one he’d given her every dawn for the past seven years.
He began to whistle as he set the stool down beside her. “Now, let’s make you a couple of pounds lighter.”

He heard a soft whooshing sound. It was close, real close. He wrenched around on the stool. There was a man standing over him. He was black, his eyes hard and wide, his head bald. Joe never even had a chance to ask the man who he was.
He felt a huge hand on his shoulder, and saw a big hammer part the air. He felt the blow throughout his body, but it wasn’t exactly painful, just a numbing jarring that made his eyes blink once in surprise. The large hand released his shoulder.
Joe Elders fell beside Shirley’s stool, his eyes staring up at her milk-swelled teats.
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“I
JUST HEARD Emma moving around upstairs. We’ve only got a few minutes before she comes down. We’ll get back to your daddy a bit later. Now our immediate problems: We’ve got to assume they’re professionals. And that means we’ve also got to assume they have a backup organization to be on us in a flash if we use credit cards. If we’re careful, your three thousand and my two thousand should last us just fine until this mess is cleaned up.”
Molly figured she’d been frugal for a total of thirteen months in her life. She’d gone from one wealthy home to taking care of herself, and she’d done it, not that it had lasted long. Then she’d gone to another one. From a rich father to a rich husband. But for the past two years, she’d been on her own again. She loved it. She grinned. Actually, it was the first time she’d smiled in a very long time. “I’m going to go scrub a toilet.”
“Mama, you’re joking.”
Emma had arrived, full of energy. Molly hauled her up in a big hug, kissed her small ear, and said, “No, sweetie, this time I’m not. Well, maybe. I’m thinking that if I can take Ramsey in poker, then he can scrub the john. What do you think?”

Emma looked very serious, her head cocked to one side. “I think you could beat him in Old Maid. I beat you last time we played poker.”
“Thanks for the support, kiddo. All right, I’ll think about it. Maybe I can play him to a draw.”
“That’s chess, Mama.”
“Yes, but maybe I can figure out how to apply it to poker. Hey, you want some hot dogs for supper?”
“Oh yes. Ramsey makes the best. We stuck them on coat hangers and held them over the fire in the fireplace.”
Ramsey was sitting in that big recliner, his hands folded over his stomach, a pillow under his leg. “You’ll have to go a long way to beat my hot dogs, Molly.”
“I know how to make the secret relish, handed down from my mother’s family in Italy. The relish will make her jump off your bandwagon quick enough.”
“We’ll see about that. I’ve got secret other things, like good cheap yellow mustard.” He said to Emma, “How come you know about draws and chess?”
“My boyfriend taught me.”
“You’ve got a boyfriend, Emma?”
“His name’s Jake. He’s my nerd boyfriend.”
Ramsey rolled his eyes. “You also got a jock boyfriend?”
“Oh no, Ramsey, they’re gross.”
“Hey now, I was once a jock and I wasn’t gross. Well, maybe I was for a while, when I was real young.”
“Young as me?”
He stared down into that small intent upturned face. “No, Em, I was never as young as you.”
She giggled, actually giggled. It warmed him to his toes. Molly looked up, smiling. Emma said, “I’m just glad you’re not as young as me right now.” She lightly touched her palm to the wound in his thigh. “It’s not warm anymore.”
“Nope, all of me is at room temperature again.”
She patted him, then skipped off to the small kitchen to help her mother.

It was an easy evening, with no talk at all about the sword of Damocles that was hanging over their heads, no talk just yet about Molly’s criminal father. They played word games, then Ramsey gave Emma a reading lesson using the sets of letters and numbers he’d bought at the bookstore in Dillinger.
The kid was smart and fast. She was writing his name in full sentences, along with her name and her mother’s by nine o’clock. “You put the best teacher in the world with the smartest kid in the world, and just look what you’ve got.” He leaned down to stare at the last word Emma had printed: john.
Both of them tucked her up in the small single twin bed.
“You want a night-light on, Em?”
“No, Mama. Are you going to sleep with me again?”
“Yes,” Molly said easily. “If Ramsey wakes up and gets lonesome, he can talk to us through the wall.”
Emma was smiling even as her eyes closed. They stood looking down at her, this child who had changed both their lives.
“She wrote my name,” Ramsey said. “It was legible. She wrote it in a whole sentence. Amazing.”
“She’s got her mother’s brains.” Molly grinned up at him. “My Ramsey is smart. Yep, that has a real ring to it. Can you believe she spelled john?”
“And she did it well. It made her laugh, Molly. Where’d she get the hair?”
“Her father.” Her voice was clipped. She didn’t say anything else. Why hadn’t he come back here after Emma had been kidnapped? He’d teased himself with that question at least half a dozen times now. He simply couldn’t imagine any father not being frantic about his child. That the parents were divorced made no difference. He said, “Let’s go downstairs. Now that Emma’s in bed, I want you to tell me everything about Daddy.”
“I should call Detective Mecklin and Agent Anchor first. I forgot.”

“No, you didn’t, but it doesn’t matter. Let’s do it. Who knows, maybe they’ve got something.”
“Don’t bet your gym socks on it.”
She asked for Detective Mecklin and got put on hold. She stared down at the phone, then suddenly banged down the receiver. “They were trying to trace the call,” she said. “I know it. The bastards.”
“You’re probably right. Let’s call in the morning. They didn’t have enough time. Don’t worry.”
“I guess you’d know all about that.”
“Enough. It’s not as if we really have to hide from the cops, Molly.”
“I don’t want to let them near Emma. Don’t you see? They might take her away and give her over to a battery of doctors, strangers, all of them. She’s doing so well. I can’t take that risk. You didn’t want to do it either. Just leave it alone.”
“All right. Tell you what. Let me call Dillon Savich, my friend in Washington, D.C. See if he knows what’s going on.”
“Who is this friend, exactly?”
“He’s a computer expert who happens to be an FBI agent. Trust me on this, he’s not like Agent Anchor. Actually, he and his partner—who’s now his wife, Sherlock—were the ones who broke The Toaster case in Chicago. Do you remember that?”
“That was the young guy who’d killed those families?”
“Yeah. Russell Bent.”
“They won’t ever let him out, will they?”
“Trust the system on this one, Molly. Russell will be in a psychiatric hospital until he dies.”
“Yeah, but I also remember the killer in Boston who escaped when the judge ordered that he be let out of restraints while he was being evaluated by the psychiatrists. The String Killer, wasn’t that the moniker the press gave him?”
“Yes, that’s what happened.”

She gave him a long look. “Some system.”
“You know, Molly, our legal system works well most of the time. Since people run it, sure there are screwups now and again. You need to be a bit more objective.”
Molly sighed, then rose and walked to the French windows that looked out over a small sloping lawn to Nathan’s Creek, full and rushing from melting mountain snow. The half-moon made the snow glisten. “This is a beautiful place. Aren’t you going to call Dillon Savich?”
“Yep. You got me sidetracked. I want to tell him what’s going on. I want to tell him who you are. He won’t do anything unless I ask him to. All right?”
Molly nodded.
He used the house phone and punched the speaker button. The phone was picked up on the third ring in Washington, D.C. Ramsey identified himself.
A very alert Savich said, “You know it’s one A.M. here? Never mind. Where are you? You’ve got the speaker on. Are you finally ready to tell me what’s going on?”
“You know about that kidnapping case in Denver? Emma Santera?”
“Yes. Wait, don’t tell me. You’re somehow involved in that?”
Ramsey gave him an unedited version of what had happened until they’d arrived in California. “We’re all right, hopefully, safely hidden. Mrs. Santera doesn’t want anyone to know exactly where we are.”
“Including the FBI? Including the cops? This is all very strange, Ramsey.”
“Yeah, I know. Bear with me. Can you tell me what’s happening there? Has an Agent Anchor said anything that’s filtered back?”
Savich laughed. “Has Bud said anything? He’s been yelling his head off, claiming he’s going to bring in Mrs. Santera for hampering his investigation. It’s going to be hard to keep my mouth shut, Ramsey, but I will until you give me the ‘go’ signal. Can you begin to imagine what folks here would say if they knew you were a part of this and you were getting inside information from me?”
“What about the owner of the truck? We gave the Denver PD and Agent Anchor the three names and license numbers you gave me.”
“The truck was reported stolen last month from a dairy farmer in Loveland, Colorado. The wife reported it. Then the husband said it hadn’t been stolen, he’d sold it, and hadn’t told his wife. Who knows? Did he sell it to the kidnappers? That plays for me.”
“Yeah, it does for me too.” Ramsey sighed.
“You might consider coming in now. Any more attempts to get the kid?”
“Not since we’ve come to our new location.”
“Come in, Ramsey. It sounds dicey. I agree that this isn’t just a simple kidnapping. You got any ideas?”
“Maybe. Look, Savich, let me keep us hidden awhile longer. I’ll check in on Friday unless something happens sooner. Listen, thanks. I owe you.”
“You can bet on it.”
“Is that Sherlock I hear? Give her a kiss for me.”
“Not on your life. You’re too much like the kind of man she likes, all hard and tough. Given your macho demonstration a while back in your courtroom, I’d be hard-pressed to keep her away from you, especially if she’s having a bad day and not thinking clearly. No, all kisses are from me. Take care of yourself, Ramsey, and call if there’s anything I can do.”
“Thanks, Savich.” Ramsey slowly hung up the phone. “You heard everything?”
She nodded.
“Now, no more procrastinating. It’s time. On to Daddy.”
She started shaking her head.
“Listen, Molly, your father is Mason Lord. It’s time we thought about him. I don’t think it’s possible he could be involved directly in any of this, but it’s very possible that from what we’ve seen, just maybe some of your father’s enemies had Emma kidnapped to use as leverage against your father.”
She didn’t turn, just ran her fingers over the thick fabric of the light tan drapes. “I think he would have warned me if someone he was dealing with might consider such a thing.”
“Yes, he probably would have, if he’d had warning. Do you agree that perhaps some of his enemies are involved up to their gum lines to get leverage on him, to milk him? You wondered about all the guys who seemed to be involved in this, so far. Well, that could be our answer.”
She still didn’t turn around. Slowly, she pulled the drapes shut over the French windows and just stood there, head down, saying nothing.
He noticed that she was barefoot. Her toes were painted a pale pink and were chipping. “When did you last speak to your father?”
“Last week.”
“And you told him what was going on?”
She nodded.
“Tell me something, Molly. When was the last time you saw your father?”
“That’s none of your business. It has nothing to do with this. Stop pushing me on this.”
“I just want us to stay alive. You’re making that difficult by holding out on me. When, Molly? I deserve to know.” He rubbed his leg.
“All right, but it doesn’t make any difference. The last time I saw him was three years ago.”
He slammed the recliner forward and stood, staring at her. “Three years ago? What’s been going on?”
She turned then to face him, but she didn’t move from her stand by the windows. “The last time I saw him was when Emma had just turned three years old. He flew to Denver for her birthday. But that wasn’t the real reason he came. He was angry at my husband. He came to Denver to see him.”
“And did he see your husband?”

“Yes, he saw him. Louey ended up with two broken ribs, a fractured kidney, and bruises everywhere except on his face, that lasted until the next Christmas.”
“What had Louey done?”
“I don’t want to talk about it. It has nothing to do with this.”
“You have no clue what does or what doesn’t have to do with anything at all.”
“Listen, as I told you, Louey is my ex-husband. We’ve been divorced for two years. I didn’t lie to Emma about her father being worried about her. Louey did call once when he heard that she was missing, which was a big surprise to me. He called me before I even considered contacting him. As Emma already told you, he hasn’t bothered to see her since he left.
“It was right after one of his concerts in Berlin. I remember clearly that he asked about Emma, said he’d heard from somebody in Denver that she’d been snatched, and wondered if I had her back yet. When I said no, he acted all sorry and depressed for about a minute. Then he sort of laughed and said that my daddy would pay the moon to get her back, and not to worry. He told me how the tour was going. He said this fräulein reporter—yeah, that’s what he called her—from the Berliner Zeitung compared him to Bruce Springsteen. He told me the Europeans had better taste than the Americans—in other words they like him better—said he just might spend most of the year in Europe. He talked about his conquests in Europe, in great detail. I don’t think you need to know any of that. He never mentioned Emma after the first time.
“The policewoman listening with me just stared at me. She worshiped Louey, prayed he’d call so she could just hear his sexy voice. Or rather, she worshiped him until she heard what that sexy voice said. She patted my shoulder when I hung up.
“I started crying and she kept patting. She thought I was sorry about Louey leaving me, sorry that he was bragging about all these women.”
“I remember now,” he said after a moment. “There was press about the divorce, but never any details, no hints of infidelity or drugs or anything at all. Just a quiet announcement of irreconcilable differences, something like that. It was out of the public eye very quickly.”
“My father is powerful. In this instance it was a good thing. No one had much to say about anything. There were a couple of days of speculation in the tabloids, but even they dropped it. I was very grateful to my father.” She looked down at her fingernails. There was mustard from the hot dogs on her index finger. She licked it off.
“Molly?”
“Louey, her biological father, didn’t ever want her. After we split up, I think he was relieved to be out of the daddy business. A child didn’t go with the sexy footloose image he had of himself. Funny thing is, she’s probably just as talented musically as he is. Maybe more so.”
“How did Louey know Emma had been kidnapped? You said he called you before you called him.”
“I wondered later about that. One of his friends in Denver probably called him. Louey undoubtedly thought that if it hit the press, he should act the concerned papa so he wouldn’t be seen in a bad light. Who knows?”
“I wonder which friend in Denver bothered to call him.”
“He didn’t say and I was too upset to ask. But you know, Louey is friends with a lot of folks in the media, from TV to newspapers. It was probably one of his newspaper buddies.”
“Is there a special buddy?”
“Yes, his name is James Hicks and he’s with the Denver Post. Why?”
“No reason. I just like to gather information. Now, are you going to call your papa and tell him Emma’s safe?”
“Yes, I should. He’s been very worried. I called him right away when Emma was kidnapped. I knew he’d have some of his people on it right away, and he did. A man and two women came by six hours after I’d called. It drove the local cops nuts. Lots of suspicion. I ignored the cops’ bitching about outsiders. I told them everything I could, why not? They wanted to help; my father was paying them to find Emma. I don’t know what his people actually did. I saw them several more times. We discussed leads, possibilities. If they found out anything, I don’t know about it.”
“Did you tell them you were taking off to find Emma yourself?”
“No, I didn’t. I’ll call him right now. At least he won’t try to trace the call.” She paused a moment, then said, turning to face him, “I wonder if my father suspected Emma’s kidnapping had anything to do with him? I bet he has. I know one thing: If he found out who did this, he wouldn’t hesitate to sanction a kill.”
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SANCTION A KILL. She’d said it so easily, so naturally.
How many times had she heard it said when she was a kid?
“All right, I’m going to call. Hey, wait a minute. What if those men were there to rescue Emma and they thought you were the kidnapper? Of course they’d try to get rid of you. Of course they’d follow you. Oh goodness, there’s no end to the possibilities. I’ve got a headache, Ramsey.”
“That goes really well with my leg ache. That theory could fly until you showed up. You think they haven’t at least seen a photo of you? You think that there’s any way they wouldn’t know you’re the boss’s daughter? Call, Molly. I want to hear what he has to say. Use your cell phone. Come over here so I can hear.”
She sat down on the arm of the recliner and began dialing. Area code 312. Chicago and outlying residential areas, like Oak Park. Sure, that was where Mason Lord lived, only the best. He saw her hand tighten around the phone.
Why hadn’t she seen her father for three years?

The phone rang twice, then a man answered, his voice deep and mellifluous.
“Miles? It’s me, Molly.”
“Yes, Molly. You’ve got news about Emma?”
“She’s fine, Miles. She’s back with me. Thank you for asking. I want to give Dad the news.”
“Just a moment. Goodness, this is a relief. Mr. Lord’s been on a real tear.”
“You heard that?” she asked Ramsey. Ramsey was three inches from the receiver.
“Yeah, I heard.”
There was a good twenty more seconds of silence, then, “Molly? Emma’s safe?”
“Hello, Dad. Yes, I’ve got her with me. I found her. She’s fine.”
“I don’t understand. I haven’t heard a word from my people. Do the Denver police know you’ve got Emma back?”
“Yes, they know. They don’t like the fact that I got her back without them.”
“Tell me.”
She took a deep breath. “You know I went looking when the cops and the FBI didn’t get anywhere. I would have thought your people would know. Well, I found her. A guy had saved her and I came upon both of them. She’s safe. We’re going to stay out of sight for a while.”
“There’s no reason to, Molly. Come home. You can bet I’ll protect the both of you.”
“No, not yet. There are a lot more people involved than just a single kidnapper. I don’t want to take any chances. I’m going to keep Emma hidden as long as those people are still out there and looking for her.” Her knuckles were white she was clutching the phone so tightly. “It’s not a simple kidnapping, Dad.”
“But they got a ransom note.”
“Yes, but that ransom note arrived after I already had Emma back. It was a lie. Do you understand any of this?”

“No, but I’ll speak to Buzz about it. We’ve already discussed the possibility of some enemy of mine being involved. But the important thing is you’ve got Emma back. I’m tremendously relieved.” He sighed. She could picture him running his fingers lightly through his hair, never enough to mess it up. “We’ve got nothing as of yet. But I don’t like the feel of this at all. How many people have you seen?”
“Probably four different men, but we’ve managed to get away from them. We’re safely tucked away now.”
“All right. I’ll speak to Buzz Carmen immediately. He’s still in Denver. How exactly did you find out about these other men?”
“I knew they were following so I pulled off at an exit. When they went by, I got the license. I checked with a friend who found out for me that the truck was reportedly stolen from a farmer in Loveland, Colorado. The wife reported it; then the husband said he’d sold it. It sounds like maybe he did sell it—to the kidnappers. I phoned in the license plate to the Denver PD and the FBI. I’d appreciate your checking as well, Dad, then I’d know it got done right.” She gave him the license and the name of the farmer.
“I’ve got it. I don’t suppose you’ll tell me who gave you this information?”
“I can’t.”
He sighed. “Very well. Come home, Molly.”
“I’ll call tomorrow. Emma’s just fine. Don’t worry. Those men won’t find us.”
“About this man who found Emma. Who is he? How can you be sure you can trust him?”
“If we can’t trust him, Dad, then it’s all over. Believe me, he’s the most trustworthy man in the world. Tomorrow, Dad.” She pushed the Off button and laid the phone on the table.
“At least you don’t call him Godfather.”
She smiled at him. It was a charming smile, warm and full. She had a wide mouth and very white teeth. His father was a dentist. Ramsey always noticed a person’s teeth. His old man would really like what he saw.
Ramsey liked that smile, too. It was almost as if she was ready to stop being afraid. She said, “Mason Lord is very good-looking. He’s black Irish: fair skinned, hair like ink, straight and thick, just a dabbling of gray at his temples. His eyes are such a startling blue, women just stare at him. He doesn’t appreciate having a grown daughter, much less a grandchild, but he copes. My mother was the one who told me I should call him by his first name, but I couldn’t get the hang of it. Neither could he. I remember thinking Mason jar every time I used his first name. When I told him that, he threw up his hands, laughed, and said to forget it. He’s been Dad for a very long time, actually since I was eight years old and moved away with my mother.”
“I’ve never thought of Mason Lord as having human qualities, like a sense of humor. You don’t look a thing like him.”
“No, I’m the picture of my grandmother. She was an actress in the fifties. Never got very far with it because she wasn’t beautiful or very photogenic. Boy, but could she act. It turned out not to be enough.”
“You’re far from plain, Molly.”
She just smiled at him, that same gorgeous smile. “You should see my mother. Now she’s what you’d call a looker. She’s fifty-five now and still a head-turning beauty. Both she and Father were appalled, I think, when I turned out the way I did.”
She honestly believed what she was saying. It amazed him. Didn’t she look in a mirror once in a while? “Where’s your mother? What’s her name?”
“Her name is Alicia and she lives near Livorno, Italy. That’s where her family is. She and Dad divorced when I was just a kid. I lived with her in Italy nine months out of the year and the other three months with Dad. I came back to the United States to go to college at Vassar. I’ve only seen her once a year for the past seven or eight years.”

“Does she know about Emma’s kidnapping?”
“I don’t think so, not unless she read about it in an Italian newspaper, and I strongly doubt the story made it there. I saw no reason to worry her.”
“Your father hasn’t remarried.”
“Oh yes he has, nearly three years ago. Her name’s Eve and she’s two years younger than me.”
“You said that Emma’s musical. Does she play the piano or something yet?”
“Don’t want to know about Eve, huh? I don’t blame you. She’d take one gander at you and lick her chops, but not while my dad was looking. One of my mother’s old friends called me and filled my ears with tales of Eve Lord. My mother’s friend is a Sunday school teacher, so I guess she’s trustworthy. Although maybe she wanted Dad for herself. Who knows? Emma plays the piano.”
“I’ll buy her one of those two-octave portable pianos tomorrow. I’d like to hear her play.”
“Thank you, Ramsey.”
“Why haven’t you seen your father for three years?”
He swore he could see her stiffen from across the room. He said, “Was it because he’d hurt your husband?”
“You’re good at your job.”
“Yeah, I am, but this hasn’t a thing to do with my job. I’m not being nosy, Molly, just trying to figure out what’s going on here. Help me.”
“That was part of it.”
“That’s a lie. I can hear it in your voice.”
“All right. Louey said he’d take Emma away from me if I ever saw my father again. He called him a son of a bitch, as I remember.”
“Why?”
“Louey hated my father because he found out about him.”
“Found out what?”
She sighed deeply. “Louey beat me.”
He started to jump out of the chair, grabbed his leg, and sank back down. “That scrawny little fucker beat you? As in he hit you?”
“Yes. Don’t think I’m some sort of victim here. I told him if he ever touched me again I’d kill him. To be honest, I don’t know if he believed me, but I believed me and I’m sure he must have picked up on that.”
“If he had a brain he picked up on it really fast.”
“This was three years ago. What happened was that one of my friends found out and called my father. Mason came to Denver and personally beat the daylights out of Louey.
“He told Louey that if he ever touched me again, he’d kill him. So Louey knew that he was in deep trouble, but he hated being helpless, so he told me not to see my father again.”
“Would you have killed him if he’d hit you again?”
“Probably not, but I would have left in a flash. That first time, he was drunk, he’d gotten a bad review on his newly released CD, Danger Floats Deep, and was really angry. That same day I got a notice from a magazine that they wanted to buy some of my photos. He was jealous, which is ridiculous, if you just think about the relative proportion of things. But it didn’t matter. Louey took his anger out on me.”
“I don’t remember hearing a thing about Louey Santera being hurt.”
“No, there was no coverage on it. My dad had a doctor come over and check him out. I kicked Louey out the next year.”
“Ah,” he said. “What took you so long?”
She sighed, realizing how easy it was to talk to him. “I wanted to try to make a go of it for Emma’s sake. Not a smart idea. Actually, when he did officially leave, it was just a formality since he’d moved out of the house and in with one of his girlfriends.” Then she laughed. “My father made sure that Louey gave me more money in the settlement than Louey even had at the time. He was royally pissed, but there was nothing he could do about it. He tried the threat again, about Emma, but I wasn’t buying it. I told him I’d kill him if he tried to take Emma, and this time, he believed me.”
“Why didn’t you see your father again? After you and your husband split up?”
“There are two truths. The one I tell people if they ask is that Eve doesn’t want to be seen with a stepdaughter who is older than she is. And a step-granddaughter? Please.”
“And the other truth? The real truth?”
She began rubbing her arms. “To most people, if they’ve even heard of my father, they just think he’s a very rich successful businessman. He’s in Silicon Valley, into communications, he owns lumber mills in the Northwest, he has a chain of restaurants in the South, lots of other enterprises. He’s never been convicted of or indicted for anything. His accountants are top-notch, so he’ll never go down on a tax-evasion charge. People like you know that he’s a lot more than that. He’s a kingpin in extortion, gambling, prostitution, just about everything except drugs. He hates drugs.
“My mother was very wise. After the divorce, she took me far away from him, all the way to Italy. I wasn’t raised with his influence. I remember how she’d cry every time she had to put me on an airplane to come to the United States, to him, for those summer months every year. I don’t want Emma near him. My mother kept me away from him and I intend to do the same for Emma.”
“Sanction a kill. That’s what you said.”
“You’re right. It came right out. It’s insidious, that kind of influence. Can you believe I ever want Emma to even know those words go together? A child growing up with a man like my father—I’d fear for that child and I’d be afraid of the adult that child would become. Now, that’s enough. No more for you, Mr. Hunt. I think we should get some sleep. You don’t know Emma. She’ll be awake and raring to go at six o’clock in the morning.”
“I know. She waited until seven after I got shot in the leg. I’d wake up with this soft little hand on my forearm, just lightly stroking up and down.” He was silent a moment. “She’s a great kid, Molly.”
“I know,” she said. “I know.”
“We’ll keep her safe.”
“I know we will,” she said.
It was deep in the middle of the night when a loud piercing scream brought Molly straight up in bed.
She grabbed her daughter and shook her. “Em, wake up, honey. Come on, wake up!”
She shook her again. Ramsey stood in the doorway, his heart pounding, his Smith & Wesson in his hand. He watched Molly sit up and pull Emma onto her lap. “Come on, love, wake up. It’s all right. I’m here with you. Ramsey’s here too. Wake up, Emma.”
Emma suddenly arched then twisted around, throwing her arms around her mother. She was shuddering and sobbing. Ramsey quickly sat down beside them and held them both tightly. After a few moments, he eased his hold and leaned back. He pushed back Emma’s tangled hair from her ear. “It’s okay, really, Emma, it’s okay. We’re here. No bad guys, just us.”
She slowly stopped sobbing. She hiccuped. He looked at Molly over Emma’s head. Her eyes were shadowed, then he saw her mouth was tight, saw the pain deep within her, visible now to him, and he knew what that pain felt like because he felt it as well. Emma said in a flat singsong voice, “I dreamed about him, Mama. He tied my hands and feet to the bed. He used twine. He said he didn’t need rope because I was just a little girl. He said I was perfect and that he needed me more than God needed him. Only me. He took that twine and he wrapped me like a package.” She fell silent. Ramsey and Molly waited, stiff, enraged, but she said nothing more.
They held Emma between them for a very long time. Finally, Molly said quietly, “She’s asleep. Thank you, Ramsey. I’ll hold her real close the rest of the night.”
It was a very long time before Molly fell asleep again. When she awoke, she felt Emma’s wet kiss on her cheek. Emma took her arm and pulled it and she naturally turned over to curl around her daughter’s back.
When Ramsey awoke early in the morning, he thought about Emma’s nightmare, her flat dead words. Twine. He’d tied her with twine, as he would a package. He hadn’t needed rope. She was just a little girl.
Not that it mattered. If Ramsey could get his hands on that man, he would probably kill him. Would he send the man through the system, confident that he’d be punished as he should be? He didn’t know. He just didn’t know. And he should know. He walked to the other bedroom, stood quietly in the open doorway, watching Emma and Molly sleep.
“Ramsey?”
A little whisper of a voice.
“Good morning, Emma. Did you sleep well?”
“Oh yes. Mama’s all snuggled in behind me. This is nice, but I have to go to the bathroom.”
He heard Molly giggle.
He saw Molly kissing Emma’s neck, telling her they’d both go and then they’d get her a bowl of cereal, with bananas, none of those disgusting peaches.
He went back to bed and pulled the covers to his chin. Louey Santera had beaten her. He didn’t blame Mason Lord one bit for taking the bastard down. He’d have taken him down himself. He wondered, as he got up to go to the bathroom himself, if Molly had loved her husband before that.
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EMMA WAS JUMPING out of her skin she was so excited. She started playing the two-octave piano as soon as she saw it, Ramsey standing just behind her, so surprised he couldn’t speak.
She was playing a Mozart Sonata that had been the title song to an old film called Elvira Madigan.
All the salespeople in the toy store were beginning to gather around along with children and their parents. No one was saying anything, just watching Emma play on that little excuse for a piano and listening to the incredible music she was making.
He looked over at Molly. He could see that she was humming to herself along with Emma’s playing. She looked as if it was nothing out of the ordinary.
He bought the piano. The saleswoman said, “It’s a pity she can’t have a regular piano. She’s quite talented. How long has she been playing?”
Molly answered. “Since she was just three. We’re vacationing here and forgot to bring her portable piano. We’ll make do nicely with this one.”

“Amazing,” the saleswoman said. “Just amazing. You’ve got a lovely, talented little girl.”
Ramsey nodded. “Yes, she is amazing.”
He felt Emma’s hand slip into his. He hugged her against his leg, which was feeling nearly back to normal again. He was down to about four aspirin a day. He wondered if Emma remembered her nightmare. He wanted to ask her about it but thought better of it. No, they needed to talk to a professional. He realized he could call and get a reference.
He said low to Molly when he opened the car door, “Do you think Emma’s doing okay?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t asked her. After last night, I’m more afraid than before.”
“I could probably find out the name of a local shrink, one who deals only with children. What do you think?”
She chewed on that so hard he could practically see her thinking. Finally, she shook her head. “We don’t dare take a chance. I think that for the time being we should just keep her close and let her know she’s safe.”
But she knew Emma wasn’t safe from those terrifying dreams. Molly forced a frown because she wanted to cry.
He nodded, still uncertain. He looked into the backseat of the Toyota. Emma was holding the big box with her piano inside really close. Her eyes were closed. What was she thinking? Or was she just playing music in her mind? He prayed it was music there and nothing else, at least for the time being.
He noticed the Honda Civic a half mile from the shopping center. There weren’t many cars on 89, the only road to Lake Tahoe from Truckee. It was another seven miles, give or take a mile, to Alpine Meadows Road, their turnoff. He didn’t say anything, just kept checking every couple of minutes in the rearview mirror.
Finally, when he was certain they were being followed, he said quietly, “Molly, look back and see if you can get the license plate number on the Civic two cars behind us. It’s fairly new and gray. Be as discreet as you can. We don’t want them to notice us looking.”
She didn’t even change expression, but he saw the panic in her eyes, followed by a hard coldness, the look she’d given him when she’d burst into the cabin that first morning.
She looked back at Emma. She was staring out the window, her piano box still hugged to her chest. She didn’t appear to have overheard them.
They were nearly to their turnoff when she could finally make out the license. “It’s F A R B three-three-three. That’s too easy. Are you sure they’re following us? It’s a ridiculous plate.”
“No. But I’m not about to take any chances. You got your gun?”
“Oh yes. What do you want to do?”
“Let’s turn and see what they do. It’s two guys, right?”
“As best I can make out. They’re being really careful to hang back. I can’t tell yet if it’s the same two guys. My cell phone is at home getting recharged.”
“That’s all right. We’ll call in the number as soon as we get home.” If we go home hung silently in the air between them.
Emma said, “Ramsey, I can make out an A and an R in the license. I remember those letters really well. They’re in our names. I need another reading lesson.”
He looked at Molly, who just said, “That’s great, Em. I got the A and the R, too. F and B are tougher letters. We’ll make up words this evening so you can learn them.”
“We shouldn’t have gone out for my piano. That’s how they got us. It’s all my fault.” Her small face was pale.
Ramsey said clearly, “Nothing is your fault. Don’t say that again or I’ll have to keep you away from hot dogs for a week. Don’t be afraid, Emma. We’ll take care of you.”
“Listen to me, Emma,” Molly said, turning in the front seat to face her daughter. “If anyone tries to get you again, I’ll shoot them, even if it’s the president. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Mama.”
“Make sure your seat belt’s tight.”
“Yes, Ramsey.”
They turned right onto Alpine Meadows Road. The River Ranch Motel was sprawled out on the left-hand corner, a landmark for some time, a ski shop of nearly equal age on the right. It looked closed down. There was still some spring skiing, but not enough to lure more than half a dozen cars into the parking lot of the River Ranch Motel. He prayed the car wouldn’t turn right after them.
The day was bright and would warm to about sixty degrees. Ramsey said, “Hey, Emma, you want to go hiking with me this afternoon? We might get lucky and see some neat wildlife—foxes, deer, lots of birds, rabbits.”
The clothes he’d bought her were perfect. He was trying to distract her, but it wasn’t working. “You game, Molly?”
“Maybe. We’ll see. Are you hungry, Emma?”
“I don’t know, Mama. I’m still trying to see the men in that car. Do you think they’re the same men who were in Colorado, at that restaurant?”
“I don’t know,” Molly said. “They’re not close enough to tell yet.”
Ramsey looked behind him. The car had turned, dammit. There wasn’t another car between them now. They were hanging back about forty yards. “Okay, they’re after us. I’m going all the way down to the ski resort. There’s a big turnaround. Then we’ll head to Tahoe City. It’s only a couple of more miles east. I’m not about to let them get anywhere near our house.”
He saw that Molly had taken her Detonics out and was holding it loosely by her leg. He’d put his Smith & Wesson underneath the front seat, loaded and ready to go. There were only about fifty cars at the ski resort and a couple of dozen four-wheel-drive vehicles parked up close to the ticket windows. The snow already looked slushy. The people who were here were either really serious skiers, or didn’t know better. He slowly drove by the front of the resort, making the large lazy circle back onto Alpine Meadows Road, heading back toward the main road again.
The Honda Civic paused at the row of ticket windows, but didn’t stop. He knew they wouldn’t stop. He wondered if they knew they’d been spotted.
He gunned the Toyota as soon as they got back onto the road. When they got to the intersection with Highway 89, he took a right toward Tahoe City. No one had said a word.
He was thinking about how the hell he could lose the Honda behind them in very small touristy Tahoe City with its endless restaurants, ski rental shops, and souvenir kiosks. There was a shopping center. It was good sized. There were walkways all around the indoor center. He didn’t know where most of them led, but he was fairly certain he could get them lost there.
It was on the right, he remembered, as you drove into town. He’d have to get rid of the Toyota. Pity, but no choice now. He didn’t see them behind him for the moment. He turned into the huge parking lot and eased the Toyota right up front.
“Out. Quickly!”
He grabbed Emma’s piano and they were through the shopping center doors in five seconds. “Go directly out the back, Molly. There’s a walkway out there. Take the nearest one to the back door. I’ll be with you in just a second.”
There were just a handful of people in the shopping enclosure. He saw Molly weave her way through, Emma pressed against her side, moving as quickly as they could.
He didn’t need to wait long before the Honda pulled around. They saw the Toyota and stopped. It was all he needed to know. He was out the back door in ten seconds, several unhappy people behind him.
He took the nearest walkway and started running. He caught them behind a small Louisiana-type restaurant.
“Molly, you and Emma go into this restaurant and stay in the bathroom. In five minutes, I’ll pull up out front. Be there. Five minutes, by your watch.”
He ran back toward the shopping center. He didn’t see them. He walked quickly around the north side, into the parking lot. There was the Honda, double-parked right out front. It was empty.
He smiled.
Four and a half minutes later, he was in front of the restaurant, and Molly was opening the passenger side.
“Excellent. Emma, you all set back there?”
“Yes, Ramsey. My piano’s okay, too.” She was hugging that box so tightly her knuckles were white.
It was hard to smile, but he managed it. “Hold on, kiddo. We’re outta here.”
“Will they follow?”
He looked over at Molly as he pulled back onto 89. “No, they’re going to be a while. I took the distributor cap. They probably have a cell phone and will make some calls. Since they know where we are, we can’t take the chance of going back to the house.”
They were on Highway 80 ten minutes later, heading west.
“We never got to hike, Ramsey.”
“We will, Emma, we will.”
 
THEY drove over the Golden Gate Bridge three hours and thirty-five minutes later. The day was sharp and clear, a picture-postcard day. The fog was just beginning to curl through the arches of the bridge.
“Are you sure this is a good idea, Ramsey?”
“I don’t know, but I’m tired of running. My base is here, Molly. It’s time we got help. We discussed this before. You didn’t disagree.”
“But the men who are after us, surely they’ll find out who you are very soon. When they find out, they’ll be on us like a shot.”

He cursed under his breath. “You’re right. I’ll just bet they already know what I like to eat for breakfast. Okay. Let’s just stop at my house so I can change, pack, and make arrangements. We’ll fly to your father this afternoon. Sorry, Molly, but I just can’t see any other choice unless you want to go to the cops right here in San Francisco.”
“No.” Molly cursed under her breath. “There’s just no good alternative, is there? Let’s go to Chicago, then. I’d still rather have her with me than being questioned by police psychologists, hordes of cops, not to mention the FBI. If Special Agent Anchor is representative, then the FBI is scary.”
“He’s not representative. All right, let’s go to Chicago. When the time is right to bring in the cops, we can call them from there.”
“I probably should have gone to him sooner. My old man’s got more ability to protect Emma than the cops and the FBI. He may be a big criminal, but he’ll do his best to keep Emma safe.”
“All right, then. Let’s use your father, if he’ll let us. We’ll let him keep Emma safe.”
She closed her eyes a moment, then nodded to herself, coming to a decision. Then she smiled as she said to Emma, “Look over there, Em. It’s Alcatraz Island. It was a prison for really bad guys until sometime in the 1950s.”
“It’s pretty. I wouldn’t mind being a prisoner there.”
“I read they fed the prisoners about six thousand calories a day, to make them fat, so they’d be less likely to try to escape and swim to shore. I think it was a whole lot of hot dogs and beans. They didn’t let them exercise much.”
Emma’s eyes brightened.
He grinned at her in the rearview mirror. “They didn’t cook them on hangers in a fireplace, Emma. They were boiled.”
“Yuck.”
Ramsey turned onto Scenic Drive in a beautiful old section of the city called Sea Cliff. “We’re the closest houses to the bay. My house is number twenty-seven, right there on the end.”
“I knew federal judges must be paid pretty well, but not that well. This place must have cost a bundle, Ramsey.”
“It’s worth quite a lot, but I didn’t buy it. It was bequeathed to me by my grandparents along with a nice inheritance. I’m not as rich as you, but I won’t starve. The views are incredible. We’ll come back, Emma, and barbecue. We can sit in the backyard and watch the fog roll in. It floats through the Golden Gate Bridge like soft white fingers. I’ve always loved the fog. I’ve even got a piano for you, an old baby grand that my grandfather played. He was a great old man.”
Ramsey’s nose twitched the instant he unlocked the front door and stepped into the tiled foyer. It smelled like rotten food, but that didn’t make any sense. He stepped into the living room and quickly stepped back.
The room had been trashed. His high-tech stereo equipment was ripped open and stomped on. CDs were strewn all over the hardwood floor. All the furniture had been slashed. He walked numbly into the kitchen. The stench was pretty bad.
The refrigerator door stood open. Someone had flung food all over the floor, not that there’d been very much. Dishes were smashed, in shards everywhere. Drawers were pulled out, silverware all over the floor. A violent hand had simply swept everything out of the cabinets.
“Don’t come in here, Emma,” he said.
“Oh no,” was all Molly said from the doorway, holding Emma back.
It took him only minutes to see that whoever had done this hadn’t forgotten a single room.
He walked into his study, a magnificent dark oak-paneled room that looked toward the Marin Headlands. His antique rolltop desk had been gouged, the drawers pulled out and smashed, all his papers in shredded heaps everywhere. Books lay in broken piles on the Tabriz carpet. His favorite leather chair had been ripped open with a knife. His grandfather’s baby grand piano had its legs sawed off. It lay drunkenly on its side, most of the keys stomped in. Someone had even cut the piano wires.
Devastation everywhere.
What had they been looking for? Something to tie him to Molly and Emma?
“I’m sorry, Ramsey,” she said at his elbow. “I’m really very sorry. We brought this to you.”
He realized then what she’d said, the full impact of it. He turned slowly, took her upper arms in his big hands, and said, “I was feeling equal parts enraged and sorry for myself. But now, after what you just said, I realize that this place, no matter how nice, is still just a place. When we get the person responsible for this, I look forward to kicking his butt, but Emma means more to me than a pile of stupid possessions. There’s no contest. Do you understand me, Molly?”
She nodded. “I just don’t understand why someone would do this. They could have just searched, if they wanted to find some sort of connection between us. They didn’t have to destroy everything.”
“I don’t understand either, but we’re going to find out.”
“I hope so.” She leaned down and picked up an atlas, its pages ripped, the spine broken. She tried to smooth the pages. She looked numb.
He gently took the book from her. “Help me pack, then we’re out of here. I’ll make some phone calls from a pay phone.” But there weren’t any undamaged clothes left. Even his leather luggage, a Christmas present from his folks, was mutilated.
Ramsey made four calls from a public phone on the corner of California and Gough. The first was to a cleaning service, the second was to Dillon Savich, the third was to an airline, and the fourth was to Virginia Trolley of the San Francisco Police Department. He made one stop: his bank.

“Let’s go,” he said, grinning at Emma as he came out of the bank. “This is going to be exciting, kiddo. At least now I’m as rich as your mama.” He handed her a twenty-dollar bill. “Keep this, Emma. Tuck it away somewhere safe.”
Molly gave him a quizzical look but didn’t say anything, just watched her daughter very carefully fold the twenty-dollar bill and slip it inside her piano.
“I think I’ve had enough exciting things happen, Ramsey,” Emma said and hugged her piano to her chest.
Molly said, “Maybe we can buy her some more clothes at the airport.”
Ramsey frowned. “I’m thinking. I don’t remember any kids’ clothes there. T-shirts, but that’s about it. We don’t have time to stop. We’ll get her a new T-shirt at the airport, and work on her wardrobe in Chicago. Ours, too, for that matter.”




13
THERE WASN’T A sound, just the slow movement of a finger, a gentle silent stroke, and an instant later, the whoosh of rending paper. The man’s chest exploded outward, the sharp, jagged edges fanning out from a huge hole, smelling of char.
Gunther nodded to himself, turning away. He said under his breath, “Not bad.”
“What do you mean, ‘Not bad’?” she said, staring at the target as she walked closer. “How about perfect?” She watched Gunther blow on the muzzle of his Spanish Star Ten, one of the very few European 10mm auto calibre pistols, Gunther had told her in an unusual show of pride. Of all his acquaintances he had the only one, he’d said, which was just as well since he’d also be the only one to shoot it right. She watched him blow on the muzzle again. Naturally there was no smoke to blow away. She imagined he did it because it was symbolic, a move reminiscent of the gunslingers in the Old West.
He gave her an irritated look but didn’t say anything.
“Don’t you like to be perfect, Gunther?” She came closer, running her fingers down his forearm, over his hand, to stroke the barrel of the gun.
He stayed silent. She was doing this just to make him crazy, he knew that, but it was tough not to respond in some way, just a small push, just a tiny shove away from him. But he wasn’t stupid. He couldn’t lay a finger on her, no matter what the provocation. No, he wouldn’t even acknowledge that she was playing a game with him.
He had a feeling that Mr. Lord enjoyed these games of hers, even encouraged her. Maybe he was standing in the shadows at the back of the gallery, watching, chewing on an unlit cigarillo, a habit he’d developed since he’d stopped smoking the year before. Gunther slowly pulled away, cradling his gun in his big hands. He liked the feel of the cold smooth steel against his warm palm.
She shook her head, laughing at him. “The way you hold that gun of yours. What is it with you, Gunther? You think that gun is a woman?”
“No,” he said very precisely, “I think this gun is a tool to get my job done.” He nodded to her, politely, as always, and turned away from her. He said over his shoulder, pausing just a moment in the gallery doorway, “Mr. Lord appreciates my tool.”
She stared at him an instant, then doubled over, hooting with laughter. “I sure hope not,” she said. “I sure hope you’re wrong about that.”
His jaw locked. He felt embarrassment flood him, from inside out, as if his guts had turned red before his face. He hated the feeling. A soft voice said, “Yes, Gunther, I do appreciate your tool. Why don’t you go clean your gun. You’ve used it a great deal today and with excellent effect.”
“Yes, sir.”
Mason Lord watched his man leave the gun gallery before turning to his wife. His look was indulgent, his voice amused as he said, “You torment poor Gunther.”
“Yes, but he’s really too easy, Mason. Did you bring my Lady Colt?”

He nodded. “I wish you’d let me teach you how to shoot a real gun, not this ridiculous toy.”
Her voice hardened. It was disconcerting in that she looked like an angel, from that smooth thick pale blond hair of hers to the soft blue eyes, the fragile blue of a summer sky. “If I’m close enough, it’ll get the job done. I don’t want a tool like poor Gunther’s. It’s not elegant.”
He had to agree with that. The recoil from the Spanish Star Ten would also knock her on her butt. He handed her the Lady Colt, stood back, and watched her put six bullets straight through the chest of the target.
She turned, her eyes sparkling, removed her earmuffs, and said in a wicked voice, “And I didn’t even have to fondle it.”
“No,” he said, drawing her to him, “I’m the only thing you fondle.”
But though he spoke the words, he wasn’t responding to her the way he usually did. Usually she would have been on her back by now. She stepped back, laying her Lady Colt on the counter. “I wonder what your daughter is doing?”
He shook his head. “I called Buzz Carmen in Denver just a little while ago. He said the cops are still acting like idiots, mad at her for saving her own daughter, trying to track her down and this man with her. Buzz and three others have fanned out now, looking for her. Molly’s an amateur. Buzz and his people aren’t. They’ll find her. He admitted he hadn’t known she’d left Denver. He said they’d kept their distance because the cops had hassled them.”
“No one’s found her except whoever did this. Maybe the bad guys got them, Mason. You have to consider that.”
“Molly’s smart. She may be an amateur, but she’s smart.”
“I thought she was like your wife.”
He stared at her, then laughed. “Like Alicia? Molly thinks of herself as the ugly duckling compared to my former wife. No, Molly might look like a railroad tie, but she’s smart.” He frowned a bit. “I suppose she’s like me in that. I wish she’d just admit she needs me and get over here. She knows I can protect her and Emma.”
“I’ll bet this guy who’s with them is calling the shots. Don’t you think?”
“I don’t even have an idea yet who he is.” He took her arm. “Let’s have one of Miles’s margaritas.”
It was during that first delicious margarita that Miles said from the doorway, “Sir, Molly’s here. Emma too, and a man I don’t know.”
“It took her long enough to come,” Mason Lord said, rising slowly. He set his glass on the marble tabletop as Miles went back out. Then he heard a child’s voice, soft, high, not frightened, but wary?
“This is a very big house, Mr. Miles.”
“Yes, Emma, it is.”
“It’s even bigger than the one we had with Daddy. This ceiling just goes up and up.”
Then the three of them were standing in the open doorway, Miles behind them, his look questioning. “It’s all right, Miles. I’ll call if I need you.”
Then his daughter turned, her hand on Miles’s arm. “Can Emma have a glass of water, Miles?”
Miles looked down at the little girl, who was standing very close to her mother, her hand now held by the big man on her other side. “How about some lemonade instead?”
“Oh yes, Mr. Miles, that would be wonderful.”
The three of them turned back to face Mason Lord. Three years since he’d seen Molly or her daughter. The little girl was the picture of Alicia, but her dark brown hair was her father’s, that low-life runty little scum sucker who’d always reminded him of Mick Jagger when he’d been younger. She was six now, tall and skinny, her skin that pearly white that only children seemed to have. She’d be at least as beautiful as Alicia when she grew up.
He’d wanted Molly to come here. He’d told her to come here. Yet now that she was here, her child with her, and that man, whoever the hell he was, he didn’t know how to respond. What was he to say to her? Three years. It had been a long time and she’d been the one who wanted to keep a goodly distance between them. But now things were different. Things had changed, irrevocably.
“Hello, Molly.”
“Hello, Dad. You’re looking well.” She looked beyond at Eve, who was sitting elegant as a Parisian model on a soft yellow brocade love seat. She was wearing tight black jeans and a white blouse tied in a knot over her smooth midriff. “Hello, Eve. I presume you’re Eve? I believe we spoke once on the telephone a long time ago.”
“Oh, yes, I remember. How delightful to finally meet you in the flesh. And you are Molly, I presume?”
“Yes. Dad, Eve, this is Ramsey Hunt. He’s the one who saved Emma. Then I came along. There are maybe five men after us, and they’re very good at tracking us. We don’t know why they’re after us, but we wanted you to know this right away.”
The man cleared his throat and said, “We decided to come here, Mr. Lord, because they know who I am now. We just couldn’t keep Emma safe. The people hunting us are good, too good. We trust you to keep Emma safe better than the authorities can.”
Mason Lord walked to the man and extended his hand. “This is an honor. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Judge Hunt.”
Ramsey shook the man’s hand. “Thank you. We’re here because we believe you’re our best shot at keeping Emma safe.”
“I didn’t imagine for a moment that you were here to visit me, Judge Hunt. Yes, yes, I know who you are. You’re a famous man. It’s quite a surprise that you’re the one who found Emma.”
Molly could only stare at them, all civilized on the outside, but she could see each sizing up the other, weighing, assessing. She gathered Emma closer to her. She hadn’t wanted to be here, hadn’t wanted her daughter exposed to her father, but it was the safest place for Emma.

Mason Lord wouldn’t allow anyone to get close to his granddaughter, even though he hadn’t seen her since she’d been a toddler. No, Emma carried his blood. He would protect her with every weapon in his arsenal.
Her father finally said, his voice smooth and deep, “You saved Molly and her daughter. I thank you. You brought her home when she refused. You will all be safe here. No one, cops or anyone else, will get near Emma.”
“Thank you,” Ramsey said. He squeezed Emma’s hand, then said to the crook he was trusting with all their lives, “Actually, sir, Emma had saved herself. She’d escaped from the man and run into the forest. I found her there and took her to my cabin. Some days later, Molly found both of us.” Ramsey looked down a moment at Emma, who was staring at a huge rhinoceros head, complete with a shining tusk, above the mantel, her mouth open. She was tugging on his hand. He gave hers a squeeze, looked at the rhino, and said, “I wonder what kind of polish they used on the tusk. What do you think, Emma?”
She squeezed his hand tighter. “Soap and water,” she said. “Mama always says that soap and water’s the best.”
Ramsey said, “I would imagine that the men after us have already tracked us to the airport. We had to show photo ID. Someone will remember, no doubt about that, even though Molly bought her ticket singly and I bought Emma’s ticket with mine. Yes, the men will be here very soon.”
“You took a cab from O’Hare?”
“Yes, to downtown, Michigan Avenue. Emma needed some clothes, as did Molly and I. None of us were very presentable. Then we took another cab to the Jefferson Police Station, wandered in and spoke to the desk sergeant about nothing in particular, then we got a third cab out here. But they’ll find us. I’m convinced of that. They probably already know we’re here with you. As I said, they’re good, and, as Molly and I have agreed, there’s got to be an organization behind them.”

Mason Lord nodded, then said, “That was smart of you to go to a police station. It will give them pause. Please, all of you, sit down. As to any organization behind all this, we’ll speak of it later. Ah, here’s Miles with some lemonade.”
“I brought enough for all of you, sir.”
“Thank you, Miles,” Molly said.
“And I brought some chocolate cake I baked this morning.” He looked at Emma as he poured her a glass. “You like chocolate cake?”
“Oh yes, Mr. Miles. It’s the best.”
Ramsey laughed. “Be careful or she’ll eat the whole cake. She hasn’t had many goodies for a while.”
Miles smiled as he ruffled Emma’s hair, even as Mason Lord frowned. He watched his daughter wipe the child’s hands on one of the little wet towels Miles had brought. How had Miles known to do that? He was like one of those hovering smiley-faced airline attendants. He was silent until everyone had drunk the lemonade and eaten some of Miles’s chocolate cake. He hadn’t known of any cake. He loved chocolate cake but Miles hadn’t offered him any, either for lunch or right now. He’d had a low-cal, low-fat flan for dessert the previous night. It hadn’t even tasted very good. He looked at his beautiful wife. She wasn’t looking at the cake. She was looking at Molly. Her face was perfectly still. No expression at all. What was she thinking?
Ramsey Hunt was big, tall, and very well built, but that made sense, of course, given what he’d done in his own courtroom. He was a man who obviously worked out, who took good care of himself, a man who looked as if he could deal with anything that happened to cross his path. Mason supposed he was good-looking enough, his features regular, his coloring olive, his eyes a green color that argued against Italian blood. But who knew in America? All of them were mongrels, himself included. At least he had more good Irish blood than anything else. As for his beautiful Eve, she was Swedish, every beautiful blond inch of her. She’d told him stories about her father falling in love with a German countess, but he hadn’t married her. Too many control-freak genes, he’d said. No, Eve was pure Scandinavian. He’d chosen well this time.
He looked again, hard, at the man sitting opposite him. Judge Ramsey Hunt of the Ninth Federal District Court—who would have imagined that he’d be the one to find Emma?
What were the odds of this man’s finding Molly’s daughter and saving her? He cleared his throat and said, “Judge Hunt, you said you found Emma in the forest. Did she willingly come with you to your cabin?”
“She was unconscious.” He saw that Emma had stopped eating. Those ears of hers were on full alert. He said easily, “I can tell you all about it after we’ve got Emma settled in, all right?”
Mason Lord said, “Very well. Miles, give them three rooms.”
“Emma and I will stay together, Dad.”
“Very well, two bedrooms.”
Ramsey turned to Molly, and said low, “Your father wants to grill me. Take Emma upstairs, all right?”
She didn’t want to go; he knew it. “Please, Molly, go. I’ll set your father straight.”
“No,” she said. “Emma is my daughter. You won’t send me off to the kitchen to make tea.”
He understood. He said to Mason Lord, “Let’s make it a bit later, sir. Molly and I will settle in. If Emma is content to stay with Miles, then we’ll come see you as soon as we can.”
Mason Lord turned to his daughter. “What’s wrong with you? Take your child upstairs. I want to speak to him. You had little enough to do with any of this. I want to thank him for saving you, for bringing you here. You haven’t got the sense of a goat. Now, take your child upstairs. Judge Hunt and I need to talk things over.”
Molly rose. She was shaking. Odd, she thought, how he could push the buttons so easily, so quickly. Only this time, she wasn’t going to fold her tent and slink away. She fought the urge to lower her head, her eyes at her feet, like a whipped dog. She jerked her head up. She’d been through too much ever to let anyone take control of her again. But she had to keep calm, not let him see how she had to fight the hold he still had on her, the pull she was still fighting.
“I see,” she said slowly, cutting him off, for he would have continued, she knew. She touched Emma’s shoulder. “Emma, love, are you full? Yes, then let me wipe your mouth. Now, we’re leaving this place. As it turns out, we just came for a short visit. Come along, Emma.” She smiled at Ramsey. “You coming?”
“In a flash,” he said. He nodded to Miles. “Thank you for the cake and lemonade. It was delicious.”
“You don’t talk to me like that, Molly.”
“I didn’t talk to you in any way at all. Good-bye, Dad. A pleasure to finally meet you in person, Eve. You’re a knockout stepmom.”
“Just stop it. What do you think you’re doing? Where do you think you’re going?”
He’d used that cold harsh voice with her countless times when she was growing up. She turned, saying easily, “We’re out of here, Dad. It’s obvious that only one of us is welcome and that isn’t your daughter or your granddaughter.”
“Damn you, I just want to find out what’s happened, what his plans are.”
“Anything that’s happened, any plans made, we’ve made them together. I’m sorry, Dad, but just because you’re men doesn’t mean you rule my world.”
“Yeah, well, if a man hadn’t been around, Louey would still be beating the crap out of you.”
Molly knew Emma had heard that. “Be quiet,” she said as calmly as she could manage. “Just be quiet.”
Mason watched the little girl turn, obviously puzzled, and stare at him. He saw she didn’t understand, but she would soon. He saw she was gripping both their hands. Had Molly already taken Ramsey Hunt as a lover? Despite her daughter’s presence?
He said to Judge Ramsey Hunt, “Damn you, come back here. There’s no way you’re leaving my house now and taking them with you. Besides, given who you are, your chances of getting away unrecognized are about zip.”
Suddenly, Eve uncurled from her chair and rose. She smiled at all of them indiscriminately and said in a charming hostess voice, “How about some more lemonade? It will make everyone feel better.”
 
IT had been a long day, too long a day without Ingrid. Louey Santera rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the painful knots. The performance had hurled him to the heights, the crowd’s applause still rang in his ears, as always, but now that it was over, he’d fallen into the pits. He needed Ingrid’s clever hands on him.
But he’d given Ingrid the day off. She was with her parents in Frankfurt. Maybe one of his groupie girls could rub him down. He walked to the door and pulled it open.
“Alenon! Get in here!”
A skinny young guy with acne and stringy blond hair stuck his head around the corner. “Yes, boss?” Even the kid’s voice was stringy, with little substance.
“Get me one of the girls, one who just might know how to unknot my neck and shoulders.”
Alenon was back in under five minutes towing a small black-haired girl who couldn’t have been more than sixteen. She looked like a baby. Was she one of the groupies who trailed after him like a pack of puppies? He didn’t recognize her.
“This is Karolina, sir. She says her mother’s a masseuse. She says she knows what to do.”
Louey looked into the girl’s eyes. She might be sixteen in years, but not in experience. He nodded. “Hello, Karolina. Can you help me?”

She said in excellent English, “It is my pleasure to help you, Mr. Santera. Is your daughter all right? I read in the newspaper that she was kidnapped.”
What the hell was this? “What newspaper?”
“The Berliner Zeitung. There was an article about you. At the bottom, there was a sentence about your daughter being kidnapped. The reporter wrote it happened somewhere out in America’s Wild West. I’m very sorry.”
How had the reporter known? Hell, when she wasn’t listening to him speak or writing down what he said or wrapping her legs around him, there hadn’t been any time for her to find out anything. He’d just muttered something about Emma, not even a complete sentence. She must have called Denver. He turned to Karolina. “You speak English better than that reporter did.”
“My mother is American.”
“Oh,” Louey said, rubbing his neck. He watched as Karolina efficiently covered the massage table with its soft flannel sheet. She stood back. Louey smiled. Slowly, he undressed for her. She didn’t say a word. When he started to pull down his jockey shorts, she stepped forward, holding a towel out wide in front of him.
When she was rubbing his feet, she said, “I’m in Al-Anon. It’s for children whose parents are alcoholics. Why do you use it as a name for Rudy?”
Rudy. That was the kid’s name? He shrugged, a small movement because he was lying flat on his stomach. “Because it amuses me.”
“I see,” Karolina said as she moved up the table. He felt her hands dig into his shoulders. He closed his eyes.
It was the best massage of his life. When he woke up two hours later, Karolina was gone.
Alenon was standing there, watching him. For how long? Had he snored? Drooled? “What do you want?”
“I have a message from Mr. Lord for you.”
“Oh no,” Louey said and sat up, pulling the sheet to his waist. “When did the old man call? What did he want?”

“It was actually a man who said he was calling for Mr. Lord. He said he didn’t need to speak to you. He said that your daughter is safe again, with Mr. Lord, at his house. That was all.”
Rudy Brinker watched one of the most talented men in the world lower his head in his hands. He looked sad, broken. But his voice, when he spoke, was vicious. Rudy listened to him curse for a good thirty seconds. Then he quietly let himself out of Mr. Santera’s room. He went down the hall to Mr. Murdock’s room and knocked twice.
The ugliest man Rudy had ever seen answered the knock.
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MASONLORD SWIRLED the rich golden brandy in the Waterford snifter, watching it lightly veil the sides of the glass. It was magnificent brandy, coating his tongue and his throat as well when he swallowed. He allowed himself one snifter at night, an hour after dinner.
Eve was sitting on the sofa, watching television. He thought it was an idiotic show like Wheel of Fortune, only worse. Although he’d felt contempt for her taste even before he’d married her, he hadn’t felt anything but lust for her body, and in his way of thinking, contempt couldn’t begin to catch up with lust.
She looked up. It must be a commercial. “What are you going to do with them, Mason?”
He took the last drink of his brandy, carefully set the snifter down on a marble-topped side table, then said slowly, “I wanted them to come here. You heard me tell Molly when she called that she was to come here.”
“Yes, so she listened to you.”
“But she didn’t want to. It was the man. It was Ramsey Hunt.” He looked at the gold Rolex on his wrist. “He said he would come down to speak to me. Miles told him he wasn’t to bring Molly.”
“When did he say that?”
“Miles told him what he had to do if he wanted my protection. He’ll do as I ask. He knows he needs me.” He streaked his long fingers through his hair. Eve stared at him. She’d never seen him do that. “What’s wrong?”
“She needs to be controlled. The way she spoke to me. I nearly struck her, Eve.”
“But you didn’t. When she threatened to leave, you backed off and told her what she wanted to hear—that you wanted to know what she had to say as well as this Ramsey Hunt.” Eve paused a moment. The show was coming back on. Then she said, “You flattered her and she fell for it. You did control her, Mason.”
“No,” he said, “really, she didn’t fall for anything. She’s scared for her daughter. She’d make a deal with the devil to keep her daughter safe, even if the devil is me.” But he knew if he hadn’t backed off, she’d have been out of there, and that man would have gone with her. She had to be sleeping with him, to have him so pussy whipped. He looked at his wife. She’d turned back to her game show. He walked to the door of the immense living room and quietly opened the beautiful French doors that gave onto a walled-in, quite lovely English garden. The air was soft, redolent with the intermingling scents of hyacinths, roses, and star jasmine. The jasmine he’d selected himself for the garden. There were no sounds to break the quiet. Very few people knew that half a dozen men were stationed in and around the house. As soon as Molly, Emma, and Ramsey Hunt had arrived, he’d added more guards. He turned to see Miles coming from across the hall, toward him.
“Emma liked the spaghetti I made for her,” he said. “The pasta was shaped like Jurassic Park dinosaurs.”
Mason Lord could only stare at a man who’d been loyal only to him, at his beck and call only, for twenty-two years. He’d begun here when Molly was a little girl, but he’d never paid her much attention. Why Emma? Sure she was pretty, she was the very picture of Alicia, but so what? He’d never paid any attention to Alicia either.
He saw Ramsey Hunt coming down the wide staircase to his right. He was dressed well in black slacks and a white shirt. No tie, but that was all right. They’d been on the run. He called to him, “Did you deal with Molly?”
“Yes.”
“You told her how she was to behave in my house?”
Ramsey wanted to laugh at the heavy-handed tactics. He just smiled. “She knows exactly what to do. Now, I hear from Miles that you want to speak to me.”
“Yes, but just you, not Molly. She doesn’t understand either business or strategy.”
“Last I knew, Molly was in her bedroom, giving Emma another reading lesson. The kid’s really bright.”
“I read Moby Dick when I was five years old.”
“I understand that Molly was reading very early on as well. That’s remarkable.”
Mason Lord had forgotten that. He nodded. “Come to my study. It’s quiet there.” He shut the double oak doors, cutting off the repulsive sound of that game show in the living room and all those shouting low-class slugs.
Ramsey said without preamble, “I understand that when you heard that Louey Santera had beaten Molly you were out there like a flash. That was well done.”
Mason Lord stared at the big man standing in front of his desk, at ease, his face open, his expression even admiring.
He wouldn’t have even gone to Denver if it hadn’t been for what Louey had done. “I wasn’t about to let that little creep hurt one of mine.”
And that was the bottom line for Mason Lord, Ramsey thought, relieved and pleased. “And naturally you’d feel the same about Emma. She’s also one of yours. Who do you think is behind this?”
“It’s a kidnapping. Louey is rich—well, not as rich as he was before my daughter divorced him, but he’s doing very well. His European tours net him literally millions, the wretched little shit.”
“No, it’s not just a kidnapping. I told you there were a lot more men after us. How many more people would you need to mount a tracking operation like that? Say at least two more, all of them professionals. Not a kidnapping, sir. Something else. I’d stake a lot on that.” Ramsey paused a moment, then said, “I’m sorry to have to tell you, but you don’t know yet that Emma was taken to a cabin in the woods, high in the Rockies, and sexually abused and beaten. It’s another thing we have to think about. Emma needs to see a doctor and a child psychiatrist. She has nightmares. Neither Molly nor I have spoken about this because we’re afraid of making things worse.”
The blood drained from Mason Lord’s face. For a moment Ramsey thought he’d be sick—that, or explode. He did neither. Gradually the color returned. His breathing was slow now, calm.
He looked directly at Ramsey. “The bastards have just signed their death warrants.”
“I shouldn’t, but I feel the same way.”
“You’re supposed to uphold justice and the precious laws that protect scum like that.”
“Yes,” Ramsey said. “I’m supposed to uphold the rights of all sorts of scum.”
Mason Lord looked at him sharply, but Ramsey’s expression didn’t change. “As much as I don’t want to even consider it, you’re probably right that there’s got to be either a connection to me or to Louey. I will think about that. Actually, I’d already spoken to Buzz Carmen about my enemies being behind this. We’ll see.”
“I want to leave Molly and Emma here with you. At least here I know they’ll be safe.”
“Just what will you do that I can’t?”
“Your people didn’t do much of anything in Colorado. No, my resources are more far-reaching.”

“Just who are your resources other than a whole bunch of cops and lawyers in San Francisco?”
Ramsey shook his head. “You wouldn’t approve, so I’ll just keep that information under my collar.”
Mason Lord felt red creeping up his neck. He rose slowly, his palms flat on the beautiful mahogany desktop, but he didn’t have time to say anything. The door opened and his daughter walked in. She was smiling. She said to her father, “Have I missed much? I’m sorry for being late, but Emma wasn’t ready to go to sleep. You know, it’s true—a mother’s work is never done. Now, tell me what you’re thinking and I’ll tell you what I think.”
Ramsey winked at Mason Lord. “Might as well, sir. She’s got a really good brain. It’d be stupid not to use it. You should have seen her drive the getaway car.”
Mason Lord heard the mindless music from the game show. He shouldn’t have, not in his soundproofed study. Had she turned the volume up? He looked at his daughter’s face. “Go back to see to your daughter.”
“Your granddaughter is peachy. She’s with Miles. Let’s talk.”
“Go watch the game show with Eve.”
“I don’t know Eve. I don’t like game shows. Actually, on my list of priorities at this moment, neither of those is very high.”
He wanted to tell her to butt out, that this was his home and he was the boss here. Then he looked at her eyes, filled with pain and defiance and determination.
“Well, hell,” he said.
Ramsey Hunt smiled and nodded at him. He still had to tell Molly that he was leaving her and Emma here. He’d been avoiding it. He wondered if she’d take him apart. But he had to do something.
Molly smiled at him, patting his arm. “Don’t even think it,” she said. “I overheard you speaking to Dad. No, Ramsey, no way am I letting you go out there on your own.”
Ramsey looked at Mason Lord. “Well, hell,” he said.

* * *
DILLON Savich said to Agent Sherlock, who happened to be his wife of six months, two weeks, and three days, “This whole thing just doesn’t make any sense. I’ve tried lots of different approaches with MAX but he can’t seem to get a reasonable handle on it.”
MAX was Dillon’s laptop and partner, so he called him. Dillon’s reputation in the Bureau was that he could make the laptop dance, and he did, that was true enough. Sherlock patted MAX’s case. “You’ve got lots of supposition, but just a few facts. Unfortunately MAX likes solid facts, not wussy guesses from the ether.”
“That true, MAX?” Savich punched a key on his laptop. A deep mellow voice said, “Right, boss.”
Sherlock laughed. “I still can’t get used to that voice. You’re a sicko, Dillon. You’re going to have to change the voice when MAX has a sex change again to MAXINE.”
“You want to audition?”
“Do I strike you as a Maxine type?”
He stared up at her face and just shook his head. “No, but don’t worry, I’ll think of something when the inevitable sex change happens. You should see Jimmy Maitland’s face when I ask MAX a prearranged question. The first time he nearly fainted. Now he sits forward, just like a kid waiting for a Spiderman cartoon to come on.” As a matter of fact, she had seen his boss’s face when MAX had come out with “Actually, Savich, I don’t think I wish to deal with this confusion anymore.” Maitland had run out of his office, shouting for everyone in the vicinity to come in and hear this.
She poked him lightly on the shoulder and said, “We’ve got to get more information. Ramsey called you this morning from San Francisco to check in. Has he called since then?”
“No. But at least we know where he is.”
“Just imagine Ramsey Hunt—a federal judge—at Mason Lord’s house in Oak Park. It boggles the mind.”
“Just to imagine that Molly’s his daughter. Now that’s got to be a real shock to Ramsey’s system, having to go to Mason Lord. At least the little girl should be safe now. I hear that place is a fortress.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, with Mason Lord’s resources, I don’t blame Ramsey a bit for not wanting to try his protection. I did try to talk him into calling the FBI, but he refused, said this was the safest way to go for the moment, and he’s probably right. He also wants the little girl protected from the cops asking her questions, psychologists all over her. At least until we find out who’s behind all this.” Savich sighed again. “You want to see some photos we just got from a military satellite?”
She smiled at him. “Do you know something of interest, sir?”
“A bit.” He punched buttons on MAX, waited a moment, and then the two of them watched photos of Mason Lord’s huge house come onto the screen. Dillon hit another button and the photo changed to another view, this one from east of the vast grounds. “These shots just came in. I counted six different men stationed around the grounds. Now on to the boss man himself.” He hit a key and Mason Lord’s lean, very handsome face appeared on the screen. “He ain’t bad, is he?”
“No. Who’s that? His daughter?”
“Nope, that’s his new wife. She’s younger than the daughter.”
Sherlock made a rude noise. They looked at more photos. Finally, he hit a key and said, “This is Molly Santera and Emma, her daughter.”
Sherlock was silent for several moments. Then she said, “We’ve got to do more, Dillon.”
Special Agent Dillon Savich, chief of the Criminal Apprehension Unit at the FBI, tilted back his chair, looked up, and said, “What do you suggest, Sherlock?”
“For starters I’d go see that farmer in Loveland, Colorado. You know, the one who said he’d sold the truck that later turned up being driven by the guys chasing Ramsey.”
He felt a tingling down his spine. He sat forward, his eyes never leaving her face. “You think this guy knows who they are.”
“Yes, it makes sense. I think we should go there, talk to him, have a really serious talk. Besides, at the moment, there aren’t any other leads.”
“Agreed. I’m with you on this one—that farmer knows. One of the guys from the field office in Denver can take a ride up there and talk to the farmer.”
She was shaking her head. “No, Agent Anchor is already involved. I’ll bet he’s also already verified to his own satisfaction that the farmer didn’t have a clue that he’d sold his truck to the kidnappers. In other words, his mind is already made up and I doubt he’d change it unless something smashed him in the nose. The word about Agent Anchor is that he’s got an attitude problem. He brown-noses up the chain of command at the Bureau and tromps on local law enforcement. Nope, it’s got to be one of us who goes. We’re not on the FBI’s side. We’re on the kid’s side.”
“And that makes a difference?”
“Maybe this time it does,” she said thoughtfully, lightly stroking her fingers over two thick black strips that were MAX’s speakers. She remembered hearing Dillon hoot when MAX had made his first statement, which was, if she remembered correctly, “Hooray for the Redskins.”
She said, “If it were a simple kidnapping, that would be different. But this is big, Dillon, and no one has a clue who’s behind it and what they want. Well, maybe Mason Lord does. You know, that’s got to be one of the reasons Ramsey’s there.”
“All right. I’ll phone the field office and let Agent Anchor know we’re coming.” Savich swiveled his chair back, pulled out his directory, and punched out some numbers on his telephone. The phone rang busy. “Damned thing. I think e-mail should be mandatory for everybody in every department and in every field office in the FBI, maybe even everybody in the world.”
She shook her head at him, picked up the phone, and punched in the same numbers. When it was answered, she asked to speak to Agent Anchor. She said to Dillon, “Phones hate you. It’s time to face up to it. Just let me do the dialing from now on. Oh yes, hello, Agent Anchor. Agent Sherlock here from the CAU in Washington. I’m fine, you? Good. I wanted to ask you about the Santera kidnapping. Un-huh. Now, about that farmer you interviewed who claimed he’d sold his truck after his wife had reported it stolen?” In an instant she was staring at the phone as if it had bitten her. “You’re kidding me.”
She waited some more, nodded, then said, “When? How? Any leads?”
She asked more questions, then listened for a couple of more minutes. Slowly, she hung up.
“What happened?” Savich’s voice was tense, low.
“You won’t believe this,” she said. “The farmer’s dead. He was found three days ago just after dawn by his teenage daughter. His head had been bashed in with a hammer. Whoever did it just dropped the hammer by the body. No clues, no leads as of yet. Of course no fingerprints. As for other forensic evidence, we’ve got to wait to see. Agent Anchor said he’d call us when he found out anything more. He said they just found out about it from the local cops.
“The locals said that no one saw anything or anyone. His wife said he always went to the barn just before dawn to milk the cows.”
“And someone was waiting for him.”
She stared out the window. “He had three other kids besides the teenage daughter who found him.”
“Of course it has to be tied to the kidnapping, or whatever the hell it is.”
“Agent Anchor thinks so, at least he now thinks there might be a connection. What do we do now, Dillon?”
Savich pressed one of MAX’s buttons and said in a throaty FBI interview voice that imitated MAX’s, “We’re going to kick butt, Sherlock.”
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“I’LL SAY IT again. No way are you going out there on your own. We’re in this together.”
He grinned down at her. “Before we get into it, let me compliment you first. You did really well with your dad. You hung in there, didn’t lose your temper, and finally he caved. He’s pretty smart himself. What I’m thinking now is that I should go to Denver, get personally involved, work with both the local cops and the FBI. As for you and Emma, you’ll both stay here.” He saw the fear draining the brilliance from her eyes. “I can handle myself, Molly. I won’t get killed. I promise.”
The emptying fear left her eyes and anger moved right in. She took three deep breaths.
“Good. You’re getting good at control. When my mom gets really mad at my dad, she throws something at him. My father can still move faster than any human I’ve ever seen.”
“I’m trying hard not to kick you in the shin. Listen to me, Ramsey. I know you mean well, but there’s no way I’m going to let you go out there alone and put yourself on the line.” She smiled at him. “It’s all for one and one for all. We’re the Three Musketeers. Call me D’Artagnon.”

“He was the fourth musketeer.”
“His is the only name I know.”
“I remember Aramis was one of them. Tell me, Molly, which one is Emma? Do we give her a sword or a gun, in this case, and let her fight right alongside us?”
She walked away from him, rubbing her hands over her arms. Then she hugged herself. “You and I have done a good job of protecting Emma. Besides, I can’t begin to imagine what she’d do if you just up and left. Don’t you understand? Emma needs us, both of us.”
He cursed under his breath and ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Okay. So you’re right. I agree. And I really don’t want to leave Emma in any case. Now here’s what we’ll do first thing. You’re going to call Louey in Germany and get him back here. It’s very possible he’s involved. How? I don’t know, but it’s possible. We need to talk to everyone.”
“I can try,” she said and walked to the phone. Three minutes later, the speaker on, they were listening to the phone ring at the Bristol Hotel Kempinski in Berlin.
Ramsey asked, “It’s what? Six A.M. there?”
“Something like that.” She asked for Louey Santera’s room.
The phone rang three times, then, “Mr. Santera’s suite. Rudy here. May I help you? It’s just past dawn here, by the way.”
“Good morning to you, too, Rudy. This is Mrs. Santera. I don’t know if Louey happened to mention it, but his daughter was kidnapped. Please put him on the phone.”
There was a miserable silence.
“Now, Rudy.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
After a three-minute wait, Louey Santera said, “Molly, that you? What the hell’s going on? Is Emma all right? I heard she was safe.”
“Yeah, she’s just fine. However, all is not what it seems, Louey. You’ve got to come home right now. Today.”

“I can’t. I have a concert tonight. Three more before I come back to the U.S.”
“Look, Louey, this is important. It’s about your daughter’s life. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
“Dammit, Molly, I could probably come back by the end of the week, but not before then. I—”
“Today, Louey,” said Mason Lord, his voice soft and very gentle.
“Who’s that?”
“Hello, Louey,” Mason Lord said. “This is your ex–father-in-law. How are you feeling this morning? It is morning, isn’t it?”
“Yes, damn you, it’s morning. So Molly went home to Daddy, did she?”
“I suggest you get yourself back here, Louey. You can make the Lufthansa flight from Frankfurt to Chicago.”
“I can’t, I—”
“Today, Louey. There are many things we need to talk about. Perhaps you have some explaining to do.”
They heard a woman’s voice in the background. “Who is that, Louey? Why are you breathing so hard?”
Molly laughed. “Bring her along, Louey. No one wants you to get lonesome.” She hung up.
Ramsey looked ready to burst into laughter. He said, “If it were between a grand jury and your father, I’d bet any day on your dad getting him home.”
“Oh yes,” she said, and yawned. “He’s good at scaring people’s socks off.”
“I like your hair,” he said, surprising both of them.
She blinked at him. “My hair? What did you say? You like my hair?”
“Yes,” he said. “I do. It’s substantial, your hair. I like all those curls. It’s good hair.”
“Well, I like your hair too.”
He began to laugh. She joined him. The door opened and Mason Lord looked in. “What is going on here? Why are you two laughing?”

Molly just shook her head. “Will we be picking Louey up at O’Hare?”
Mason Lord looked back and forth between them. “I think Judge Hunt should pick Louey up. That would catch the little bastard off guard.”
Ramsey merely nodded. “I’d be delighted. I’ve got lots to say to Mr. Santera. I’ll use my old prosecutorial style.”
“My daughter,” Mason Lord said precisely, “doesn’t have nice hair. She looks like a grown-up Little Orphan Annie. She has her grandmother’s hair.”
He’d had it. Ramsey walked up to Mason Lord. He got right in his face. “Why don’t you tell Molly how happy you are to see her after three years? Why don’t you tell her that she’s got brains and grit and you’re about the luckiest guy alive to have her for your daughter?”
Mason Lord turned on his heel and left the bedroom. Ramsey knew he’d gone too far. Mason Lord was enraged, nearly over the edge. But when he turned in the doorway, it wasn’t Ramsey he went after. He said, his voice low and vicious, “Don’t bother wasting your time sleeping with her. Louey said she was a cold lump in bed. No fun at all. Of course I had to have him disciplined when it got back to me what he’d said, but there it is anyway.”
Molly didn’t fold at all from the hurt of his words. Instead, she said, her voice filled with amusement, “Well, Louey’s the expert, isn’t he? Bottom line, Dad, I’m really glad I didn’t get some disease from him.”
She saw her father pause a moment, and then he was gone from her view.
Ramsey said, “The two of you are quite the duo. Look, Molly, you’re an adult. I know it must hurt when he goes after you, but kiss it off. It’s not important. There are lots more important things to think about and the most important is standing right there.”
“Mama, why is Grandfather angry?”
Emma was standing in the doorway, her hair long and tousled, her nightgown with its pink bows nearly to the floor. She was clutching her piano against her chest. It was nearly as big as she was.
Ramsey said, “She needs a doll.”
“Your grandfather wasn’t what you’d call really angry, Em. It’s late and he’s older, you know? Older people get cross quickly when they get tired.”
“Boy, what a whopper.”
“Be quiet. Em, Ramsey is just trying to make a joke. I’m going to give him lessons. Now, come back to bed. I’ll tuck you in.”
“I’ll come with you.” Ramsey walked to Emma and picked her up in his arms. “This piano weighs a ton, Emma. I think I’ll have to remove an octave.”
Emma reared back in his arms and looked at him closely. “That was funny, Ramsey. Not as funny as Mama, but funny. Has she given you a lesson already?”
“Thank you, Emma. She hasn’t yet given me any lessons at all. Actually, I came out with that one all on my own.” He took the piano, handing it to Molly. Emma sprawled against him, her head on his shoulder. She sucked her fingers.
There was a queen bed in the bedroom. It was Molly’s old room, he realized. There wasn’t a ruffle to be had. What there was were bookshelves all up and down one wall, filled with paperbacks and hardcovers, piled indiscriminately. On the other wall were photos, dozens and dozens of photos. Many were framed, most were arranged lovingly and carefully on corkboards.
“Mama takes pictures,” Emma said to Ramsey when he laid her on her back. “She took all these when she was young.”
“I see,” he said, and leaned down and kissed Emma’s forehead. He stroked her hair back from her face. “You go to sleep now, Emma. I don’t want you worrying about anything, all right?”
“You won’t leave, will you, Ramsey?”

He’d already made that decision, with Molly’s help, but still, what if something happened? Something he couldn’t foresee made him leave?
She whispered, “You don’t know if you should tell me the truth. It’s all right. Everybody lies. Except Mama. She never lies.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes,” Emma said. “Mama, will you come to bed soon?”
“Yes, love, in just a little while. Ramsey and I have bunches of things to discuss.”
She turned off Emma’s light, but left the door ajar. Just a slice of light shone into the room from the three Tiffany lamps standing at intervals in the wide corridor.
Ramsey said, “I won’t leave you, Emma, unless I have to, and then I’ll tell you first.”
Emma didn’t say anything.
“We can hear her if she has a nightmare,” Molly said quietly as she followed Ramsey back to his room.
“Now,” he said once they were in his bedroom, “tell me what you think we should do.”
“Beat up Louey Santera again.”
“After we beat him up.”
She sighed. “I don’t know, Ramsey. So much has happened.”
“One of the first things is to take Emma to a doctor and to a child shrink.”
“Yes,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about that. I don’t want to take her to her regular pediatrician. He’s a man. I want to take her to a woman.”
“That’s probably smart.”
“I’ll make calls tomorrow, get some names. Where do you think those men are, Ramsey?”
“If they’re here, they’re cursing a blue streak. There’s just no way in here. Miles told me he has six men patrolling the grounds around the clock. I think this place is more secure than the White House.”

“I heard Mason tell Gunther to bring in another three men to patrol. He’s not taking any chances.”
“He loves you and Emma.”
“Yeah, right. It’s all a matter of possession. He just doesn’t want anyone messing with something he sees as his.”
“Whatever it is, it’s still a start. We’ll see. Tomorrow—” He rubbed his hands together. “Tomorrow I’ll get to meet dear Louey face-to-face.”
“It won’t be one of the high points of your day. Trust me.”
“As Emma would say, you made a joke.”
“Sometimes truth’s funnier than fiction.”
 
LOUEY Santera was furious and it showed. His mouth was tight, his lips a skinny pursed line. Then he saw a reporter and the fury was masked immediately by a charming smile and a little-boy shrug. “Hi,” he said to the reporter, turned, and gave a smile to the accompanying photographer, then saw Molly and gave a wave.
The reporter, a longtime friend of Ramsey’s, said cheerfully, “I hear you flew back, breaking concert dates, when you heard your little girl was kidnapped.”
“I couldn’t leave immediately,” Louey said, nose sharp, on the alert instantly. “I naturally came back as soon as I could.”
“Is it true your little girl is safe and at her grandfather’s house? Her grandfather is Mason Lord, isn’t that right?”
“Yeah, he is her grandfather, and yeah I heard she was at his house. It’s over now, thank God. Did you hear? My concerts went great, too.”
“I’ve heard you’ve had your problems with Mr. Lord. Is that right, Mr. Santera?”
A man came from behind Louey Santera to plant himself directly in front of the reporter. He was a young guy, stringy, with acne scars. “Mr. Santera just flew in from Germany. He wants to be reunited with his little girl. He’s tired. He’s said all he’s going to say. Good day.”
The reporter said, “Come on, Mr. Santera, what’s going on here? Your little girl was kidnapped over two weeks ago. You’re coming back a little late, aren’t you?”
“No comment.”
The young guy with Louey actually shoved the reporter. The photographer flashed a photo.
Louey Santera was white-faced. Ramsey smiled as he stepped up to him. “Mr. Santera? I’m here to greet you. I’m Ramsey Hunt, currently residing with Mr. Mason Lord. Do come this way, out of all this crowd of people. Ah, yes, here’s Molly.”
“Get out of his face,” the young guy said, and gave Ramsey a shove. The guy might look scrawny and too young, but Ramsey spotted the moves immediately, the watchful eyes, the stance.
“That isn’t polite,” Ramsey said, and in a move that was subtle and smooth, he gently clasped the young man’s hand and twisted his thumb back. The guy gasped with pain. He didn’t move.
“Now, back off,” Ramsey said very quietly. “I’m not a reporter.” He applied a bit more pressure on the thumb. “All right?”
“Leave be, Alenon,” Louey Santera said.
The young guy nodded. There was cold hatred in his dark eyes. It seemed to be awfully easy to make enemies these days. Ramsey released his thumb. “Now, let’s get out of here. Molly, say hello to your ex-husband.”
“Hi, Louey. How’s tricks? Hey, I don’t see your girlfriend. She doesn’t have a passport?”
“How did you find Emma?”
She batted her eyelashes at him and put her hand on her hip. “I used my considerable sex appeal, naturally.”
Ramsey stared at her. Louey Santera barked out a vicious laugh. “Hey, that’s a joke,” he said. “You’re always telling jokes, never serious. You didn’t find Emma at all, did you? It’s just all hype.”
“Why do you think that? I don’t have enough brainpower? Not enough guts?”
“Come off it, Molly. You know you didn’t have a thing to do with getting Emma back. You wouldn’t know where to find square one if it hit you in the nose. What really happened?”
She leaned close. “Okay, Louey, the game’s over.” She leaned over to whisper in his ear. “Listen, you selfish jerk, I found my daughter, all by myself. You want to know what happened? The man who took her sexually abused her and beat her. What do you think of that, Louey?”
“That can’t be true. I didn’t hear anything like that. No, you’re lying, trying to make me look bad.”
“No one could make you look worse than you already look. You call from Europe and start bragging about your success there and all the women you’re screwing. You’re a toad, Louey, you don’t give a damn about Emma.”
“Then why am I here?”
“Because my father scares you all the way down to your crooked little toes. If he told you to be celibate for a week, I just bet you’d do it.”
“He’s a murderer, Molly, shouts to the world that he’s a big legitimate businessman, but he’s nothing but a big-time crook, and you know it. You’re no better. You took me for everything in the divorce, you’re nothing but a—”
Ramsey broke in. “All right, enough of the emotional sentimental reunion. It’s time to get out of here before more reporters show up.” He turned to the acne-faced young guy who was Louey Santera’s bodyguard. “You get Mr. Santera’s luggage. You can drop it off at Mason Lord’s place in Oak Park. Then you can go to a motel or something. Don’t think you’re included on Mr. Lord’s houseguest list.”
Louey looked over at the reporter who’d been so rude. He recognized him. His name was something like Marzilac. He was from the Chicago Sun-Times. Hell. He was just standing there, speaking low to his photographer. What were they talking about? Maybe they were talking about whether to print any of this. Just his luck. Now he had to face Mason Lord. His kidney hurt just thinking about it.
“Let’s go,” Ramsey said.
“Do as he says, Alenon,” Louey said. “Just call the house and tell me where you’re staying.”
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AN HOUR AND a half later, Louey Santera faced his ex–father-in-law across the huge mahogany desk in Mason Lord’s study.
“This cretin—” He motioned toward Ramsey, who was standing by the door. “He accosted me. He nearly broke my bodyguard’s thumb. In fact, I’ll just bet you he got a reporter to come there and ask me stupid questions. It cost me a bundle to leave Germany. I was busy, everything was going great with the crowds. Besides, there’s nothing I can do for you. I’ve thought about it, and I don’t know of anyone who could have done this.”
Mason Lord didn’t rise. He sat there, tall and straight in his chair, weaving his black Mont Blanc pen, heavy with gold trim, expertly between his long fingers. He let Louey talk and talk. Finally, when he’d heard more than enough, he said, smoothly, “You’re looking thin, Louey. Your eyes look too bright, the pupils too large. I hope you’re well.”
“Touring is hard work, real long hours. Sometimes I have to take sleeping pills to calm me down. Listen, I didn’t want to come here. What can you possibly want from me?”
“I do hope you’re not doing cocaine again. I really hate drugs, you know that. I told you that when you were married to Molly. If the coke doesn’t kill you, then it’s usually something else. Like the guys selling it to you getting pissed off. I’ve never seen simple sleeping pills dilate your pupils.”
“I’m not doing drugs.”
“Did you meet Ramsey Hunt?” Mason Lord waved a hand toward Ramsey, who was still standing by the door, arms crossed over his chest.
“I told you, he was the bastard who—”
“It’s Judge Ramsey Hunt. Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”
“No. Who is he? Some gigolo your young wife wanted?”
“Ah, Louey, you do like to push the envelope, don’t you? I suggest you think a bit before you open your mouth. If you ever mention my wife again, I’ll have Gunther cut off the end of your tongue. Your singing wouldn’t benefit from that. Now, since you appear to be ignorant as well as unwise, I’ll tell you that Ramsey Hunt is the San Francisco Federal District Court judge whose picture was on the covers of both Newsweek and Time magazines a while back. He’s a real hero, they say. Don’t you remember? The big drug murder case in San Francisco? What Judge Hunt did all by himself when they tried to break the defendants out of the courtroom?” Louey looked blank. Mason Lord sighed. “Ah, Louey, I do pray that Emma didn’t inherit your brains, your inability to recognize the importance of anything that doesn’t pertain directly to you. It would be a pity.”
Ramsey said, “Ignorance isn’t the same as stupidity.”
“In Louey’s case, it seems to be.”
“She’s got his talent, Dad,” Molly said, coming into the room to stand beside Ramsey. “In fact, she’s got all the talent that he could ever claim. And his talent is good even if his brain isn’t.”
“Impossible,” Louey Santera said, whirling around to see Molly standing beside that damned judge. The guy was too young to be a judge. She’d come in very quietly. How long had she been standing there? “Emma? She’s a little kid, only what, five years old?”
“Six, Louey. Your daughter is six years old.”
“Yeah, well, what talent?”
“She can play the piano for you. She’s incredible.”
“Enough!”
Everyone looked at Mason Lord. He relaxed slowly, saying nothing more, knowing that he had all their attention again.
Louey said, “Why did you want me to come back? You got Emma. What else is there?”
“It appears there’s a conspiracy afoot. Not just one kidnapper, Louey. Judge Hunt believes there are a goodly number of men involved since it appears to be a very professional operation, and they’re all after Emma. Indeed, the men tracked Molly and Ramsey all across Colorado into California. Do you know anything about this, Louey?”
“That’s ridiculous! What would I know about that? Emma’s my daughter, for God’s sake. I don’t know anything about any conspiracy.”
“Well, there’s a problem,” Mason Lord continued, his voice suddenly soft, oily with sincerity. It reminded him of Bill Matthias’s voice, a lawyer in San Francisco unoriginally called Slick Willie. “I’m not behind any conspiracy, Louey, and there, quite simply, isn’t anybody else. There’s another little point that’s really very disturbing. The man who had Emma. He abused her sexually and beat her.”
Louey lunged to his feet, his face white. “No! That’s impossible. Molly said that, but I didn’t believe her. There must be a mistake . . . not Emma, no one would dare touch Emma like that.”
Mason Lord sat slightly forward. “Didn’t you bother to make sure that the man you hired to hold Emma in that cabin in the Rockies wasn’t a child molester?”
Louey collapsed back into the chair. “Listen, I didn’t hire anybody! I don’t know anything about any of it. Dammit, she’s my daughter. I wouldn’t have my own daughter kidnapped.”
“Oh?” It was Molly’s voice coming from behind him, cold and hard. “You’d do anything for money, Louey. Anything. I’ll just bet you owe some big shot lots of money and you left the country because you couldn’t pay. Is that it?”
He turned on her, so furious the pulse pounded wildly in his thin neck. “You have the gall to talk high and mighty about money. You took me for every dime I had. You didn’t deserve anything at all. All you managed to do was get pregnant. Dammit, I didn’t have Emma kidnapped!”
Mason Lord slowly rose. He pressed his palms against the desktop. He said in that same soft, oily voice, “I think Molly’s right. You’re in big debt to somebody and this was your way of paying them off. Tell us the names of the men, Louey. Tell us who helped you pull this off. Tell us why they’re still after Emma.”
“I don’t know about any men! I don’t know anything! Molly’s dead wrong.”
“Gunther, please come here.”
Gunther, huge and menacing, his big hands relaxed at his sides, said, “Yes, Mr. Lord?”
“Gunther, please take Mr. Santera to one of our guest rooms. He’s weary from his long journey. He flew in from Germany today, you know. Yes, he’s tired and needs to rest. Take him upstairs and put him to bed. Stay with him, Gunther. Remind him that life is sometimes very difficult. Remind him that I forgave him once, but patience is a precious commodity. Remind him that I’m not always such a patient man. Oh yes, he doesn’t need to speak to that creature who is supposedly his bodyguard. Keep Mr. Santera quiet and apart. He needs to rest.”
“I didn’t have Emma kidnapped!”
“I’ll see you after you’ve had a nice rest, Louey,” Mason Lord said. He rose and watched as Gunther wrapped one huge hand around Louey Santera’s upper arm and pulled him toward the study doors.
Louey jerked around at the door. “If it’s Molly who’s claiming I did that, she’s crazy. She hates me. Maybe this judge character is her lover and they wanted the money. Yeah, maybe Molly did it.”
Gunther quietly closed the study doors, and there was silence.
Ramsey whistled. He said, “I sometimes forget the awesome power people like you wield. Every day I deal with people claiming that they’re as innocent as their dear grannies, but you know they’re lying through their teeth, you know that most of them are thugs, cons, just plain scum, and many times much worse.
“And the thing is, of course, that in our justice system you can’t just beat the crap out of them even though you know they’re so guilty they’re bulging with it. No, we play by rules that seem absurd in their gentleness, in their lack of focus and force. We use compromise and negotiation, not metaphorical thumb screws.” Ramsey shrugged. “On the other hand, your performance hasn’t yet resulted in anything, except to terrify one skinny little man. Molly would probably disagree with me on how often we get to it, but the truth is always there, somewhere. Don’t beat the crap out of him yet, sir. Your threats are just as potent. I’d like a chance to talk to him myself. From what I could see, Molly should probably keep her distance. She’s quite good with that pistol of hers.”
Mason Lord said easily, “Of course I know my threats are potent, Ramsey. They wouldn’t be potent, however, if occasionally I didn’t back them up, and the knowledge of that got around. Talk to Louey, see what you can dig out of the little bastard.”
Ramsey nodded, then said to Molly, “I’m thirsty. Would you like to drink a glass of lemonade with me and Emma?”
“Yes. Then I’ve got phone calls to make.”
* * *

DR. Eleanor Loo, a tall Chinese-American woman in her mid-thirties, was wearing a leg cast. She rose clumsily when they came into her office. Molly had gotten her name from Emma’s new pediatrician. Her fingers were crossed when, after introductions were made, Dr. Loo turned to Emma. She just smiled at her, then said, “Let me sit down, Emma. My leg makes me a bit awkward and the cast is heavy. At least it doesn’t hurt much anymore. I broke it skiing. It was a beautiful fall, right off a twelve-foot cliff. Everyone said I looked so graceful sailing off that cliff. I don’t suppose you ski?”
“My mama does. I’m learning.” Emma didn’t move, just stood there between Ramsey and Molly.
“You’ve had three lessons, kiddo,” Molly said. “You’re going to be very good. Maybe you’ll be lucky and not go sailing off a cliff, but it happens. Remember when I strained the ligaments in my right knee?”
“Yes, Mama. You had to have physical therapy.”
“Me too,” said Dr. Loo. “I’ll ski again, but not for another year. I miss it. Now, Emma, why don’t you come over here and sit by me?”
Emma didn’t move. She tightened her hold on Ramsey’s hand.
Ramsey said easily, “Tell you what, Dr. Loo, why don’t I just let Emma sit on my lap for a while. Is that all right?”
“Sure thing. I understand that you’re a very smart girl, Emma. Your mama told me that you escaped from this bad man all by yourself, that you thought it all through and figured out what to do.”
Emma was frozen. Ramsey couldn’t even hear her breathe. But he forced himself to keep quiet, to wait. He supposed he’d expected the shrink to go easier, to ease into Emma’s experience, not just dive in, face first.
Dr. Loo said, “How did you figure out how to escape?”
Emma licked her lips. It was the first movement she’d made. Ramsey wanted so much to pull her against him and cover her with his arms, protect her, but he knew there was no protection when the wound was raw and deep, all on the inside. He looked at Molly. Her face was white and set. She was trying to look relaxed, but she wasn’t succeeding. Her hands were fists on the chair arms.
Emma said in a small reflective voice, “I thought and thought.”
Ramsey felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. Emma’s voice was a whisper of sound. He was surprised any of them even heard her words.
Dr. Loo waited for more, but Emma didn’t say any more. Dr. Loo said then, “You thought well. How long did you think about it?”
“All that day. But I didn’t know how I could get the string off my hands, and then he forgot. He just forgot and went outside to smoke.”
“Then what did you do?”
Emma was pressed so tightly against his chest that Ramsey wondered if he shouldn’t intervene. He was on the point of opening his mouth when Emma said in that same whispery soft little voice, “I jumped off the bed. It was real dirty. He wasn’t wearing his glasses. When he came back he thought the pillow was me. I crawled out the front door.”
“You were barefoot?”
Emma thought. “No, I knew I had to run, so I put on my sneakers. I put them on after I was outside.”
“Did he drink very much?”
“I counted four empty bottles. I didn’t have anything to do, so I counted them. They were really big.”
“How long did it take him to drink those four bottles?”
“Five days.”
“That’s how many days it was until you escaped?”
“Yes,” Emma said, her voice not quite so choked now.
“Were there certain times of the day or night that he drank out of those bottles?”
It was loud, that mewling sound that ripped Ramsey’s guts. She was trembling, wheezing for breath, making those awful sounds. “No, no, sweetheart,” Ramsey said, pressing his cheek to hers, holding her tightly, rocking her, keeping her close and closer still. “It’s all right. You’re safe now, with me and your mama. If Dr. Loo had been there I bet she would have kicked that miserable man in his butt.”
“That’s right, Em. She would have kicked him with her cast. That would really hurt.”
The mewling sounds stopped.
“Emma?” It was Dr. Loo. Emma didn’t say anything, just pressed closer to Ramsey’s chest. “I would have kicked him really hard. Count on it.”
Emma jerked. Then, slowly, she raised her head. She looked at her mother, at Ramsey, then at Dr. Loo. “Mama wanted to shoot him,” she said at last. “She might have shot Ramsey if I hadn’t said something.”
“You did well, kiddo,” Molly said. “You did really well.”
“Can you answer another question for me, Emma?”
The little girl looked at her clearly now. “I don’t want to but I know that my mama wants me to, and Ramsey.”
“Yes, but only if it doesn’t make you sick afraid. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“Was this man who kept you at the cabin for five days the same man who took you?”
“Yes.”
“How did he get you?”
“Mama was taking pictures in the park in front of our house. I was with Scooter—he’s the neighbor’s dog. Mama said I could get one just like him. I was throwing his stick. It took me a long time to teach him to bring me back the stick because Mama said that Dalmatians weren’t genius dogs, just dumb dogs and really cute. I threw the stick and when Scooter didn’t come back I went to him. There was a man petting him. I heard Mama call my name and I called back and said I was getting Scooter. Then the man smiled at me and he hit me on the head. I tried to call my mama but I couldn’t.”
Ramsey thought: It was that easy. It took just an instant, just that one instant when the adult believed everything was all right. And then it was too late.
He glanced over at Molly. She looked stricken, guilt ridden. He’d have to shake her out of it. It hadn’t been her fault, but he knew just how deeply self-blame could burrow in and corrode.
Then Emma just turned her face in against Ramsey’s chest. It was as if she’d frozen, stiff and cold. He held her, kissing her hair.
Molly rose slowly at a nod from Dr. Loo. “Thank you, Dr. Loo.”
“It was nice to meet you, Mrs. Santera, Mr. Hunt. I like you, Emma. You’ve got guts. You’ve got a good mind. You’re going to do just fine. Now, I want us to talk some more when you’re feeling less overwhelmed with bad memories. All right?”
Emma slowly turned to face the doctor. She said finally, “I don’t know, Dr. Loo. Maybe we can talk next week?”
Ramsey noticed that Molly was flushed with relief.
Emma slipped off his lap and went to her mother. She took her hand and held it hard. She dragged Molly out of the office.
“Mr. Hunt, just a moment, please.”
He turned and smiled. “You did that very well. I was wondering about your approach, but it worked.”
“Emma’s a smart child. You’ve always got to take a chance, though, on your initial reading. I don’t know your part in all of this, but Emma certainly trusts you. So, whatever you and her mother have done, it’s been good. It’s up to me to get it all out of her so she can look at it, dismantle it, study it, then come to terms with it. Are the police in any way involved?”
He shook his head. “Not right now. Neither Molly nor I wanted to give her over to strangers. This is just for Emma. She’s had some doozy nightmares.”
“No wonder. I understand you had her examined?”
“Yes, the pediatrician put her under, at our request, then examined her. She’d been sexually abused, she’d been beaten, as we thought, but she’s healed nicely, at least on the outside. Oh, yes, one other thing. A couple of times, coming out of a nightmare, Emma said things about this man. She talked about him tying her up with twine because she was just a little girl. She mentioned that he told her he needed her more than God needed him.”
“Now that’s a real lead. Give the FBI this information, Mr. Hunt, if you haven’t already.”
“I will.”
Dr. Loo nodded. “Just you and Mrs. Santera keep doing what you’re doing. I’ll see you on Tuesday?”
“Yes, that’s fine.” It was only four days away. “There was something else.”
She reached out to pick up a scratching stick. He watched her ease it down into the cast. She smiled. “Ah, that feels good. You never realize how important scratching is until it’s a pain to be able to do it. Now, your something else—you think I’m going too fast. I am. But you see, you want to get all the poison out of her as quickly as possible before it has a chance to fester. Talking about all the hideousness is like the psychological equivalent of using a stomach pump. Don’t worry, I’ll pull back if I think it’s too much at a time.”
She stuck out her hand. “Tell her mother she’s doing a great job. Tell her mother, too, that if she continues to blame herself for what happened then she won’t be much good to Emma in the long run. All right, Judge Hunt? Don’t look so surprised. You’re a famous man.”
“I’ll tell Molly what you said.” He turned, then said over his shoulder, “Dr. Loo, what I am really is a very frightened man.”
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MOLLY CAME OUT of the kitchen to see Emma standing beside a hallway table, one of Miles’s chocolate-chip cookies in her hand, staring up at her father. Louey looked profoundly discomfited.
“I remember you,” Emma said slowly, and took a bite of cookie. “You’re my papa. Mama said you were coming to see me.”
“Yeah, well, here I am all right. You’ve really grown, kid.”
“You haven’t seen me for a long time,” Emma said, staring at a man she dimly recognized. He looked tired and nervous. “Mama says I grow taller than a Dr. Pepper can every month. That’s my favorite drink.”
“You look pretty tall to me. Look, Emma, I’ve got to go. I’ve got to see some people, do some things, you know?”
“Yes, Papa,” she said slowly, her eyes never leaving his face. “I know.”
Molly caught up to Louey in the upstairs hallway just after she’d tucked Emma into bed an hour later. He was just coming out of his bedroom. Gunther stood some twenty feet away, his arms crossed over his chest, chewing on a toothpick.

“You saw Emma for all of two minutes, Louey. The first time you’ve seen her, I might add, in two years. I was thinking that you could have her play her new piano for you. You’ll be impressed, I promise.”
Louey Santera looked more harassed than scared at the moment, and he knew he had good reason to be scared. “Look, Molly, I saw her. What was I supposed to do, for God’s sake? She’s just fine. Oh, all right. The next time I see her, I’ll ask her to play that ridiculous piano.”
“All right, how about this after she’s played for you—how about telling her you love her? You are her father, and she needs you, although that’s a concept that never really took root in your brain.”
“You wanted her, I didn’t. You were a lot more fun before you had a kid, Molly. Remember those photos you took of me that Rolling Stone featured? Now those could have made you, but what did you do? You just laughed and said they were okay, not all that great. The editor at Rolling Stone said you were terrific, but you wouldn’t hear about doing any more work for them.”
“Louey, you’re not remembering quite right. I was pregnant with Emma at the time and puking my toenails up on a very regular basis. I’ve been getting back into it since Emma’s older.”
“No one has ever photographed me as well as you did.”
So that was it. As usual, Louey was thinking about himself. She wanted to roll her eyes and smack him. She did neither, just smiled at him. She really didn’t hate him most of the time, actually; she really didn’t even think of him except rarely, and even on those rare occasions she felt only mild dislike simply because she understood the bone-deep fears that always festered beneath the surface in him. They occasionally even overwhelmed his remarkable conceit and ego. Because she was sometimes so weak-headed, she forgot about the damage he could wreak. It was fear that was driving him now and so she said without rancor, “You’re an excellent subject, Louey. You know how to mate with the camera. Don’t be impatient. There are lots of terrific photographers out there, but that’s neither here nor there.” She stopped, then just shook her head. “Never mind. Sometimes I’m a fool. Now, tell me what you know about Emma’s kidnapping, if you want me to help you before my father gets nasty. And he will, Louey, he’ll get nastier than anything you can begin to imagine, nastier than he was to you in Denver three years ago.”
“You weren’t in Denver when he showed up three years ago, so just how would you know what your dear daddy does?”
“I remember one summer when I was here. I was twelve years old and I woke up late, probably about midnight, and walked downstairs to the kitchen. I saw a light under his study door and I could hear men’s voices. I pushed the door open and looked inside.” She shuddered from the force of the memory, but she said only, “Tell him, Louey. Don’t be cute. When he sets a goal, his focus never falters. His patience is formidable, but when it’s gone, it’s well and truly gone. Tell him. Or tell me. How were you involved in this? Tell me the names of the men you owe money to.”
Ramsey pulled back around the corner. He’d just come up the stairs to go to bed. It was late. There stood Molly and Louey Santera facing off like two gunslingers in the hallway outside his bedroom door. He’d heard her last few words. He knew she didn’t really think that Louey had had anything to do directly with Emma’s kidnapping. But he was involved indirectly. She was covering all the bases, which was really smart. He wondered if Louey was buying it.
Louey cast a furtive look at Gunther, who hadn’t moved a muscle, then leaned against the door, crossing his arms over his chest. “I sure made a big mistake marrying you, didn’t I? You were Little Miss Sweet Innocence with a big crook for a father. But I found that out too late.”
“What do you mean?”
“You want some truth? I’ll give you some truth.” He stared down at her, his mouth twisting. “I wanted to fuck you, Molly, not marry you. But your daddy found out about us. He left me no choice.”
“That’s not true, Louey, you know it’s not. He didn’t even know I was dating you until I told him we were going to get married. Stop looking at me like I’m an idiot. I tell you, he didn’t know a thing until I told him. I remember the surprise on his face. I’m not making it up. He was surprised.”
He laughed, a nasty laugh that nearly froze Molly where she stood.
“It’s not true,” she said again. She was crumbling inside. Was nothing as it had seemed in her life? “You’re making this up, after all these years, just to hurt me.”
“Sure, Molly Dolly, sure I am. It turns out your old man had us followed—you didn’t know that, did you? Of course you didn’t. Yeah, and he had me followed to protect his little girl from the scummy coke-snorting rock star. He probably knew to the minute when you lost your virginity to me. And I got a visit from him the very next day. That was the day I really understood who your daddy actually is.”
“You’re not lying? My father made you propose marriage to me?”
“You don’t think it was because I could have possibly wanted a wife, do you? Come on, Molly, even you’re not that stupid. I always liked fresh-faced eager girls. You looked at me like I was a god. I wasn’t about to deny myself. So I had to be patient and play a few games with you so that you’d fall on your back for me. I wanted to take your virginity. I’ve always preferred virgins. And so I did, but then there was Daddy standing at my front door just after you left that morning.” Louey shrugged. “I remember one of his goons—a guy who got his head shot off a while back—he had huge hands. He grabbed my neck between his hands and lifted me off the ground. Then your daddy told me how things would be. He told me I’d better be real sincere when I proposed to his daughter. He told me if I wasn’t faithful to his daughter, he’d make my face so ugly nobody would want to see it. I believed him.”
“You were very sincere,” she said, and wondered how she could even form the words, much less get them out of her mouth. “I remember that evening very well. But you slept with lots of women.”
Louey shrugged. “Yeah, well, what was I supposed to do when I was married to you? Finally, I called your daddy and confessed that I was having sex on the side. I told him you just weren’t interested. What was I to do?”
Louey laughed, actually laughed. “Your daddy finally gave me his permission. He told me to be discreet.”
Humiliation and rage mingled and flowed over. She drew back her arm and struck him as hard as she could with her fist in his belly. The air whooshed out of him. He gasped, clutching his stomach, bent over.
“You bastard,” she said low. “You complete and utter bastard. You’d do anything, wouldn’t you? It’s true that you’re the only man I’ve ever slept with so I have no comparisons, but let me tell you, Louey, it wasn’t ever any fun at all. From what I hear from other women, you were a pig at sex, and I bought it because I didn’t know any better.
“You have nothing in you but greed and ego. And you’ve got street smarts, enough anyway to keep you alive, enough to realize that my father would have annihilated you if you hadn’t done what he told you to do. Did you have Emma kidnapped? You need money. You always need money. You knew Mason would be the one to pay for her release, but you didn’t care where it came from.” She paused, panting, then smacked her palm against her forehead. “How could I be so stupid? You didn’t want my dad involved. You wanted me alone to pay the ransom. You viewed it as getting your money back.
“I really didn’t think you’d done it, but I’ve changed my mind. You don’t owe big bucks to anyone, do you? No, you’re the one who had her kidnapped. You wanted your money back.”

She hit him again in his stomach. “And you got a child molester to take her. You did that to your own daughter! What kind of a man are you?”
She punched him yet again. He was still bent over, gasping for air. “No,” he managed to get out. “I didn’t. Don’t hit me again, Molly, I mean it. Remember how I hit you three years ago? I’ll do it again.”
“You just try it, you worm, just try it.” She started to say something else, then just shook her head and walked away.
Ramsey didn’t move for some time. People did the most incredible things to each other. He, Judge Ramsey Hunt, without hesitation, walked quickly down the corridor to where Louey Santera was still standing, alternately looking at Gunther and at his own toes.
“Hey, Louey. How’s tricks?”
Louey managed to raise his head. “What do you want, you prick?”
Ramsey smiled at him and said in the mildest of voices, “Molly creamed you good. I knew she was strong, but that was quite a demo. You must have really pissed her off.”
“She’s really tough when her father’s nearby or one of his goons. Can you imagine what Gunther would have done if I’d so much as breathed too hard on her? She knew. I had to stand here and let her hit me.”
Ramsey kept that smile on his mouth. He lifted Louey Santera up by his shirtfront, straightened him, and sent his fist into his jaw. Louey yowled, staggering back. Ramsey let him go and he hit the wall.
“You’re a real piece of work, you know that, Louey? There, that should give you something else to think about. I can’t wait to see the back of you. And Molly’s right, you know. Mason’s just about ready to snap. I have a feeling that when he does, you’ll be dead meat.”
“You’re a bloody judge, a bloody federal judge, and just listen to you. Some officer of the court you are. I’ll get you for assault and battery. I’ll get you impeached and disbarred, you bastard. I’ll get you.”

“Hey, you want to try to get me now? I’d sure welcome that, Louey. Anytime you want to play some more, you just come see me.” He shook his head. “It looks right now like you hired a child molester to kidnap your own daughter. You probably didn’t know that, but it just shows what a real winner you are. You’re going to do big time for this, Louey, if you’re involved, and that, only if you’re lucky. Who knows, maybe I’ll see you in my courtroom.”
“You’re in San Francisco, idiot.”
“Yeah, but I’ve got lots of judge friends.” Ramsey walked away whistling. He said over his shoulder, “Sleep well, Louey. Tomorrow will be here soon enough.”
He went to his bedroom. He didn’t bother turning on the lights. He knew his way around now. He walked to the bed, lay down, and stared up at the black ceiling. Was Louey involved? It seemed fantastic to him. But on the other hand, the man didn’t seem to have a moral bone in his skinny body.
“You heard everything he said, didn’t you?”
He jerked to a sitting position. “Molly? Why are you here, in the dark?”
“Waiting for you. I saw you lift him off the ground and hit him in the jaw.”
“Between the two of us pounding him, just maybe he might dredge up a bit of humanity, although I doubt he can. Why did you ever think you loved him?”
“I was nineteen years old and stupid.”
“And he was the big rock star.”
“Yes, and I was super-impressed. A friend of mine who knew him introduced us. You heard him. The only reason he asked me to go out with him was because I was Little Miss Sweet Innocence. I didn’t go to bed with him that first night, and that was probably why he asked me out again. I didn’t go to bed with him at all until one night I smoked marijuana, drank too much— Oh God, that sounds pathetic. Anyway, I just floated off with him to his bed.” She shuddered with the memory of it.

“Just leave it be, Ramsey. At least he gave me Emma. I would have danced with the devil if the result was Emma.”
“Of course you would have,” he said, and rose from the bed. He could see her now, standing by the open window. There was a quarter moon, sending just a sliver of white light into the bedroom.
She turned to face him. “You did hear everything he said, didn’t you?”
“Yes. It felt good to hit him, Molly. He’s a miserable human being.”
“Do you really think he had something to do with Emma’s kidnapping?”
“Maybe. If he did, you hit it right on the head. He wanted his money back. But you know, I keep coming back to the same questions. Why all the professionals? Who was tracking us? Remember, the ransom note arrived after we’d gotten Emma back. I got the distinct impression that if they’d found us, we’d all be dead. Why? That wouldn’t give them any ransom.”
“I know.”
They heard a scream, a high piercing cry that had them out of his bedroom in an instant and down the hall into Emma and Molly’s bedroom.
Ramsey stood back while Molly gathered Emma to her and rocked her. “It’s all right, baby, really, it’s all right. That’s right, just breathe deeply now for Mama. You’re okay. I’m here. Ramsey’s here too.”
He sat down on the other side of the bed and rubbed Emma’s back, saying nothing.
“Was it that awful man, Em?”
Emma nodded against her mother’s shoulder. “I woke up when there was this noise. I looked over. He was at the window. He was staring in at me. He was grinning. He had bad teeth, just like before.”
Ramsey went immediately to the window and stared out. He didn’t see anything. He unlocked the window and raised it. They were on the second floor. There was a ledge outside, wide enough for a man to stand on. He looked and looked but there was no movement in the bushes or trees, no shifts in the shadows, no sounds. He didn’t see a single one of Mason Lord’s guards.
He turned to Emma as she said in a small broken voice, “He won’t go away. He’s always there, waiting for me. I knew he’d come back for me, and he did. He followed us all the way from California. He’s here now.”
Molly looked up at him. He shook his head.
“You sure you saw him at the window, Em?”
“Yes. He was grinning at me. I was so scared.”
Molly pulled her tightly against her again. “I know, sweetheart. But you’re all right. Both Ramsey and I are here with you.”
Ramsey said, “He won’t come back again, Emma. And he won’t be there for much longer, I promise. Now, I’m going downstairs and we’re going to look for this character.”
He was at the door when Emma called out his name. He turned to her. “Yes, Emma?”
“Thank you for believing me.”
He just smiled. “If he’s still out there, we’ll get him.”
She didn’t look as if she believed him. Actually, he didn’t either since he believed she had indeed dreamed him up out of a nightmare, but he and the guards would all look anyway. He couldn’t imagine that anyone could sneak onto the estate without one of the guards seeing him. But it couldn’t hurt to look around, to talk to the guards, to make sure they were on their toes.
Emma was sucking her fingers, hiccuping. Molly said, “I’m going to come to bed now, Emma, we can play spoons. We can snuggle real close.”
“Can Ramsey come, too?”
He didn’t even hesitate. “Sure, Emma. Tell you what, you get settled with your mom and I’ll be in soon. I’ll hug you both until you fall asleep. I’m going to go look for that guy.”

She sucked harder on her fingers, then pulled them out of her mouth and whispered, “Please be careful, Ramsey. He’s a bad man. He even smokes.”
“I’ll be back soon, Emma. I’ll be careful as a judge.”
The sucking slowed. She sniffed and swallowed. “That was kind of funny, Ramsey.”
 
MILES knocked lightly on the bedroom door, then quietly opened it. Emma was lying pressed against Molly. Ramsey was sleeping in a chair next to the bed, an afghan pulled up to his chin.
It was late, after eight o’clock in the morning. He paused, not knowing what to do.
“Is that you, Miles?”
“Yes, Ramsey. Should I come back?”
“No, it’s time for us all to get up.” He sat up in the chair and stretched. “I’m a damned pretzel,” he said, and rubbed his neck. He started to get up, then Emma’s hand shot out from under the covers and grabbed his hand. Molly awoke. She tried to sit up and not disturb Emma at the same time.
“I’m awake, Mama. I’ve got Ramsey.”
“I see that you do. Miles?”
“Yes, Molly.” He suddenly broke off and turned. “Oh, good morning, sir. As you can see, Ramsey and Molly were protecting Emma.”
“This is ridiculous,” Mason Lord said. “What the hell are you doing in here, Ramsey?”
Ramsey said quietly, Emma’s hand still held in his, “If the two of you will please leave, Molly and I will get ourselves together. In case you’re wondering why I’m in here, Emma had a nightmare. I stay close. It makes her feel safe again. Let me go now, Em. That’s right.” He leaned down and kissed her, then lightly patted her cheek.
Mason Lord turned away. They heard him say, his voice hard and cold and very smooth, “Good morning, Louey. I trust you have a whole lot to say to me this morning.”
“So she’s sleeping with him, huh?”

“You have a very plebeian mind, Louey. I suggest you go downstairs, have some bacon and toast, then prepare to tell me all about the recent happenings in your miserable life.”
“I tell you, I didn’t kidnap Emma. She’s my daughter, too. Why do you call her Molly’s daughter? Listen, you’ve got to believe me, I—”
Miles, thankfully, closed the door.
 
RAMSEY called Dr. Loo, telling her about Emma’s nightmare that had seemed so real to her. Dr. Loo would see them right away.
Mason Lord stopped Ramsey on the way to the breakfast room and drew him aside. “I had Gunther bring the Mercedes around for you. You can drive it to the doctor’s. I also heard about the search last night.”
“We didn’t find any evidence of an intruder, and no one really expected to. Emma dreamed about the man, then half woke up and saw him in the window. Adults could do that. It shouldn’t be too much of a stretch to imagine a six-year-old seeing the bad man at the window. That’s why we’re seeing Dr. Loo right away while it’s still fresh in Emma’s mind.” Ramsey frowned, looking just past Mason Lord’s shoulder.
“What is it?”
“It’s very likely that Emma could describe the kidnapper. I’d thought about it before, but I decided she didn’t need that kind of stress. It was too soon. Maybe she could do it now. We could get a police artist out here.”
“No police. They poke where they shouldn’t. I’ll get an artist and have him make arrangements to see you at Dr. Loo’s.”
Ramsey nodded and walked into the breakfast room. Only Emma and Molly were there. It was a charming room done in the Colonial style, with bowed windows looking over the back lawn with its glittering blue swimming pool. He sat down at the cherry-wood table with its hand-embroidered tablecloth, covered dishes set for them.

“I like Dr. Loo,” Emma said as she started on her bowl of the special oatmeal Miles had made for her. “Do you really believe I saw him?”
“It’s possible you didn’t really see him, sweetheart. I hope we can find out what you really saw. Do you mind?”
“No.” She sighed deeply. Ramsey hadn’t ever thought a child could sigh like that.
Molly stood up and walked behind Emma. “Let me French-braid your hair, Em. It looks a bit ratty.”
While Emma ate her cereal, Ramsey drank coffee, watching Molly do the French braid, her hands sure, her motions smooth. He’d have to learn how to do that. He remembered the pathetic braids he’d managed after he’d found Emma.
“Will you teach me that?” he said to Molly, who was twisting a rubber band around the bottom of the braid. She wrapped a pretty yellow puffy bow around that.
“Sure, no problem. Emma, do you mind Ramsey practicing on you?”
“No, Mama. Ramsey can learn anything.”
“Such faith,” Molly said and kissed her daughter’s ear. “If you’re finished, sweetheart, it’s nearly time to go. I’ll call Miles to get the car.”
“Gunther already brought it around earlier, according to your father.”
They went out of the house five minutes later to see the car parked on the far side of the wide circular drive.
Suddenly, Louey Santera bolted from behind a thick row of bushes, rushed to the car, and jerked open the driver’s-side door of the Mercedes.
“He’s trying to escape,” Ramsey said, shaking his head. “The idiot.”
He yelled, “Come back here, Louey. You can’t get out of here, and you know that. The drive is gated. There are two guys there, with guns. Stop, you moron. For God’s sake, Mason isn’t going to pull your fingernails out. All you’ve got to do is tell him the truth and nobody’s going to hurt you.”
Louey gave them the finger. He twisted the key in the ignition.
It was his last act.
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THE CAR EXPLODED in a ball of flame. Tongues of fire and metal swept upward and outward from the car, shooting into the air, hurtling toward them. Molly grabbed Emma and threw her to the ground, falling over her. Ramsey flung himself on top of them both, gathering them in with his arms, covering them as best he could. He felt the fierce heat of the flames, heard the whoosh of the fire and chunks of metal striking the sidewalk and gravel. Suddenly he felt as if a boulder had slammed into the middle of his back. It was hard and heavy and hot. The pain was intense. Whatever had hit him was still on his back, burning through his sports jacket and shirt. “Hold still, Molly.” He quickly rolled off them onto his back. A smoking fragment of upholstery fell to the ground beside him. The pain immediately lessened. He’d stopped the burning.
He looked back at Molly and saw a sharp piece of metal that looked like a spear jutting out of her arm, right above the elbow. “Oh Jesus, Molly, hold still. Emma, you okay?”
“Yes, Ramsey.”
“Good. Don’t either of you move yet. It’s still too dangerous.” He ripped off the sleeve of his shirt, took a deep breath, and without saying a word to Molly, he jerked the metal spear out of her arm. “Good,” he said. “Don’t move, I’m going to wrap it up.”
Molly hadn’t made a sound. He didn’t know how she’d managed it, but she did. The next minutes ground slowly by. Emma was fidgeting. He said things, silly meaningless things, to quiet her. Finally, the car was burning down, consuming itself, the flames collapsed into plumes of black smoke, which then fell, blanketing everything. The smell of burning rubber was nauseating. The Mercedes was a burning corpse. And what was left of Louey was inside it.
Emma twisted onto her back when Ramsey finally moved and looked up at him and her mother, who was holding her arm. “What happened? Why did our car blow up?”
“It’s all right, Emma.” He couldn’t answer her, not yet. He helped Molly to her feet. “You hanging in there?”
“Yes, don’t worry about me. I’m lucky I was wearing a long-sleeved dress. Not much protection, but some.” Her sleeve was seared off, the blood from the wound soaking his makeshift bandage and snaking down her forearm.
“Both of us need a doctor.”
She was staring at him. “Are you all right, Ramsey? I know you’re hurt. How bad is it?”
“I’m all right. Come on, Molly.”
She looked away toward the burning car. She turned perfectly white. “Oh God, Louey!” She ran toward the burning wreck, holding her hurt arm. “Louey!”
Ramsey grabbed her around her waist, pulling her back. “No, Molly. He’s dead.” He blinked. It hit him that Emma’s father had just been blown up in front of her. He and Molly were both in shock, not thinking clearly or quickly, but now here was Emma, staring at the car. He came down on his knees in front of her and gathered her against him. “It will be all right, Emma, I promise. I’m real sorry, sweetheart. Someone put a bomb in the car. It exploded when he turned it on.”

He heard people’s voices behind him, coming from the house, but he didn’t turn to see who was there.
There was nothing left of the car. Nothing left either of Louey Santera. Then he saw that the Mercedes hood ornament was still recognizable. He turned then to see everyone standing on the front steps gaping at the twisted, blackened car. There were still small spurts of flame eating into the metal, bursting up now and then into glittering showers.
Emma’s piano was smashed. Still she held it against her chest. She looked at her mother, then back at him. “I don’t understand.”
“He’s dead, Emma,” Molly said.
“Oh,” she said finally. She looked at the gutted car, at the licking flames. “I don’t see him, Ramsey.”
“No,” he said. He wasn’t about to tell her that her father could be picked up in a wastebasket.
Then everyone seemed to be talking at once, patting, soothing, Mason Lord even holding Molly close to his side for a moment. Gunther had his gun out. Miles was trying to edge close to Emma. Guards had swarmed to the burning wreck, their guns at the ready. All of them were young men, fit and strong, each carrying an automatic weapon. Even they stopped to stare at the devastation.
Eve Lord said slowly, her eyes on Emma, “You three were supposed to be in that car, not Louey Santera.”
“It was that bad man,” Emma said. “He came back to get me, but he killed Daddy instead.”
She looked at her smashed piano, and gently laid it on the grass. “Look at all the broken keys.” She came down on her knees beside it and gently pressed the middle C. A sharp tinny sound pinged out. Her face went very still. She picked up the piano again, clutched it to her chest, and walked back into the house. Molly caught her in a moment, and pulled her up into her arms.
“I’ll call the police,” Ramsey said to Mason Lord.
“There will be no police on my property.”
“Oh, yes, there will.”

* * *
MOLLY didn’t make a sound as Mason Lord’s own personal physician, Dr. Theodore Otterly, sewed up her arm. Ramsey felt the ripples of pain, the tensing of her muscles, but she didn’t complain. He’d put two chairs together, sitting on the back one to support Molly in front of him. Dr. Otterly asked him to help support her, so Ramsey put his arm around her, under her chin, his hand cupping her shoulder. She leaned her chin on his arm. Emma was holding her hand. Her wounded arm was resting on the kitchen table. All of Dr. Otterly’s medical stuff was spread out on the table. Molly flinched, then drew a deep fast breath.
Suddenly Emma made a small mewling sound. Ramsey said easily, “I know, Em. This is tough, but your mom’s hanging in there. If you want to say something, say it.”
“Are you all right, Mama?”
Her voice was small and thin, her fear stark. Molly didn’t know where she got a smile, but she managed to manufacture one. “Hey, Em, this is nothing. I’m mean and tough, just like Ramsey. I can take these little hits. I’m a macha. Don’t you worry, kiddo, I’m just fine.”
He felt her shudder again and tightened his arm around her. She leaned back, letting him support her weight. Dr. Otterly had helped him off with his jacket, probed at his shirt a moment, then said he’d deal with Molly first. He was vastly relieved. He didn’t want an injury that would shut him down for even a short time. Events had gotten out of control, and he couldn’t afford to be out of control as well. But damn, his back hurt.
He was aware that Mason Lord was standing back by the kitchen door, his arms folded across his chest. He hadn’t said a word, just stood there. Miles was seated beside Emma, holding her other hand. He knew the police had arrived. He’d heard sirens and voices, running feet.
“Ramsey, your back is all black. I mean your shirt is all black. I hope you’re not black underneath.”
“Dr. Otterly just grunted when he saw it, told me not to whine, that he wanted to see to your mom first. He knows I’m okay, Emma.” Ramsey was glad he couldn’t see exactly what that crashing piece of upholstery had done to him.
Dr. Otterly set the last stitch in Molly’s arm. He wet a thick cotton ball with alcohol and dabbed it against the stitches, getting off the last of the blood. He straightened. “That’s good, Mrs. Santera. All over now. Just a couple of shots. Let me get you bandaged up and then we’ll see to Judge Hunt.”
Molly ended up with a sling. “To keep those stitches from pulling even a little bit,” Dr. Otterly said.
When it was Ramsey’s turn, he felt Emma take his hand. “I’m here, Ramsey. It’s okay.”
“Thanks, sweetheart. I need you to be here.”
The pain was bad, but he managed to keep himself still. It felt as if a year had passed, a very painful one, before Dr. Otterly got his shirt off and his back cleaned. He said, “It’s not as bad as I thought it would be. Your jacket saved your bacon. You’ve got a small second-degree burn on your back which means it’ll blister and take a little bit longer to heal. You’ve also got some bruising. I’m going to apply some antibiotic ointment and put a bandage over the area. Leave it be for a day or two. You’ll be just fine, Judge Hunt.
“If either of you has any problems, just give me a call. Oh yes, here are some more pain pills like the ones I’ve already given you. Mrs. Santera, you’ll need them for the next three days or so.”
Dr. Otterly smiled down at Emma. “Now, young lady, I’ve got a treat for you.”
Emma didn’t believe that for an instant. She took a step back. He laughed. “No, no, I promise nothing horrible. I just want you to drink some orange juice.” He nodded to Miles. In a couple of minutes Miles handed her a half glass of orange juice. “Now, Emma, you need to drink it down.”
She clearly didn’t want to.
Ramsey said, “How can you make sure that your mama and I take care of ourselves if you’re not in top-flight form?”

He saw she wasn’t sure what that meant, but it was enough. She drank down the juice. Dr. Otterly patted her head, nodding to Molly.
“Em, will you see me upstairs? I’m a little bit shaky. No, I’m all right, but I’ve got to say that my arm isn’t very happy with me. I’m also kind of worried about Ramsey. Yes, I need to lie down for a little while. Will you come with me?”
After Molly and Emma left the kitchen, Mason Lord said, “Will my daughter be all right?”
“I didn’t lie to her, sir. The metal didn’t slice that deeply, so I didn’t have to repair the muscle. I gave her a tetanus shot and an antibiotic.
“Don’t get me wrong. Although Judge Hunt’s back wound isn’t as severe as I feared it would be, your daughter’s wound is bad enough. I’d say they were both very lucky with all the burning car fragments hurtling around.”
“And Molly’s daughter? What did you give her in that orange juice?”
Dr. Otterly had to think a moment, then nodded. He said, “Oh, you mean your granddaughter. Emma’s okay. I slipped a bit of a sedative in the orange juice. She’ll start feeling sleepy in just a little while.”
He turned back to Ramsey. “Both you and Mrs. Santera need to rest. It’s the best thing for both of you. No heroics. As I just said, take the pills. Rest.” He eyed Ramsey’s back, frowned, and pressed down another strip of tape over the bandage. “There, that should hold it. I hope you’ve got a good psychologist for the little girl?”
“Yes, we do. We were on our way to see her when all this happened. One other thing, Dr. Otterly. I got a gunshot in my left thigh some two weeks ago. Do you think you could take a look at it?”
“Here I thought that a judge’s life was pretty staid. Drop your pants, Judge Hunt, and let me take a look.”
When Dr. Otterly was done prodding and probing, he said, “You’re just fine. Whatever you did, it worked. The flesh has grown together nicely, not even much of a scar. Have you got full strength back yet in the leg?”
“Not all of it.”
“Another week or so and you’ll be running again. I wish you luck, Judge Hunt. Call me if there’s any sort of problem.” He nodded to Mason Lord.
Ramsey thanked him again and held himself still while Miles helped him on with a clean shirt. It didn’t hurt.
Thank God Emma had escaped being hurt. Only she hadn’t escaped, not really. It was another blow, a really big one.
Ramsey walked slowly with Mason Lord to the living room where Eve was answering questions for the police until they got there. Ramsey was relieved that Mason Lord hadn’t put up much of a fight about their coming, had even agreed to speak to them. Not even he could try to kiss them off through his lawyers after a homicide. Neither Ramsey nor Molly had seen the police yet. He wasn’t surprised that Molly had gone straight upstairs with Emma to try to keep her from the police. He just wished he could have gone with her, too.
Three plainclothes officers sat on the edges of their chairs, looking uncomfortable, as if they had hemorrhoids, amid the stiff opulence and, naturally, in the company of Mason Lord’s gorgeous young wife. All three of them rose when Ramsey and Mason walked into the living room.
Mason introduced himself, nodded coolly to each of the three men, then sat down beside his wife. He looked down at his fingernails and began to swing his leg.
Immediately, one of the men turned to Ramsey. “Judge Hunt? I’m Riley O’Connor. It’s a pleasure and an honor to meet you, sir.” Detective O’Connor was at least fifteen years older than Ramsey, skinny as a one-sided board, and bald. His dark eyes glittered with intelligence and humor. “We’re very pleased that you’re all right.” The two men shook hands. Detective O’Connor introduced the other two officers, Sergeant Burnside and Detective Martinez.

Mason Lord cleared his throat. “Do you have all the information you need, officers?”
Detective O’Connor arched a very black eyebrow. “No, sir, we’ve actually just gotten started. We’ve got a murder on our hands, a particularly violent murder. Mrs. Lord hasn’t really had time to tell us much. And you just got here. However, I’d like to speak to Judge Hunt first. Then perhaps you’d be free, sir?”
Mason gave Detective O’Connor an infinitesimal regal nod, rose, and walked to the sideboard to pour himself a brandy.
“Fine,” Ramsey said. “Let’s go to Mr. Lord’s study. Is that all right, sir?”
Mason didn’t look happy. But he had no choice. He nodded. The other two detectives rose to go back out to the burned-out Mercedes, to join the forensics team combing the remains. Ramsey overheard one of them say, “I heard there isn’t much left of him, after the blast and fire.”
Detective Martinez said to Sergeant Burnside, “The three of them were lucky beyond belief. This is a weird one, Tommy, really weird. That guy, Gunther, didn’t tell us a thing. I’ve got this feeling that we’re not going to find out anything at all from anyone who works here.”
“Yeah, and I wonder what Judge Hunt is doing here, with a guy like Mason Lord? Talk about a straight arrow.”
Ramsey couldn’t make out any more words. A straight arrow, was he? He rather liked that.
Beside him, Riley O’Connor laughed. “This is really something for us, Judge Hunt. I’m really sorry, but it’s all going to come out now, everything about the kid’s kidnapping, you guys being followed all over the West, and now this. Yeah, both fact and supposition. But I guess you know firsthand what the media spotlight can do. You can be a devil or a saint, depending on the reporters’ likes and dislikes, and how nice you’ve been to them. As for the photographers, I’ll bet you’ve wanted to slug some of them.”
“Oh yes,” Ramsey said, remembering the paparazzo outside hiding in his bushes, the final straw that had sent him to the Rockies where he’d found Emma and discovered that he really hadn’t had any problems worth a damn. “On the other hand, this does need to come out. I want the press to have a field day. I’ll personally cheer them on.”
“Why?” Detective O’Connor cocked his head, his eyes trained on Ramsey’s face.
“One reason: to protect Emma. Maybe the people who are after her will back off once everyone knows there’s some sort of conspiracy afoot and that the press is going to plunk themselves in the middle of it.”
“Conspiracy?”
Ramsey just smiled at him. “Just a moment, Detective.”
They went into the study and Ramsey closed the door. His back was beginning to ache. He must have winced because Detective Riley O’Connor said, “I heard it was a nasty hit you took in the back.”
“Yeah, a slice of burning car upholstery. It’s not so bad as the cut Mrs. Santera took on the arm. It landed flat on me, didn’t slice the skin. She’s with her daughter.” Even as he was saying the words, there was a knock on the door. It opened. Molly appeared, pale, her arm in the sling, her hair a wild nimbus around her thin face. Her eyes were large, calm, and very green, not even a speck of gray. He noticed, for the first time, that she had a faint line of freckles across the bridge of her nose. He liked them.
He realized she was near the edge. He took a step toward her, then stopped. “Molly, what are you doing here? Is Emma all right?”
She raised her hand and lightly touched her fingers to his mouth. “It’s all right. Emma’s just fine. She’s asleep or I wouldn’t have left her. Miles is keeping watch over her. I wanted to meet the police, tell them everything I know. There’s no reason for them to have to repeat everything separately with me. Besides, I imagine that you and I will be the only forthcoming witnesses in this household. When we tell the detective the whole story, maybe I’ll remember something you forget and vice versa.” She walked forward, her hand out. “I’m Molly Santera.”
Detective O’Connor looked at a loss. “The dead man—Louey Santera, the rock star—he was your husband?”
“Ex-husband. Louey and I had been divorced for two years.”
“Molly, would you like a brandy?”
She started to shake her head, then paused. “You know, that might just work some magic.”
Ramsey poured all three of them a small amount of brandy and handed it around. Detective O’Connor smiled at him, gave a mournful look at the brandy, and set the glass down on an end table. “Thank you,” he said. “Perhaps later.”
“This will take some time, Detective.”
O’Connor took a small tape recorder out of his coat pocket. “May I record our conversation? That’ll be best.” They listened to him identify himself, them, the date, the place. Then he said clearly, “What I was saying about the media, Judge Hunt, is that with Mr. Santera’s death, there’ll be almost as many TV vans here as there were in L.A. covering the O.J. trial. When all the stuff about your daughter’s kidnapping gets out, the good Lord only knows what will happen.”
“It can’t be helped,” Ramsey said. “Now, I think we should all start with you, Molly. Detective O’Connor needs the whole story. Whoever blew up Louey Santera meant to kill the three of us.”
“Yes,” she said, her voice just a whisper of sound. She drank some more brandy, and set the nearly empty snifter on a side table. She cleared her throat. “It started with Emma’s kidnapping. Goodness, Ramsey, that was only about three and a half weeks ago.”
“Emma was taken from your house, Mrs. Santera?”
“No, from the small park just behind our house. I was photographing there.” She stopped, just stopped cold. Her hands were clasped in her lap, her knuckles white.

Ramsey said, his voice sharp, “It wasn’t your fault, Molly. Just tell Detective O’Connor exactly what happened.”
Just then the door opened again.
Special Agent Dillon Savich and Special Agent Lacey Sherlock Savich, both of the FBI, walked into the room.
Savich said, “Hi, Ramsey. I’m real happy to see you in one piece. Things have really turned ugly. We heard about the explosion on the ride in. You remember Sherlock, don’t you? Everyone remembers Sherlock.”
Dillon Savich looked over at Riley O’Connor, smiled, and stuck out his hand. “We’re with the FBI. Don’t worry. We’re not here to bigfoot you. We’re friends of Judge Hunt’s. We just want to help.”
 
DR. Loo looked at Emma’s new piano, fresh out of its box. She plunked a couple of keys. She smiled. “Do you know how to play ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’?”
“Yes, Dr. Loo. But it’s been a long time.”
Ramsey grinned at Emma. “Why don’t you give her the theme and some variations, Emma?”
Emma gave him a small smile before she looked down at her new piano. The finish was so glossy she could see her face in it. She swallowed hard. She laid one finger gently over F. She didn’t press the key down. Slowly, she turned to Dr. Loo. “I’m sorry, but I can’t play right now. It doesn’t feel right. My old piano just died.”
Ramsey thought he’d cry. Oh, shit. He beat Molly to it. He picked Emma up, leaving the piano on the small table, and gathered her to his chest. “You’re right, sweetheart. You need to mourn your old piano for a while. Dr. Loo can hear you play on your next visit.”
Dr. Loo, who’d heard from Molly exactly what had happened, didn’t mention the violent death of Emma’s father. Rather, she said, “Mason Lord sent an artist over, Emma. We would like you to describe that man who kidnapped you, that same man you saw look in your bedroom window at your grandfather’s house. Can you do that?”

Emma looked worried, then, slowly, she nodded. “I can try, Dr. Loo.”
An elderly bald man was shown into Dr. Loo’s office by the receptionist. His name was Raymond Block and he’d been a police artist for twenty-seven years. “Don’t worry,” he said to all of them. “I’ve worked with children all my career.” Then he sat down beside Emma and opened his drawing pad.
“Are you ready, Emma? No, wait a moment, Mr. Block. I need to scratch inside my cast.”
Dr. Loo didn’t leave them until it was done. It took Mr. Block forty-five minutes of drawing, erasing, widening, elongating, more drawing, more erasing. Finally, Emma said, “That’s him.”
Mr. Block turned the drawing so that Dr. Loo, Ramsey, and Molly could see it.
“Oh, dear,” Molly said, staring at the excellent drawing. “Are you sure that’s the man you saw at the window, Emma? The man who kidnapped you?”
“Yes, he was the man who stole me. And then he came back and he smiled at me through the window.”
Ramsey just shook his head back and forth, quelling a weird desire to laugh and cry at the same time. “Well, this fellow isn’t any pool man who works down the street from your house in Denver, Molly. No, I think he resembles someone who lives in a much more prestigious place.”
It was an excellent rendering of President Clinton, only he had very bad teeth.
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TWO HOURS LATER, Ramsey and Molly sat opposite Dillon Savich and Sherlock in the small breakfast room off the kitchen. Miles had served coffee and some special nut bread he said he’d baked just that morning. He said Emma had told him she liked nut bread, but only with walnuts. Miles and Gunther stood in the shadows back by the outside door.
“Yeah,” said Ramsey. “It was an excellent likeness of President Clinton.”
Sherlock, who was drinking some of Miles’s rich Jamaican coffee, choked.
Savich slapped her on the back. “Get a hold, Sherlock. It may not have been a coincidence. It may have been a mask. But he wore a mask the whole time? That would get real uncomfortable.”
“Yes,” Molly said, handing Sherlock a glass of water, “but it also means that they—whoever they are—wanted Emma alive, and they continued the disguise so she wouldn’t be able to identify that man later.”
“It still doesn’t make sense,” Ramsey said, picking a big chunk of walnut out of the bread. “Then why the attempts on our lives? Believe me, Savich, someone wanted Emma, alive? Dead? I’m not sure which.”
Sherlock took another sip of her coffee, then shuddered. She said, “This coffee is delicious but I think it’s trying to kill me.”
“You shouldn’t drink it in any case. You’re pregnant. It’s not good for you.”
“Thanks for announcing it,” Sherlock said, grabbed her stomach, and flew through the door Miles quickly opened for her. “Just down the hall on the left,” he shouted.
Savich shook his head. “I forgot. You won’t believe this, but usually she’s just fine. But when I mention the word pregnant in front of her, she has to heave.”
Ramsey started to say something, then shook his head, smiling. “I’m not going to go there, Savich.” He stuck out his hand. “Congratulations.”
“Me too,” Molly said.
“She’ll be just fine when she gets back, and I’ll try harder to watch my mouth. Poor Sherlock. She hates it when she loses control.”
“She married you,” Ramsey said. “She can’t hate losing control all that much.”
Savich laughed. “Point that out to her and see what she has to say.”
Molly said, “You’re both FBI agents, you’re married, and she’s pregnant. You have a transgender laptop and you took a week off to come and help us. Why?”
Suddenly serious, Savich leaned forward, resting his chin on his clasped hands, his elbows on the table. “I’ve known Ramsey for a while now. We were both in law enforcement, Ramsey with the U.S. Attorney’s office in San Francisco, and I with the FBI. We found we had a lot in common.
“We’ve kept in touch. I admire him, Mrs. Santera. I don’t like what’s happening. As for Sherlock, she’s been a special agent less than a year now, but she’s tough and bright, and although she’s pregnant, she wouldn’t have dreamed of not coming. Uh, if you could not mention the word pregnant in front of her, both of us would appreciate it.”
“So it’s anyone who says the word pregnant?”
Savich grinned at Ramsey. “As in she blames any messenger or just the guy who got her in this condition?”
“That’s it.”
“I don’t know. I thought it was just me. Maybe you could drop the word by accident and we’ll run a small scientific experiment.”
“I wouldn’t do that to another woman,” Molly said. “Thank you both for coming.”
“No problem. This is a royal mess. Sherlock doesn’t like what’s happening to you guys, either. So, this guy was either wearing a Clinton mask or he was a master at makeup and disguises. But it’d have to be a really good mask for Emma not to have realized it was a mask. I vote for a guy who’s really good at disguises.”
“Yes, that sounds more reasonable,” Molly said. “Emma even put bad teeth in Clinton’s mouth. Emma’s bright.”
Ramsey said, “I’m not her mother, but she’s right. Emma’s three dozen points sharper than Molly’s razor.”
“I told you not to use it.”
“I was lucky not to cut my throat.” He turned to Savich. “Did you mean it? You’re not here to take over the case from the locals?”
“Nope. Sherlock and I are off for a week. But I’ve got MAXINE—”
“MAX experienced another sex change just three days ago,” Sherlock said from the doorway, a wet washcloth in her hand. She daubed at her forehead, but she was smiling. “It’s happened twice since I’ve known Dillon.”
“I might have thought it meant MAX didn’t know how to relate to her,” Savich said. “That he was trying to make an accommodation since he knew she was here to stay. But the fact is he’s gone back and forth now for about four years.”
Ramsey said simply, “Molly and I both appreciate your help.”

“We know that, Ramsey.” He smiled up at his wife. “You okay, Sherlock?”
She nodded. “Just a brief brush with the devil.” She turned to Molly. “That’s what Dillon calls it every time I’m sick. Now, we’ll put every scrap of information we can get our hands on into MAXINE and see what she comes up with.” She saw that Molly didn’t understand. “Dillon is the chief of the Criminal Apprehension Unit or CAU at the FBI. We don’t do profiling, but we work with the profilers and with local law enforcement to catch serial killers. We use a number of programs that Dillon’s developed. We plug in all the information we can get our hands on, including everything from the local police, the forensic reports, the autopsy reports, witness statements, you name it. MAXINE isn’t better at figuring things out than real people, but he or she, depending on the month, is faster and looks at the data in many different ways. In just the first year, we solved six cases along with the local cops. We think we can apply that experience to help us catch this monster.”
Savich said, “Ramsey, I’ll speak to Agent Anchor and get all the reports on the cabin where Emma was kept. There’s bound to be some physical evidence left. I’ll get MAXINE to work on child molesters who have an M.O. using disguises.”
Ramsey said, “Emma said he smoked, had bad teeth, and drank. Once when she was coming out of a nightmare, she remembered he’d said that he needed her more than God needed him.”
Molly said, “He also used twine to tie her up.” She swallowed and looked down. “He used twine because she was just a little girl.”
“That’s a start,” Savich said.
Sherlock patted Molly’s shoulder as she said, “Dillon and I took a week’s vacation. We’re at your command.”
“I already told them,” Savich said, pulling her down onto his lap. “They haven’t applauded just yet, but when they see what we can do, they’ll do handsprings. I’ll also speak to the police in Denver. We can add stuff from forensics from the explosion. Sherlock can help us by translating what you know into data for MAXINE.”
“Then we push a button and MAXINE becomes the brightest Cuisinart on the planet,” Sherlock said. “While Dillon talks to the cops, why don’t we make a list of all the things you guys can remember.
“Where,” Sherlock began, “do you think Louey Santera planned to go if he did manage to get the Mercedes off the estate?”
“Nowhere,” Molly said. “He hadn’t thought that far ahead. He was scared and he lost it. He did that sometimes.”
“This time it was fatal,” Ramsey said. “Poor bastard.”
“Not a poor bastard if he was the one who staged Emma’s kidnapping,” Molly said, her voice hard. “How will we prove it if he was behind it?”
“Follow the money,” Savich said. “I’ll get a warrant to search through all Santera’s financial records. There’s always something there, always.”
“You don’t need a warrant. I’ll get the records.” Mason Lord stood in the kitchen doorway, Gunther standing right behind his right shoulder.
“I’d just as soon you didn’t do anything, Mr. Lord,” Savich said. “It’s our job. Let us do it on the up and up. Admittedly it takes a bit longer. On the other hand, it’s legal. There are advantages to being really legal in this situation.”
Mason said, “I know Louey’s accountant. I will speak personally with him. Warren will plead to tell me everything he knows, to show me every record he’s ever entered. Warren has always been useful and informative.”
“You know,” Sherlock said slowly, eyeing Mason Lord, wondering how he could be so utterly different from her own father yet look so remarkably like him. Both men had power, but they were on opposite sides of the law. “Just maybe since Mr. Lord and Mr. Santera’s accountant are such good acquaintances, it wouldn’t be a bad thing. What do you think, Judge Hunt? Does that sound kosher enough to you? Would evidence from such a source give the defense a shot at an appeal?”
“Not that I can see. Hey, why not? We’re on Mason Lord’s turf. Let him glean information for the case.” He grinned at Lord. “I would discourage breaking and entering, though.”
In that instant Molly realized her father had been standing there stiff as a poker. Now she saw him ease up, saw those aristocratic hands unclench, the long lean fingers uncurl. The cops were admitting him. They wanted to involve him. He didn’t smile, no, he’d never go that far, but there was something in his expression that held at least some degree more warmth than usual.
 
WARREN O’Dell was completely bald—probably through shaving—and looked like a longshoreman, exactly the opposite from what you’d expect of an accountant. He did wear wire-rimmed glasses, though. He had something of the look of Michael Jordan.
When he spoke, you saw he had yellow teeth from too much smoking. He had calluses on the pads of his fingers and his palms. He spared one glance for Ramsey, his full attention on Mason Lord. Then he did a double take. “I know you,” he said, staring hard.
Ramsey smiled and said, “I’m Ramsey Hunt.”
“You’re that federal judge in California who jumped over the railing and chopped up a group of terrorists in your courtroom.”
“That’s the way things worked out. It was just a little group.”
Mason Lord cleared his throat, and suddenly Warren O’Dell turned pale. “Uh, sir,” he said, nodding his head and making a sweeping gesture with his hand toward an expensive white leather sofa. “Please, sit down. I was devastated at the news of Louey’s death. I was going to call you.”

“Were you now, Warren?” Mason said. “Why?”
It was obvious that Warren O’Dell was scared spitless. He was standing in the middle of his beautifully furnished office on the nineteenth floor of the McCord Building on Michigan Avenue looking as if he wanted to jump out a window.
“Yes, sir,” he said finally. “I would have called you as soon as it happened, but it was such a shock, you know. I couldn’t pull myself together until just this morning. Louey’s dead, blown up by a car bomb. I can’t believe it. It doesn’t seem possible. I heard you allowed the cops to investigate?”
Ramsey felt a small ripple of surprise in his gut. Did O’Dell consider Mason Lord to be some sort of god with total immunity?
“It was murder, Warren. I’m a law-abiding citizen,” Mason said, his voice austere, as if he’d been the one to insist on the cops coming in. He looked toward Ramsey. “Judge Hunt is the man who saved Molly’s daughter.”
“Oh, yes, now I see. I couldn’t imagine why he was here, with you, seeing me. It’s the shock of Louey’s death. It’s shaken me badly. I gave my girl the day off I was so upset.”
“I see you have some boxes shoved behind your desk, Warren. I don’t suppose you were planning to destroy some documents? Perhaps in preparation for a nice long vacation?”
“Oh no, sir. I was just cleaning house. Nothing more.”
“I’ll see that you get any assistance you require,” Mason said.
“No, sir, I’m just fine, really.”
Mason Lord barely raised his voice. “Gunther.”
The huge man was there in the doorway, looking dead on at Warren O’Dell. As if O’Dell were a bug, Ramsey thought.
“Yes, Mr. Lord?”
“We need to assist Mr. O’Dell. See those boxes shoved behind that impressive mahogany desk of his? We’ll take those and have a look at them. Ramsey, maybe you would be so kind as to look through Mr. O’Dell’s file cabinets.”
“I have some questions first,” Ramsey said.
“Please, Mr. Lord, there’s really nothing—”
Mason Lord raised his hand. O’Dell was instantly silent. “Judge Hunt wants to ask you some questions, Warren. You will answer them completely and honestly.”
Warren O’Dell’s bald head glistened with perspiration. He watched Gunther carrying out the boxes. He licked his lips. “Yes, sir.”
Ramsey felt exceedingly strange. Here he was with a powerful criminal boss who had a potential witness nearly pissing in his pants, and he, Ramsey, a federal judge, was a co-conspirator in what was probably extortion, at least duress. Who cared? “Mr. O’Dell, tell me about Mr. Santera’s finances.”
Warren O’Dell swallowed. He looked again toward Gunther, who was coming back into the office, his gun in its shoulder holster clearly visible because his coat was open.
“Louey was broke,” he said at last. “Dead broke. He was doing this tour to try to pay off his debts. There’s nothing now that he broke his contract, not even loose change.”
“Louey was broke?” Ramsey repeated. “Did he owe a lot of money?”
“Louey wasn’t ever big on denying himself. Then he got butt-deep in debt. There’s this small consortium in Las Vegas. I think they arranged for Louey to lose heavily at the craps table, which he did. He was a lousy gambler, but he wouldn’t admit it. He thought he was the greatest in just about everything. No, in everything. He was into them for nearly a million dollars. They kept him gambling and he couldn’t begin to pay them off. They just kept adding on interest. They made threats. On him, on your daughter, sir, and on your granddaughter.”
“Names, please, O’Dell,” Ramsey said. “Give me names and then give me records.”

Mason rose and walked to the small bar, a chrome-and-glass affair on wheels with three gold leaf-framed glass levels. He picked up the brandy decanter and poured an inch into a snifter. He never turned, just stood there, looking out the wide windows, sipping on the brandy. He said quietly, “I know who it is.”
“Who, sir?” Ramsey asked.
“Rule Shaker. Am I right, Warren?”
“Mr. Rule Shaker’s the main player, yes sir. Louey had turned him down on a long engagement to play in Las Vegas. Mr. Shaker insisted, Louey kept saying no, even after he was in for all that money. That’s when he decided to go on tour in Europe. He thought he could make back all the money. He’s very popular in Europe, much more so than here in the U.S. He would have been able to repay Mr. Shaker if he’d stayed on his tour.”
Ramsey said quietly, “You must have heard that Emma and Molly were the targets of that bomb, not Louey.”
“Yeah, I heard. That’s why I was heading out of town, until things settled down, just as Mr. Lord said. Mr. Shaker told Louey that no one he knew was safe. He was the one behind the car blowing up, there’s no doubt in my mind about that. But he didn’t want to kill Louey. He was after Louey’s kid. He wanted to use the kid to show Louey he was serious.”
“You think then Mr. Shaker also ordered Emma taken?”
Warren O’Dell said, “Louey was sure it was him. Didn’t surprise me either. Louey called me from Germany. He didn’t know what to do. I didn’t either.”
“Yes,” Mason said. “Rule Shaker had Emma kidnapped. Rule killed Louey by mistake. I wonder why?”
Mason had spoken very quietly, but Ramsey had heard him. He said to Warren O’Dell, “How much money did Louey make before he died?”
“About three hundred thousand. There would have been taxes, of course, and some extra overhead we hadn’t figured in, but he was getting there. If he’d been able to finish his tour, he might have been able to pay back every cent.”
“Where’s the money?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re his accountant,” Mason said, his voice soft and clear as he turned from the huge glass window. “His accountant. Louey was particularly feckless, couldn’t even seem to understand the most basic concept of how the dollar worked. I’m sure you must have been the one who guided him after he and my daughter divorced. I know that she handled all the finances during their marriage, but after? No, Warren, it was you. Now, tell Judge Hunt where the money went.”
“I’m not lying, sir. I swear to you, I don’t know. Louey wouldn’t tell me. I’ve got the records, sir. Withdrawals from the bank, nearly all of it. He just took it out, didn’t say a thing to me.”
“When did he withdraw the money, Mr. O’Dell?” Ramsey asked.
“Just before he went to Germany. He was broke, but he still managed to talk the backers out of a huge advance, nearly two hundred thousand, if I remember correctly. Another hundred thousand was coming later, after he was in Germany performing, and that’s gone too. Louey took all of it. He didn’t tell me a thing, I swear it.”
Gunther stood by the door, silent.
“You have all of Mr. O’Dell’s papers?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then we’ll be off. Judge Hunt, do you have more questions for Warren?”
“Yes. Where were you early this morning?”
Warren O’Dell looked as if he was going to faint. He cleared his throat. He swallowed and made himself cough. He said at last, “I was home in bed.”
“Was anyone with you?”
“Yes, my girlfriend, Glennis.”
“Give me her phone number.”

In another four minutes, Ramsey was on the phone speaking to Glennis Clark, a waitress at the Downtown Diner over on O Street. He spoke quietly for several minutes. Finally, he hung up. “Unless you have excellent ESP, Mr. O’Dell, and a very strong connection to Ms. Clark, it appears you’re telling the truth.”
Ramsey nodded and walked with Mason Lord to the door of the opulent office. He turned and said, “Who are you hiding from, Mr. O’Dell?”
“Mr. Shaker. He already called me. He’s very angry, claims I’m responsible for Louey being in that car. Now that Louey’s dead, he won’t get his money back.”
“A million bucks is a spit in the ocean for the likes of Mr. Shaker. Why is he really so angry?”
“Because he can’t have Louey,” Warren O’Dell said finally. “He really wanted Louey. When he realized that Louey would earn back the money and he couldn’t use the debt as leverage, then he kidnapped the kid. Jesus, he’d kill me if he knew I’d told anybody.”
“He wanted Louey to perform in his casino?”
“That too.”
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IT WAS AFTER nine o’clock that evening. Everyone had finally moved from the dining room into the huge living room for coffee and some of Miles’s low-fat apricot tarts. Emma had begged to stay up so she could help Miles load the dishwasher. After she’d left in Miles’s wake for the kitchen, Ramsey told everyone about their encounter with Warren O’Dell. When he said, “And then Mr. O’Dell said Rule Shaker really wanted Louey,” Molly stared at him, disbelieving. “He’s gay? This Mr. Rule Shaker wanted Louey Santera for a lover? Is that what he meant?”
“Yeah,” said Sherlock. “What’s all this about?”
Ramsey just smiled. Both Sherlock and Molly had understood it just as he had. Their incredulity was as great as his had been.
Savich sat back in his chair and said, “I’ll bet there’s an unexpected punch line here. Come on, Ramsey, spit it out.”
Ramsey smiled wider, nodding to Mason as he said, “As it turns out, it was Mr. Shaker’s daughter who wanted Louey. Her name is Melissa and apparently she’s the apple of her daddy’s eye. Anything she wants, Daddy gets for her. It was Louey she wanted, and so Mr. Shaker went after him.”
“And ended up killing him.” Molly was tired to her bones, worried sick about Emma, and now some gangster’s daughter had wanted Louey? She continued, “So her daddy rigged a craps game so Louey would lose big time? And when that didn’t work, you’re saying this Mr. Shaker had Emma kidnapped to make Louey fall into line? Then he sent men after the three of us? Finally he tried to blow Emma and me up and killed Louey by mistake?” Molly jumped up from her chair, nearly knocking it over. She began pacing up and down, her eyes fastened on the toes of her black Bally loafers. “No, that’s as nuts as this Shaker guy being gay. What kind of monster is he? That’s sick.”
Mason narrowed his eyes on his daughter, “Get a hold of yourself, Molly. Louey could have had his own daughter kidnapped so he could get his hands on my money and pay back Rule Shaker. It would further seem that finally Rule Shaker tried to kill Emma so that Louey would be frightened enough to do as he wanted him to do. It was business.”
“Mason’s right,” Eve said. She gracefully set down her coffee cup. “If there’s something you want badly enough, then you must be prepared to do whatever is necessary to gain it.”
“Despite the costs?” Molly asked.
“Costs are part of doing business,” Mason said.
“No,” Ramsey said. “Louey didn’t have a thing to do with any of it. Don’t you see? There wasn’t enough time to get another team in there working for a different master. Emma was kidnapped; I found her; then the two men came to the mountain cabin and tried to shoot us. Then two others probably followed us all the way here. No one knew where Emma was except the people who took her. All these acts seem connected, they’re all part of the same piece of cloth.”
Mason was chewing on an unlit cigarillo. He said slowly, “Well, it’s a lot simpler to think that Louey wasn’t involved at all.”

“I’ve got a headache,” Molly said, going toward the door. “It’s late and I don’t think I can help us anymore. I’m going to go to bed.”
“I’ll come with you,” Ramsey said. “Sherlock? Savich?”
“I want to speak to MAXINE about all this just a bit longer,” Dillon said from where he was sitting near the fireplace in a massive leather chair, his laptop on a small table in front of him. “She’s been chewing over some information while we were talking.”
Sherlock said, “When she’s finished chewing, then, doubtless, MAXINE will want to speak to me. When she’s a female, she communicates better with another female. We’ll be up soon.”
Mason held out his hand to Eve. “Shall we go up, my dear?”
“Certainly, Mason,” Eve said, smoothing the silk of her dress over her hip. Every man’s eyes followed that move.
Mason Lord turned at the doorway, slight bewilderment in his voice, “I have a judge and two FBI agents staying in my house. This isn’t what I’m used to.”
He left without another word. Ramsey would have laughed, but he felt too much tension. He rubbed his neck. Emma would have remarked that her granddaddy had made a joke. Mason Lord knew this Rule Shaker, or at least he knew of him. What did he really think of all this? He as well as all his staff had been politely unhelpful to the police. What would Mason do?
Savich stood and said to Ramsey, “You want to go work out? That is, if your back’s up to it?”
Sherlock said to Ramsey, “Working out is great for his stress. I usually work out with him. I used to let him throw me around, under the pretext of teaching me karate. He tromped me regularly until he found out that I was in this interesting condition, then he refused even to let me watch him. You two go; it’ll be good for both of you. I’m beat. Molly, I’ll head on upstairs with you.”
Molly gave Ramsey a worried look, but he just smiled, nodding at her. “I’ll be up later,” he said. “Tell Emma I’ll be in to kiss her good night.” He knew she was thinking about Emma, whose father had been blown up, and it had to be dealt with.
“Let’s do it,” Ramsey said. They didn’t have to leave the compound or even Mason Lord’s house. Gunther took them to the downstairs of the west wing to a state-of-the-art gym, actually more like a sports facility.
Ramsey said when they came out of the locker room, “Look at this. You think we’re in the wrong line of work, Savich?”
Savich fastened on a weight belt. “Nah, it doesn’t matter. Hey, the equipment might be the best, the mats might be the thickest, the bottled water might be from France, but the end result is still sweat. Let me help you tape your back up really well before we get the kinks out. I can even make you waterproof.”
After Savich taped him, they both stretched for five minutes, then, as if of one mind, they began circling each other, poised and focused. Ramsey made the first move, a high clean kick with his right foot. Savich stepped three inches to the left, grabbed the ankle with his right hand, and pushed. Ramsey went flying to the floor, only to roll to the side and be back in position in an instant. He felt a twinge in his back, and Savich noticed.
“You’re a bit faster than Sherlock, but not much, Ramsey. I don’t think your back’s ready for this. Why don’t we just spot each other on the equipment?”
After thirty minutes, they ended up on their backs on the mat, their arms flung out, sweating and feeling better. After twenty laps in the swimming pool, they felt even better.
“Not bad,” Ramsey said as he hauled himself out of the pool onto the cool pale blue tile apron. “I’d forgotten how busting my butt relieves the tension. My back doesn’t feel so bad either.”
“It’s always worked for me.”
Ramsey gave Savich a hand out of the pool. They sat in silence, soaking in the sweet still air in the huge enclosed pool room. “This place is something,” Savich said. “So much foliage, it looks like a rain forest.”
“As long as it doesn’t have any boa constrictors under those palm fronds.”
“Look,” Savich said quietly, nodding only slightly upward. “It’s a TV camera. Well, what did I expect—our host to give us a welcome kiss and let us roam at will? I’ll bet there are microphones as well.”
“Who cares? I’ll have to ask Miles to show me the equipment,” Ramsey said. “It looks like high-grade stuff from here.”
“Think he has any female security people?”
“No,” Ramsey said, “not Mason Lord. He’s not what you’d call a major employer of women. I’ve seen him look at his wife. There’s actually lust in his eyes and a sort of immense satisfaction that she’s his and no one else’s. I’m a bit surprised that he bothered to marry her, except that maybe he wants to get himself a son.” Ramsey shook his head. “Mason probably had to marry her just to get into her pants. Eve’s very smart.”
Savich said, “Safe bet, huh?”
“As for Molly, well, she seems to deal with him pretty well. When we showed up here, I could practically taste her fear of him, the pressure to be the helpless little girl grateful for her daddy’s help, but at the first insult from him, she dug in her heels.”
“You backed her up, I assume?”
“Yeah, even though I didn’t know the players then. I didn’t realize then what a big deal it was for him to back down. I do now. And he did back down, Savich.”
“You’d have to be blind not to notice what he thinks of her. That’s got to have been tough on her. Jesus, I hope he doesn’t show his stripes too obviously in front of Sherlock. She’d take a strip off him.”
“I bet she would. Good choice, Savich. I like her. She’s tough and she’s smart and she seems to think you’re pretty hot.”
“Ramsey, what do you really think is going on here?”
Ramsey slowly rose. He was nearly dry. His back was beginning to hurt. He’d probably pay for the exercise, but right now, he was still glad he’d done it. He picked up a big dark gold towel and wrapped it around his shoulders. It was very soft, money soft. He shook his head, lifted an end of the towel, and wiped his face. “What’s going on here?” he repeated, still drying his left ear. “I don’t know, Savich, any more than you do. I’m too close. I care too much for the players. I do know one thing: To put a bomb in that Mercedes means that someone here on the premises had to have done it. No one could have gotten in here and planted that bomb without being seen. But nobody’s coming right out and saying it. I wonder what Mason Lord is going to do.”
“How much do you know about Molly Santera?”
Ramsey cocked a dark eyebrow not at the question itself, but the seriousness of Savich’s voice. He said slowly, “I know she’s fiercely protective of Emma. I know she’s brave and tough, just like Sherlock. I know she can focus on one main thing and disregard everything else. She’s also got great hair. Red like Sherlock’s, but not at all the same shade. It’s more like a sunset I once saw when I was on the west coast of Ireland.”
Savich didn’t say anything to that. He looked away, wishing things could be different, but, of course, they weren’t. He said finally, “Did you know that one summer when she was about twelve years old she supposedly let her younger brother drown?”
Ramsey dropped the towel. He stared at Savich. He was shaking his head. “No,” he said, “oh no. I can’t believe that, Savich. That’s not at all like her.”
“I’m sorry. Sherlock discovered it in fifteen-year-old records. I’m sorry if you think she was spying on something that wasn’t her business, but Sherlock is a professional to her fingertips. She looks at everything.”

“I have no problem with Sherlock checking out my birthmark if she thinks it’s relevant to this case, but I’m telling you that this thing with Molly’s brother, it had to be an accident. Molly could never just watch her own flesh and blood die. No way. And that includes that son-of-a-bitch father of hers.”
Savich shrugged. “There was an investigation, of course, but the results were inconclusive. The general belief at the time was that she hated her younger brother because Daddy made it clear he was the favorite, the heir, the only one worth anything. You told me yourself that Mason doesn’t have much use for his daughter. Maybe you’re right, maybe that’s one reason he married Eve. He wants another boy child.
“Mason and his first wife, Alicia, were divorced when Molly was around eight years old and her brother was six,” Savich continued. “She went with the mother back to her mother’s home in Italy and the boy stayed with the father. Molly was visiting here one summer when this happened. When she was eighteen, she went to Vassar. She left after a year and moved in here with her father.
“You can’t just dismiss it out of hand, Ramsey. Molly Santera has a past. She may have been innocent, but you know there was a question about it. We can’t afford just to ignore it.”
Ramsey said, “Are you suggesting that she’d have anything to do with Emma’s kidnapping?”
“No, I don’t believe that. But how about Louey’s murder. What if Louey was the target after all?”
Ramsey said, “Listen, she divorced his worthless ass. There was no reason to kill him. Besides, she couldn’t have known that he would try to escape. It was a spontaneous thing; Louey just lost it and ran.”
Savich rose to stand facing Ramsey. “What if she convinced him that her father was going to kill him? What if she told him he’d best clear out and he could take the Mercedes that Gunther had just brought it up? Isn’t that possible? Just think about it, Ramsey. None of us have known any of these people for very long. Don’t sweep it under the rug because you happen to admire the lady, just because you think her hair’s cool.”
Ramsey felt his heart pounding against his chest. It made his back ache even more. He didn’t believe it. He was a good judge of character. He’d seen Molly in crunch situations. She hadn’t faltered, hadn’t broken, hadn’t flipped out. He said aloud, “She would have no clue how to fashion a bomb. That means she would have had to hire someone in a very short length of time. Not likely.”
“She’s Mason Lord’s daughter, but maybe you’re right about her. You really seem to know this woman very well, even though it’s only been for a short time.” He sighed, and rubbed the back of his neck. “What better person to bring someone onto the estate in secret? And how do you know she wouldn’t know how to rig a bomb?”
Ramsey just stared at him. He shook his head. Then he turned and walked away. His back was throbbing.
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THE NIGHT WAS dark with thick clouds hanging low, the air heavy with coming rain and sweet with the scent of the late-spring flowers. Ramsey shifted to his side, pulling the covers with him. He’d flung the pillow on the floor some hours earlier.
He flipped onto his back again, his left arm over his head. Then, suddenly, he was thrust into a dark room where there were blurred images, voices that overlapped one another, growing louder and louder. Suddenly the room was clear, the images sharp. He was in his courtroom, jumping over the guardrail, his black robes flying, his legs straight out, his foot kicking the semiautomatic out of a man’s arms, sending it spinning across the oak floor. He heard the snap of the man’s humerus, heard his howl of rage, saw the wild pain in his eyes. Then he saw terror and panic, saw him leap toward the gun even as he held his broken arm.
He was on him again, with a back-fist punch to his ribs that sent him sprawling to the floor. The din of screaming people filled his mind. A second man whirled around to face him, the semiautomatic raised, ready, and he’d rolled, coming up to twist his hips as he parried, seizing the man’s wrist so he wasn’t in the line of fire. With his free hand he went after the man’s throat, crushing his windpipe, watching him gag, hearing his gun slam against the spectator railing. The screams were high and loud. They went on and on, filling the courtroom, filling his mind, seeping into his brain. He saw the third man now, whirling around in a slow, very precise movement, saw the point when failure registered in his brain, saw him raise his gun and fire randomly, striking the shoulder of one of the defense team, a young man in a pristine white shirt that was instantly shredded and soaked red. The force of the bullet flung him back against three women who were cowered down in the first row of spectators. The man turned back to him, his eyes filled with panic and death. Ramsey felt the heat of a bullet as it passed an inch from his temple, and rolled, picking up the semiautomatic, aiming it even as he lay on his side, and pulled the trigger. He saw the man flung hard against the wall, his blood splattering against the wainscotting. The screams wouldn’t stop, just grew louder and louder.
Ramsey jerked up in bed, breathing hard, sweat sheening his forehead, and covered his face with his hands. So much blood, as if it had rained blood.
“It’s all right, Ramsey.”
It was Emma. She was sitting beside him, her small fingers lightly stroking his forearm. “It’s all right. It was a nightmare, a bad one, like mine sometimes. Don’t worry. I won’t leave you, not until you’re okay again.”
“Emma,” he said, surprised that he could even get the word out of his mouth. He swung his legs off the side of the bed, pulled the little girl onto his legs, and drew her close.
“I heard you,” she said against his shoulder. “I was scared for you.”
“Thank you for coming. It was a bad one. It happened three months ago. I haven’t dreamed about it for several weeks now.”
“I’m sorry it came back. What was it, Ramsey?”
“I had to kill someone, Emma.”

She drew back and gazed up at him. His eyes were used to the darkness and he could see her clearly. She looked at him with calm and utter certainty. “You must have had to, that’s all. Did they deserve it?”
He stared down into that child’s face with her eyes that had felt far too much pain and seen horrible evil. He owed her the truth.
“Yes,” he said slowly, never looking away from her. “They deserved it. They broke into my courtroom. They had guns. They wanted to free the drug dealers the jury had just found guilty. They started shooting jurors. So I stopped the carnage.”
“What’s carnage?”
“Emma? What are you doing here, love?”
She turned toward the door. “Mama, Ramsey had a nightmare. I heard him and knew he needed me. He dreamed about car-nage.”
Molly blinked at that.
“Hello, Molly,” Ramsey said. “I’m okay now. Emma’s made me see things a bit differently.”
“Can we help you get to sleep, Ramsey?”
“I smell like sweat, Emma. You don’t want to stay close to a sweaty guy.”
“You’re drying off, Ramsey. It’s not too bad.” Emma yawned, her head falling forward to Ramsey’s chest. He looked toward Molly, who was standing in the doorway, wearing a white sleep shirt that had across the front in blue lettering, F-Stops Are My Specialty.
Molly shrugged. “Why not? Emma and I can stay on top of the covers. Here’s another blanket I can cover us with. I’m surprised I didn’t hear you. I just realized Emma was gone a moment ago.”
As Molly climbed in next to Ramsey, pulling Emma next to her, she said, “Next time it’ll be my turn to have a nightmare.”
“Are you all right, Ramsey?”
“I’m much better now, Em, that you’re here.”

“Tell me about the nightmare, Ramsey,” Emma said, leaning up over her mother. “Mama says it helps when you say everything out loud,” and he did. It was easier this time.
Molly said, “How did they get into the courthouse with guns?”
“A guard was bribed. He’s in jail.” He felt himself begin to ease. He had no more words. The shadows were reclaiming the blood and the death.
“Yes, I remember now. That was in the articles I read. Well, it’s over now. Does your back hurt?”
“No. It wasn’t much of a burn, Molly.”
“Good,” Molly said. Emma was breathing deeply in sleep. Molly lightly touched her hand to his shoulder. “I’m very glad you weren’t hurt.”
He tightened like a spring. He cleared his throat and said, “I’m sorry I’m sweaty.”
“There are three blankets between you and us. You haven’t sweated them through.”
He heard Emma’s rhythmic breathing. She’d crashed. He hated himself, but he couldn’t stop the words. “Tell me about your little brother, Molly.”
He felt her stiffen, then felt the whisper of her sigh in the silence. “He was such a sweet little boy. He was just ten years old that summer. He was a good swimmer, which was why I was on the dock, not really paying all that much attention. I was probably thinking about some thirteen-year-old boy, I was just about at that age. Then he was yelling and going under. I swam to him as fast as I could but he never woke up.
“It was a reporter who first wrote that it might not have been an accident. My father was a ruthless criminal. Why would his daughter be any different? I was devastated. Teddy was dead and I was some sort of evil seed.”
“If there’s one thing I’m sure about, Molly, it’s the quality of your seed.”
She laughed, sadness and relief in her voice, then she leaned over and kissed his shoulder.
He was content when he fell asleep.

* * *
“THE police have already interviewed Rule Shaker, with his lawyer present, of course,” Savich said to a full audience the following morning just after they’d finished breakfast and trooped into the living room. “Detective O’Connor called me just a while ago. He said that Rule Shaker is giving them all the same kind of cooperation the president gives to Congress. That approach stretches things out forever and ends up leading anybody anywhere.
“Rule Shaker just sat there behind his big chrome-and-glass desk, smoking his Cuban cigars, and swearing he just wanted Louey Santera to come play in his casino. He freely admitted that Louey lost a good deal of money at the craps table, so what? What reasonable man, what reasonable businessman, he asked, would kill a man who owed him money?
“When the cops pointed out that Louey might not have been the target, Mr. Shaker very politely informed them that any operation he ever undertook was done right. A screwup would have been impossible with him running it. Then he offered both O’Connor and the Las Vegas detective a cigar.”
Everyone just stared morosely at Savich. Mason Lord said, “That sounds like Shaker. He’s an arrogant little bastard.”
“Sorry, guys,” Savich said, “ain’t nothing easy in this life, even when it involves bastards.”
Miles cleared his throat at the door. “Detective O’Connor is here.”
O’Connor looked very tired; he had bags under his eyes that hadn’t been there just two days before. He tried to smile, but didn’t make it. “Hello. I got by the reporters and photographers intact. Your men are dealing well with them, Mr. Lord, no violence, but they’re firm. There aren’t more than a dozen out there today. Ah, I see that Agent Savich is giving you all a rundown of what I didn’t accomplish in Las Vegas.” He turned to Savich. “Do you have anything for us?”

“MAXINE just might, Detective O’Connor,” Savich said, grinning. “Actually, we’ve had her plugged in all night. We’re just waiting for her to cough something up.”
Mason Lord cleared his throat. “My dear, would you like to ask Miles to bring in coffee?”
“Of course, Mason,” Eve Lord said and rose gracefully from the elegant wing chair she’d been sitting in. She hadn’t said a word until that moment, hadn’t really called any attention at all to herself. But when she stood, all the men’s eyes began to swing toward her. She was wearing tight white jeans, a top tied beneath her breasts, her pale blond hair long and loose, smooth as a silk swatch down her back. Every male eye in the room watched Eve Lord walk to the door, open it, and leave the living room. There was nearly a collective sigh of lust.
Ramsey smiled as he said, “Detective O’Connor, we didn’t mean to interrupt you.”
“Well, I can tell you that we spoke to Mr. Santera’s accountant, Warren O’Dell, last evening, after you’d seen him. He was telling the truth, as far as we can tell. Louey Santera did personally remove three hundred thousand dollars from his account. We won’t know what he did with it.
“About the bomb,” Detective O’Connor continued. “It was hooked directly to the ignition switch. The parts are common, but we’re checking for leads. It was professional, no doubt about that. Mr. Lord, we’d like to speak to your staff again, at some length, beginning with Gunther. You said, Mr. Lord, that he was the man who brought the Mercedes up from the garage.”
“Yes, that’s right. He brought it around at about five o’clock in the morning. I was awake and so was he. He had the time, so he washed the car. Gunther does that. When he finished, he just brought it around. He doesn’t know anything more or he would have told me. This is my estate, and I know everything that goes on here.”
“Evidently not,” Molly said, ignoring the look her father gave her.

O’Connor said, “Someone could have rigged the bomb in the car, but not turned it on until they were sure who would be in the car. Unless, of course, Gunther told anyone who he was bringing the car around for. You must realize, Mr. Lord, that someone on the estate must have been involved.”
There, it was said out in the open.
Mason Lord said in his mildest voice, “That is one opinion, Detective O’Connor. Now, there is, of course, the man who works here to take care of my cars. I have a fleet of six. He also lives on the premises. But I know you’ve already spoken to him. It’s possible that Gunther would have said something to him, I suppose. I’ll send him to see you, Detective.”
“I would appreciate some cooperation from your people, Mr. Lord.”
Mason Lord just looked at him, one eyebrow arched. Then he rose and left the living room, saying nothing more.
“Judge Hunt, can you think of anything else?”
Ramsey said slowly, “I remember vividly when the car blew up. For an instant you just don’t register that it’s really happening. Your brain doesn’t want to accept it as real. It’s like this special effect in a movie. Then it hits. It becomes real and terrifying.
“As to whether there was anyone else, no, I saw only Louey rush out of the bushes and yank the car door open. I remember he was wearing a blue shirt, short sleeves, no jacket. He looked frantic.”
O’Connor said to Ramsey, “Of course we’ve searched those bushes. We’ll look again. Anything else?”
Ramsey shook his head. “I asked Mason about Rule Shaker, but he refused to say anything much about him.”
“I wouldn’t expect him to, Ramsey,” Molly said. He suddenly remembered that kiss on his shoulder blade in the night. He wished now it had been his mouth. He’d told Savich what Molly had told him about her little brother, Teddy. And Savich had looked off into the distance, thinking his own private thoughts, and finally nodded.

“Yeah, whichever way you want to translate that,” Detective O’Connor said. “The point is, though, that Mr. Shaker wouldn’t ever let a trail, particularly a murder trail, lead anywhere near him. If he was responsible for Louey Santera’s death, we don’t have what I’d call a very good chance of connecting him personally to it.
“We’ve got court orders to take a narrow look at his financial records, to see if there’s anything to indicate that he had dealings with Louey Santera, and if he did, what they were. The cops in Las Vegas told us he goes out of his way to keep his nose clean. Even the IRS is happy with him at the moment.”
Detective O’Connor rose. “I’m really sorry, Mrs. Santera, but we’re no closer to finding out who took your little girl and abused her. It really bums me out.”
Molly nodded as she rose to face him. “If we’re right about what happened, the danger’s over simply because Louey’s dead. I don’t want to live with that, but I guess I’ll have to learn how to. Emma’s safe now, thank God. But I want that monster who abused her, raped her, and beat her. I want him. I want him to burn for what he did.”
“I promise, Mrs. Santera,” Detective O’Connor said, taking her hand, “we’re just getting started with this.” Molly thought there wasn’t much hope in his voice.
After Detective O’Connor left, Molly looked around and said, “I’ve got to get things together for a small memorial service for Louey. I owe it to Emma. He was her father.” She and Sherlock left the living room, speaking quietly to each other.
“It’s just down to us two,” Ramsey said. “I’m depressed.”
Savich said, “Miles never brought any coffee.” He leaned his head back against the sofa. “How’s your back, Ramsey?”
“What? Oh, it’s fine. I only took two aspirin yesterday.”
“I didn’t want to tell Molly, but we really don’t have much,” Savich said. “MAXINE agreed with Detective O’Connor, indicates there’s a high probability that Rule Shaker in Las Vegas is behind all of it. But MAXINE needs facts, and we’re short on them.”
“You were here, and I appreciate it. Let’s go scare up some coffee.”
“You know, I was thinking that Sherlock and I might as well fly to Paris,” Savich said. “We’ve still got five days.” He laughed. “Doubtless Mr. Lord will be relieved to see us law-enforcement types out of his digs.”
“I still wish we could catch the guy who abused Emma.”
“I’m sure O’Connor isn’t lying to make Molly feel better. No one likes that kind of scum on the loose. We’ll all keep working, but for now, well, we can hope that it’s over.”




22
RAMSEY ANDMOLLY were standing in his bedroom, he by the window, she at the door. It was early morning, and the house was still quiet. His suitcase was open on the bed, some of his clothes packed. He looked up to see her standing there.
“You’re leaving, then?”
Ramsey shrugged, looking over at the suitcase on the bed. “Yes, I think so. I couldn’t sleep, decided I might as well start to pack.” He paused. “Did you know I was trying to write a novel? It seems like a million years ago.”
“No, I had no idea.”
“That’s why I was there at that isolated cabin in the Rockies. I took a leave of absence for five months. I had to get away from all the media hype, all the reporters. One guy even stuck his head in my bathroom window one morning when I was shaving. I nearly sliced my own throat. That’s when I decided to leave town for a while. I decided to write the novel I’d thought about for the past year.”
“What’s it about?”
“A courtroom novel, about a judge in the federal court system. It’s a subject I should know well enough, a subject I’d like to say a few things about.”

“I see. So you want to go back to Colorado? To write?”
“Yes, I suppose so.” He fiddled with a loose thread on his pale blue sweater, remembering her kiss on his shoulder. He looked at her. “Actually, I was wondering when you would be going back to Colorado.”
“I hadn’t really thought about it, not yet. All this is still sinking in. I’m willing to accept intellectually that this awful man, Rule Shaker, from Las Vegas, is behind everything that’s happened, but there’s still that monster who abused Emma. I won’t ever forget that. I’ve got lots of money. I think I’ll spend some of it trying to find him myself.”
She looked defensive, as if she expected him to argue with her. He said, “I’d do the same thing. In fact, I’m going to be putting the word out as soon as I get home. Pedophiles have networks; they seem to either know one another or of one another. I’ve got several friends who spend a lot of time on the Internet. I’ll see where that leads.” He drew a deep breath. “Savich will keep the fire lit by alerting all the FBI field offices. He’s not happy about this either.”
She looked down at the soft nap of the carpet beneath her feet. “Well, I guess I should thank you, Ramsey. Emma will miss you.”
He looked up at her, at the dark shadows in her eyes, and that dancing line of freckles across the bridge of her nose. He said, “I told Savich that your hair isn’t at all the same color as Sherlock’s, although most people would just say you’ve both got red hair. I told Savich your hair was the color of a sunset I saw once in Ireland.”
The nap lost her attention. She blinked up at him. “A sunset in Ireland? When were you in Ireland?”
“Two years ago. I was staying in Ballyvaughan. Nearly every day I went to the Cliffs of Moher. You really can’t describe how awesome they are, because you just say something like they’re rugged cliffs with waves crashing and billowing up against the rocks, that they dip and then push right to the very edge of the sea, but that really doesn’t tell you.” He shrugged again. “You see what I mean? You haven’t got a clue really how it actually makes you feel just to be there, to look over the water into the distance where there’s no sign of anything.”
“I’m beginning to,” she said.
He ran his fingers through his hair, standing it straight on end. “Dammit, you’re nice, Molly.”
“Tell me about this sunset.”
He looked mildly embarrassed. She grinned at his hair, though he was now smoothing it back down. He hadn’t shaved yet. He looked tough and hard and she saw him in that moment with Emma on his lap, holding her against his chest, his big hands stroking her back, her face against his shoulder. He was wearing slacks and a T-shirt, his feet bare. She had intruded. He was going to leave.
It didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter. He had his own life. Hers and Emma’s had intersected his briefly and violently. It was time.
He was going to leave.
It wasn’t what she wanted, but she wasn’t going to try to change it. He said quietly, “I’ll never forget this one evening I was at the Cliffs of Moher. The air was crisp and dry and the sky perfectly clear. No Irish rain that day. I sat there and watched that red ball of sun slowly sink into the Atlantic. You almost expected the water to hiss and boil when the sun sank into it. People around me were talking and laughing and joking around, until that precise moment. Then there was a hush and everyone was silent and still. Just staring at that red ball sinking under the horizon.” He shook his head, bemused at the memory. “I’ll never forget that sight as long as I live.” He paused a moment, then looked at her. “I remember the next day it rained so hard it was like payback time for that incredible sunset. You know, Molly, I was just thinking that maybe you’d like it as well, both you and Emma. Not the rain, although that’s beautiful too, no, the sunsets.”
“Emma and I? Go to Ireland?”

“Yes. With me. I don’t want to leave you.”
The morning light was dim and gray. Her expression wasn’t clear to him, as she kept her head down. After a very long moment, she raised her head and looked across the room at him. She said, smiling, “Yes, I’d like that. I’ll bet Emma would too.”
He felt a shock of pleasure. The strength of it surprised him. He smiled back at her. “Savich and Sherlock are going to Paris. They’re leaving from O’Hare this morning.”
“They’re very good people.”
“Do you think we could go to Ireland soon? We could all just get away for a while. I think it would be good for Emma.”
“I don’t have our passports. They’re at the house in Denver.”
“Mine’s in San Francisco. We could pick them up and meet in New York. Or back here in Chicago. Or best yet, I could go with you and Emma to Denver and then all of us could go on to San Francisco. How about that?”
She started laughing, her hands splayed in front of her. “I didn’t know you a month ago.”
“No, you didn’t. On the other hand, we’ve probably been through more in the past weeks than most people have in a decade, or at all, for that matter.”
“You really think my hair is the color of that sunset?”
He gave her a slow smile. “Yeah, that’s what I think.”
“Is your back really all right?”
“Yes. Your arm?”
“It still throbs sometimes, but it’s not too bad. These stitches aren’t the kind they have to take out. They’ll resorb by themselves, Dr. Otterly said. I couldn’t believe you went to the gym with Savich, though. You could have hurt yourself more.”
“My back has barely blistered. Besides, I was careful. Savich taped me up pretty well so I wouldn’t stress anything, and so I could swim.” Then he grinned at her. “Yeah, I was stupid.”
She laughed at him, shaking her head. “I didn’t say that.”

He just smiled at her. “I’m worried about Emma. Is she asleep?”
“I hope so. She wakes up a lot. Three times this last night. Still the same dreams. And she dreams about the car exploding.”
“I suppose we need to ask Dr. Loo about taking Emma to Ireland this soon.”
“We can ask her this morning how Emma’s doing, if she thinks a trip would be good for her. I can’t think of anything better.”
He was surprised how giddy he felt that she was going to go to Ireland with him. It was as if a knot he felt in his belly were loosening. It had just come out of his mouth, unplanned. He really hadn’t thought about it at all.
Well, maybe without knowing it. He hadn’t really wanted to be separated from either Molly or Emma.
“What time is her appointment?”
“Ten o’clock this morning.”
“Let’s see what she says before we make definite plans, then.”
Molly straightened the sash on her robe, a glamorous peach silk thing that she’d obviously borrowed from Eve Lord, her stepmama. He wondered what she’d look like without it. She gave him another smile. “Ireland, huh? Did you go there alone before?”
“No,” he said. “I didn’t.”
“No,” she said, “I don’t suppose you’d do anything alone unless you wanted to.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Even with a burn on your back, Ramsey, a lot of women would find you an appealing kind of guy.”
“Thank you. Go back to bed, Molly. It’s too early to be up and about yet.”
“What about you?”
“Yeah, now that we’ve made some plans, I think I’ll sack out for another hour myself. I’m not nervous and uptight anymore. It’s a miracle.”

She nodded, then her smile fell away. “Oh yes. I’ve made the arrangements for a small memorial service for Louey this afternoon, here on the estate. I even found a Presbyterian minister to come and give a service.”
“It’s good,” he said. “It’s good for Emma.”
“I hope so.”
 
“EMMA, are you ready to play ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ for me?”
“Yes, Dr. Loo, I think so. But I haven’t played a piano seriously for a long time.”
“It’s okay. I don’t mind.”
Emma straightened her new piano on the low coffee table. Dr. Loo sat in a chair, Ramsey and Molly on a love seat opposite her.
“Don’t forget the variations, Emma,” Ramsey said.
This time Emma didn’t hesitate. She took a deep breath, one that sounded appallingly adult, and played with one hand the simple notes of the song, beginning with F. Once she’d played through the tune, she added the left hand. It sounded classical, like Mozart. The next time through, she changed it to a jazz sound, then to a definite John Lennon feel.
Dr. Loo blinked. She looked shell-shocked. When Emma finished, she leaned forward, took Emma’s small hands between hers, and looked her in the eye. “Thank you, Emma. You’ve given me great pleasure. I hope someday to hear you perform at Carnegie Hall.”
“What’s Carnegie Hall?”
“It’s where great artists from all over the world come to perform. It’s in New York City. I heard Liam McCallum play the violin there. It was an incredible experience. You could be there too, Emma.”
“Yes,” Molly said, “I think she might.”
“My papa never played at Carnegie Hall,” Emma whispered, not looking up from her keyboard. “But he was a great artist, Mama said so.”

“Yes, he was,” Molly said. She looked as if she was going to burst into tears. Ramsey sat forward. “I have one of your dad’s CDs, Emma. Even though he didn’t make it to Carnegie Hall, everyone in the world can hear him. All his music will live on.”
“That’s what Mama said.”
“And when was the last time your mama was wrong?” Ramsey said, lightly stroking his fingers over her French braid, one that he’d done himself. It wasn’t bad, hardly crooked at all, and the plaiting looked pretty smooth.
Emma raised her face then. She thought really hard. “It’s been a long time,” she said finally. “Maybe two months ago.”
Ramsey laughed.
“Now,” Dr. Loo said. “It’s time we talked about you going to Ireland with your mama and Ramsey.”
Emma said, “I don’t know what Ireland is, Dr. Loo.”
“It’s a beautiful wild country that’s across the ocean. It’s a place to enjoy, Emma, a place where you can look at things and maybe see them in a different light. It’s a place where you can stop being afraid, where you can play your piano, where you can run in the mornings with Ramsey and play Frisbee with your mama, and have picnics. It’s very beautiful, Emma. You can sit on the rocks and dangle your toes into the water. It’s so cold you yip in surprise. You’ll be with two people who love you and want you to be safe and happy. What do you think?”
Emma drew back between Ramsey’s knees. “Will that bad man be there?”
Ramsey rubbed his hands lightly up and down her thin arms. “No, he won’t. We’ll never let him get close to you again. I promise, Emma.”
Emma turned to face him. “He’s close, Ramsey. He’s real close now. He killed my daddy. He wants me now.”
“No, Emma, he doesn’t. He’s very afraid, and he’s running and hiding now because he knows the police are after him. I’d like him to be caught. Then he’d be in jail for the rest of his life. Everyone is trying really hard to catch him.

“I do know one thing for sure, Emma. We won’t ever let him come near you again. Do you believe me?”
Emma looked up at him for a very long time. Molly was aware that she was holding her breath. Emma continued to be silent, but she finally released her breath, letting it out slowly and quietly. She looked at Dr. Loo, who just smiled and shook her head slightly.
Dr. Loo took a quick look at her watch and stood. She pulled Molly aside. “It will take time. Don’t push her. I can already see that both you and Judge Hunt are dealing with this very well. I think Ireland is a fine idea. However, I think Emma and I should meet tomorrow. When had you expected to leave?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Molly said, her eyes on her daughter. “Emma’s what’s important. We’ll leave when you think it’s right and not before.”
“She’s doing well, Mrs. Santera. She really is. But this sort of thing—it will be with her forever. You must face that and find a way to deal with it. Her feelings about it will change as she grows up. Most of it will fade into blurry vague memories, and that’s good, but it won’t ever disappear. But now, she’s just a little girl. She doesn’t have a clue about the concept of rape. She knows this bad man hurt her badly, and that it wasn’t right, but there are no grown-up connotations. What you’re dealing with right now are feelings of fear and remembered helplessness.
“Eventually, she’ll have to understand that what happened to her can’t be changed, that it was real, and that the trick is for her to learn to deal with it so that it doesn’t ruin the rest of her life. It’s not going to be easy for either of you. You’ll put out a fire then another one will crop up in some other context.
“She’s lucky that you’re her mother. I know that Judge Hunt has known Emma for a very short time, but they trust each other, their affection seems to be deep and abiding.”
“It will be difficult when Judge Hunt returns to his home,” Molly said.

Dr. Loo let a couple of seconds go by, then said in that comfortable, matter-of-fact voice, “Well, these things have a way of working out. Tomorrow I’ll meet with Emma alone. I want to speak to her about the abuse, try to make her see that the man wasn’t normal, that it wasn’t in any way her fault, that this didn’t happen to her because she was bad.”
“But how could she possibly feel that way?”
“Children, Mrs. Santera, children can bring almost everything back onto themselves. Also, we have no idea what the man said to her, how he manipulated her, how he terrorized her, or how he hurt her. It’s always the adults who screw up royally. I have to deal with Emma now from the inside of her head. I’m telling you not to worry, but of course you will, both of you.”
“You won’t want either Judge Hunt or me here?”
“I think it would be better between the two of us. You would find it very upsetting. I can see Judge Hunt becoming quite enraged. No, just Emma and me.”
“If you think that’s best, Dr. Loo. You will call me, won’t you?”
“Of course.” Dr. Loo turned back to Emma with a smile. She leaned over and patted her shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Emma. In the meantime I want you to get a lot of rest and try to smile at least three times a day at your mama.”
“How about me?”
“And at least six times for Ramsey. I’ve found that guys need more smiles than girls do. Remember that.”
 
RAMSEY smiled down at Emma. It was early afternoon, two hours before Louey Santera’s memorial service. He’d brought her upstairs for a nap, just tucked her in. “I like your jazz variation, Emma. Did you know that Mr. Savich plays the guitar and sings? Yep, country and western. He performs in a club. It isn’t Carnegie Hall, but it’s a neat place, he told me. He also has a friend who plays the saxophone. He and Sherlock want us to visit them.”

“I wish they didn’t have to leave. Sherlock told me that she hoped she was going to have a little girl just like me. She said that Mr. Savich felt the same way. She said they both thought I was really neat. I told her that that wasn’t a good idea. I’m not very good anymore.”
Ramsey looked down at the child he’d give his life for. He’d just kissed her forehead, just complimented her on her music, and now this. He gently pushed her hair back from her face. Before he could think of what to say, Emma continued, “Sherlock’s face turned red. She was really mad, but she said she wasn’t mad at me.”
“You, my perfect Emma, not good? Where’d you get a weird idea like that?”
She looked away, into a past that still had a hammerlock on her, a past that hemorrhaged into the present. “That man said I would save him. I didn’t know what he was talking about.”
Ramsey wanted to kill. He forced down a deep breath, slowed it, tried to calm himself. This was something for Dr. Loo, but she wasn’t here, he was, and the rage he felt couldn’t help her. “Listen to me, Em. This man who kidnapped you, he’s sick in the head, really sick. What he thinks, what he does, it has nothing to do with you—Emma Santera. He would have hurt any little girl he could find. You weren’t Emma to him. Do you understand?”
“No,” she said finally. “I don’t understand. It’s scary, Ramsey.”
He leaned down, his forehead touching hers. He kissed the tip of her nose. “Listen up, Emma. We’re on a roll here. The three of us together, we’ll take on the scariest thing you can dream up. You’re a very good little girl, Emma. In fact, you’re so good that the thought of not having you with me makes a big dent in my heart. That’s how good you are.”
She gave him a big smile. One small hand stroked his cheek. “You won’t leave, Ramsey, will you? You won’t go back to your house?”
He took both of her hands between his and kissed her fingers. They tasted like the gingerbread that Miles had baked for her at lunchtime. He didn’t really know what the future would bring, but he knew he couldn’t tell that to her. Her life had been smashed, her father murdered, and he said now, without hesitation at all, “I won’t leave you, ever, Emma.”
“Good,” she said, and yawned.
“Emma?”
“Yes, Ramsey?”
“Will you be a brat for me just once? Maybe when you get up from your nap? Or this evening? I know, you could whine about having to drink your milk or finish your dinner or having to go to bed? Throw a kid fit?”
She smiled at him. “Sure.”
“You want to take a nap now?”
“Okay.” She closed her eyes, then opened one and squinted up at him. “But maybe I won’t go to bed tonight.”
“Fair enough.” Actually, he just wanted to get her through her father’s memorial service. He hoped they could continue to keep out all the reporters, the local TV stations, and the paparazzi. The guards had ably assisted one reporter back up over the compound wall and out onto the road. He prayed that Emma wouldn’t pay any attention to the impertinent questions that flew at him and Molly whenever they went outside the gates.
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MELISSASHAKER WAS crying so hard she nearly tripped down the steps leading into the garage. It had been two days now but she still couldn’t believe it, didn’t want to believe it. That damned ex-wife of his had held a dip-shit little memorial service, no actual funeral because there’d been nothing to cremate or bury.
Louey was gone, just simply gone, and nobody cared. Except her. She tripped again, grabbing the handrail to steady herself as she stepped into the underground garage. A car horn honked loudly. She felt its hot exhaust as it whooshed past her, the driver yelling at her to pay attention.
She wiped her eyes. There was nothing to do. Just nothing. Her father had sworn he hadn’t killed Louey, but she’d looked into his eyes and seen guilt. She would never forgive him, ever.
“Miss Shaker.”
She didn’t want Greg anywhere near her. She wanted to be alone. She wanted to drive out into the desert and let the sun burn into her. She kept walking toward her car.
“Miss Shaker! Please, wait up. You know your father’s orders, particularly now.”

She waited for him simply because she didn’t want to get Greg fired when all he was trying to do was his job.
She stopped by her BMW roadster, painted James Bond blue. It was exactly like the one he’d driven in a movie, except hers was more powerful. She loved that little car.
“Thank you,” Greg said as he trotted up to her. “Listen, Miss Shaker, I’m really sorry.”
“Thank you,” she said, and got into the car. Greg came around the other side.
“Don’t try to lose me, Miss Shaker. It’s important that I stick close to you, particularly during the next week.”
“They gave him a measly memorial service,” she said, and turned the key.
The car exploded into flames.
 
IT came on the local Las Vegas news brought in via satellite at twelve-twenty in the afternoon.
Melissa Shaker, twenty-three, daughter of Rule Shaker, Las Vegas casino owner, was killed at ten A.M. this morning when she and a friend were in an explosion involving Ms. Shaker’s car that was parked in the underground parking lot beneath the Sirocco Casino.


Arson experts say a bomb was involved. Police haven’t yet said if there are any suspects. Details at five o’clock.


Ramsey dropped his fork, sending the thin slice of ham slithering off onto his plate. He’d heard the TV playing from the kitchen, wondered why it was even on, wondered why it was turned up loud enough to hear in the dining room, wondered why it was on satellite to get a local Las Vegas station, and now this. And now all his questions were answered.
Obviously someone had known it would make the local Las Vegas noon news. Obviously someone had been waiting for this.
There was an instant of shocked silence, then everyone was talking. He heard Eve gasp, heard her say something, but he couldn’t make out her words. There was a crash of a pan that Miles must have dropped in the kitchen. At the head of the table, Mason Lord continued to eat his casaba melon, not missing a beat. There was a slight flush on his cheeks, but he said nothing, did nothing out of the ordinary at all.
Molly had been saying something to Emma. She stopped in mid-sentence. She looked over at her father and said quietly, “An eye for an eye, Dad?”
Mason Lord chewed on the bite of melon, gracefully laid down his fork, and looked at his daughter. “I suggest you refrain from such talk, Molly, particularly in front of your daughter.”
Emma, attuned to the change in the most important person in her world, pulled on her mother’s sleeve. “Mama? What happened?”
Ramsey watched Molly pull herself together for Emma’s sake. She banked the horror in her eyes and smoothed her expression into nothing more than a soft smile for her daughter. She turned to Emma, hugged her close for a moment, and said, “I taste something strange in Miles’s quiche. What do you think?”
Emma gave her that weary adult look. “The quiche has bacon in it, Mama, and fresh spinach. I watched Mr. Miles make it. He even let me add the eggs. The quiche is just fine.”
Molly looked as if she’d just been smashed on the head with a cannonball. She was having a tough time getting it together. “I’m sorry, Emma. You’re right, of course. I don’t know, love, I guess I just don’t feel well.”
Molly looked over at Eve Lord, who sat to her right at the foot of the table, her face tight, as white as the tablecloth. She was staring at her husband. Then, suddenly, Eve turned to Emma, and her face was again as smooth as a Madonna’s. “I gave the quiche recipe to Miles. My mother was an excellent cook. I’m sorry your mother doesn’t like it.”
“I think it’s time we had coffee,” Mason said. “Miles?”
Ramsey said, controlling his voice, “I would like to speak with you, Mason. Shall we take our coffee to the living room?”
“It’s a beautiful day,” Eve Lord said, staring again at her husband. “Mason said that we would go out on the yacht, Ramsey. Perhaps you can speak with him later?”
They heard the phone ring. Miles appeared around the door of the dining room. “Judge Hunt, it’s Agent Savich. He, uh, wants to speak with you.”
Ramsey tossed his napkin on his plate and walked quickly to the kitchen where Miles stood patiently, holding the phone.
“Sherlock and I are at O’Hare. We just heard about the murders in Las Vegas. I can’t believe this, Ramsey. The man has balls, I’ll say that for him. You want us to come back?”
Ramsey wanted them back in the worst way, but there was nothing they could do, nothing anyone could do, really. How selfish did he want to be? “No, Savich. Take Sherlock off somewhere and make her happy. Just let me know where you’re staying in Paris so I can call if there’s occasion to sound the cavalry trumpet.”
“It’s a little pension on the Left Bank,” Savich said. “Sherlock wants to show it to me. We’ll let you know the number. Did Mason say anything? Have you seen him?”
“Oh yes. We all just heard it on the news at the dining table. It didn’t even touch him that there were a federal judge and FBI agents in his house when he gave the orders.”
“Here’s what I think. Just get out of there, Ramsey. Take Molly and Emma, and check out of the Bates Motel. You don’t need this. It’s vengeance. Don’t get involved. There’s nothing you can do in any case.”

“I can’t believe you’re saying that.”
“I’m saying it as Molly and Emma’s friend. You don’t want them in the middle of something that could shape up into a nice little personal war. There’s been tit for tat. Don’t stay to see if it goes another round. Just get out.”
Ramsey said slowly, “You’re right, of course.” He rubbed his hand over his forehead. “I feel that I should question Mason, handcuff Gunther. No, you’re right. It’s Molly and Emma’s safety that’s most important. I’ll call you in a couple of days, let you know what’s going on.”
They spoke a bit longer, and then Ramsey laid the phone slowly back into its cradle. It was an old-fashioned black rotary, one that Miles had picked out specifically for his kitchen, he’d told Ramsey when he was whipping up pancakes for breakfast one morning.
Ramsey turned slowly to see Miles standing at the island, chopping celery. A chopped red apple stood in a bright pile to one side. Green grapes, sliced in half, formed another pile. Miles said in a very precise voice, “I’m making Waldorf salad.”
“Did you know this was going to happen, Miles?”
“You know I can’t say anything, Ramsey. Leave, sir, that’s my best advice to you. Take Molly and Emma and leave. Since this man Shaker was behind everything, you’re safe now that Louey’s dead. Just leave.”
“Unless Shaker plans his own vengeance now. Unless he plans to escalate. If he does, we’re in really deep.”
Miles shook his head, chopped some more celery in sure quick strokes, and said, “It doesn’t work that way. It’s over. One player knocked down, one opposing player knocked down. Everything’s even again. Those are the rules. Nobody breaks the rules.”
The horror of it bubbled out of him. Ramsey slammed his fist down on the counter. “That’s sick and you know it.”
Miles just shrugged. “No one will miss Louey Santera. No one will miss this Rule Shaker’s daughter. Leave it alone, Ramsey. Get Molly and Emma out of here.”

Ramsey, his jaw locked hard from disbelief and tension, left the kitchen. He looked only at Molly when he reached the dining room. “Come upstairs with me, will you?”
“Yes, certainly.”
Then he realized that Emma was sitting there, quiche on her fork, staring at them. Ramsey calmed himself. “Em, would you do me a favor?”
She wanted to ask him questions, he could see that, but he shook his head at her. “Would you come upstairs with your mom and me?”
Five minutes later, after they’d settled Emma with a book on animal husbandry for children in her bedroom, all of them knowing it was a ploy, especially Emma, Molly and Ramsey were standing alone in his bedroom.
He said without preamble, “I see no reason to stay. Do you?”
“No, no reason at all,” Molly said, pulling a silver ring off her pinkie finger, then pushing it back on. “He’s a monster, Ramsey. My father just blew up a twenty-three-year-old woman.”
“That’s the league he plays in, Molly. The media should be back here anytime, if they haven’t already pulled up to the front gates. Let’s fly to Denver today, to your house. You and Emma can pack stuff for Ireland, then we’ll go to San Francisco. Okay?”
Molly said more to herself than to him, “Ireland would be beautiful, I’ve seen pictures.” Then he saw a sparkle in her eyes. “I could begin work again. I could take my cameras.”
He realized it would be a new beginning for Molly. And for himself as well. “Yes, bring all you need. Will you take a photo of Emma for me?”
“You don’t think the media will follow us, do you?”
“I doubt that we’re interesting enough.”
“You know that’s not true.”
“All right, so we’ll have to be smarter than they are.

“YOU’RE leaving,” Mason said, no particular regret or surprise in his voice. “Miles said you’d ordered a taxi.” He smiled. “I can understand why you wouldn’t want to take one of my cars or have one of my people drive you.”
It was a joke Ramsey hoped Emma hadn’t understood. He’d dealt with men like Mason Lord in his professional life. They were men to whom a designated death was just another move on a chessboard. “Yes,” Ramsey said, “we’re leaving. Molly is ready to return to Denver.” He wasn’t about to tell Mason Lord where they were really going.
“Eve wanted to go out on Lake Michigan. We didn’t go. I knew you’d leave if I left.”
“You stayed and we’re still leaving. It doesn’t matter, Mason. Thank you for your hospitality.”
Eve Lord came up behind her husband and said that Detective O’Connor had arrived.
Ramsey cursed under his breath. He should have foreseen this, but he hadn’t. He’d been focused on getting the Hell Out of Dodge. He turned to Molly. “You and Emma stick close for a moment. I want to speak to Detective O’Connor.” Ramsey got to him before he’d stepped into the living room.
“I was just leaving. Mrs. Santera and Emma are going with me.”
Detective O’Connor looked as if he’d slept in somebody else’s face. The skin didn’t fit, it was loose over his jowls. There were bags under his eyes. “I don’t blame you, Ramsey. Before you head out, do you know anything about this?”
“I heard it on the TV. We were all at lunch. I remember wondering why a local Las Vegas station was on the TV in the kitchen, why it was so loud. Then, of course, it was clear. You know as well as I do that Mason Lord arranged for the explosion. I’ve been told that now things are even again and there won’t be any more violence.”

Detective O’Connor whistled between his teeth. “I feel like a fly buzzing around with no place to land. I don’t suppose Mr. Lord admitted to you that he’d done it?”
“No, he didn’t say a word. But you know, he had a glimmer of satisfaction in his eyes that he couldn’t quite hide. Sure he ordered it. This place is like an alternate universe.”
“The cops down in Las Vegas say they ain’t got dip. Everything was neat and tidy, except for the two bodies left over.”
“You’ll be checking to see if any of Lord’s men took a quick trip down to Las Vegas?”
“Yeah, but it won’t matter if they did. Lots of folks go to Las Vegas. Besides, the chances of Mr. Lord bringing the murders this close to home are slim to none. These guys don’t operate like that. It’s like dogs and their own backyards. But I got to talk to everyone, go through all the motions, just the way homicide did with me down in Las Vegas. Maybe some of the Las Vegas detectives will come up here, who knows?”
“I still have trouble with what Miles told me about the even-up rules. If it were me, I’d want to up the ante myself, not walk away, not just wipe my hands and say, well, that’s how it is. My daughter’s dead, but hey.”
“Probably Shaker knew when he had that bomb planted that he was putting his daughter’s life on the line. It does make him sound like he’s not the greatest dad, doesn’t it? These guys aren’t like you or me, Ramsey. There’s something missing somewhere in how they’re put together. But they don’t get where they are by being stupid. He probably thought Mr. Lord would try for him, only he didn’t.”
“Let’s say he didn’t expect Mason to go that far. Let’s say he doesn’t consider things even. What happens then?”
“Listen, go home, Ramsey. I’d say for you it’s over. Rule Shaker isn’t about to make another mistake. He can’t afford to; he’s got too much to protect.

“Send the little girl and her mother home. The Denver cops will take care of them.
“It’s over now. You can leave the rest of it to us. We’ll let you know if we find out anything that would fill a cereal box.”
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AT SIX-THIRTY IN the evening a taxi pulled up to Molly’s house on Shrayder Drive. It was a small, lovely house with white window frames and window boxes painted a soft blue. Flowers bloomed wildly over the fence, in bordered flower beds, and in half a dozen flower boxes attached to the porch railing.
The house faced the park where Emma had been kidnapped while Molly was taking pictures. All the front yards were filled with trees and bushes, but no other house had such beautiful flowers.
Emma was a silent ghost. She was holding her piano against her chest, looking straight ahead. She was so very still, as if the quieter she became, the less likely the chance that anything bad would happen to her. He could tell her again that she need not be frightened, but that wasn’t true, not really, and both of them knew it. The man was still out there. Probably he was far away, in hiding, but to Emma, he was lurking close, just as he had been, waiting to take her again. It broke his heart.
He looked out over the park, with its small dips and rises, its clusters of flowers and bushes, and banks of elm and pine trees. He wondered where the man had waited for Emma to get close enough to take her.
He saw that Molly was gazing toward a knot of trees at the west corner of the park. So that was where it happened. Her face was tense, drawn, and thin. Even her glorious red hair seemed flat and lank, pulled back and fastened with a pale green clip that matched the color of her silk blouse. He’d bet that if she’d had a piano like Emma’s, she’d be carrying it too.
“Emma, we’re home.” Molly spoke very softly, not wanting to frighten her, just gain her attention slowly and gently. “Remember, we’re just going to pack our things and then we’re going with Ramsey to San Francisco.”
“And then Ramsey is coming with us to Ireland?” Emma said, pressed against her mother’s side, not an inch between them. Molly wondered what had gone on between Dr. Loo and Emma. It had been just that morning that Emma had seen her for the final time. She must remember to call her.
“Yes, he is,” Molly said. “He wants to go back and he really, really wants us to go with him. He begged, Emma. I’m a nice person, I had to say yes.”
“Did you really beg, Ramsey?” Emma asked, shooting a look at him.
“I can beg with the best of them, Emma,” Ramsey said, going down on his haunches in front of her. “I decided I didn’t want to let you out of my sight. I decided not seeing you would make me very unhappy. Do you mind my staying with you at your house until tomorrow?”
“You can stay with us, Ramsey. I think it’s a good idea.” She marched through the open gate toward the front door, her piano hugged against her. She said over her shoulder, “Dr. Loo showed me Ireland in her atlas. She said it was so green you had to brush your teeth at least twice a day or they’d turn green too.”
“Emma, was that a joke?”
To his delight, Emma gave him a wicked little smile over her shoulder.

He said quietly, “The park, over there?”
“Yes. I used to love this house. We lived with Louey in one of those estate areas in the western part of Denver. After the divorce, I sold the house and found this one. The thing is, I don’t love it anymore. I can tell that Emma’s terrified. To be honest, I am too.”
“Let’s give it time,” he said and knew it was a worthless thing to have said. “Actually, we only have to give it the next few minutes, just time enough for you and Emma to pack. We don’t even have to spend the night if you don’t want to.”
“No, we won’t,” she said.
“Also, there’s no reason you can’t sell the place, Molly. There’s no reason at all why you couldn’t, say, move to San Francisco.”
The words came out of his mouth, and his eyes fastened on a rosebush just beyond Molly’s left shoulder. “I didn’t mean what you could maybe think I meant.”
“No, certainly not,” Molly said, all cool and calm and together. “Men rarely do.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing. I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. It was a lot of years with Louey. We’re coming, Emma.”
Emma stood patiently in front of the door while Molly pulled out her key. She slipped it into the lock and turned it easily. “Things look so beautiful because I’ve had a person coming to garden for me. One of my neighbors waters the indoor flowers and plants. Still, it’s bound to be a bit on the musty side and—”
Molly got no farther. The stench hit them full in the face the moment they stepped into the small foyer.
“Mama, this isn’t good,” Emma said, backing up. “It smells like there’s bad food everywhere. It smells like Ramsey’s house did when we went there.”
Ramsey caught Emma as she raced back out the front door. “Get behind me, Emma. That’s right. Your mother and I will go see what’s going on. You stay right here.”

* * *
“OH, no.” Molly’s once-colorful very cozy living room with high ceilings open to the dining room through an arch, filled with fat silk pillows, framed watercolors and photographs, and restored furniture painted in bright colors, all of it was trashed. Even the ivy had been pulled from its pots and dashed to the wooden floor.
“Let’s see if your clothes and Emma’s are all right. Pack up and get your passports, if they’re still here, then we’re out of here. We’ll call the police from the hotel.”
“I want to call my neighbors, too, and a cleaning service. Who did this and why? Is it ever going to stop?”
“It will. It has. This was done days ago.”
An hour and a half later, the police met them at the hotel, in their two-bedroom suite on the ninth floor of the Brown Palace. The suite was huge, but the rooms were too warm. Ramsey had opened all the windows and complained to the front desk that the air conditioner was on the fritz. It was finally beginning to cool down a bit. Emma was seated on one of the sofas, watching a cartoon on TV. Ramsey, Molly, and Detective Mecklin of the Denver PD were sitting at the circular table at the other end of the living room. A pot of coffee and a plate of cookies were on the table.
Detective Mecklin was chewing on an oatmeal cookie from the Brown Palace kitchen.
“As I told you,” Molly said, “I had a neighbor coming in to water my plants. Everything was fine three days ago. One of your people is speaking to her, right?”
“Yeah, right. But I doubt she saw anything, or we’d have gotten a call by now. Whoever did it, had guts. We didn’t clear out of there until about five days ago.”
The hotel doorbell rang.
An officer who’d accompanied Detective Mecklin answered it. He walked into the living room, a stoic look on his young face. Behind him stood FBI Special Agent Anchor, decked out in his dark suit, white shirt, dark thin tie, and wing tips.

Molly wanted to groan. Mecklin was enough. Now the both of them?
“Hello, Mrs. Santera. I’m still considering whether or not to arrest you.”
“That’s nice, Agent Anchor,” Molly said, feeling the tension in her replaced by anger. It felt good, that wave of rage. She sat back in her chair and smiled at him. She realized she’d seen her father do this. She’d wanted to fry this guy since he’d first walked into her house after Emma had been kidnapped. He was arrogant and overbearing. “Hey, have you decided on the charge? Was it saving my daughter from a kidnapper? Was it perhaps escaping to avoid getting murdered? Or maybe it was keeping my child out of your incompetent hands? No, I’ve got it. You’re going to arrest me for doing your job.”
She’d got him. His face was red and his hands were stiff at his sides. He looked ready to explode. She loved it. “Oh, how about this—you want to arrest me because I trashed my own house?”
Agent Anchor managed to control himself. He even managed a very stiff smile at Molly. Ramsey was surprised and hopeful that perhaps the man would stop being a jerk. Agent Anchor said finally, “Your attitude isn’t helping your case, Mrs. Santera.” He then looked at Ramsey, a dark eyebrow raised. The raised eyebrow was met with silence.
Agent Anchor said finally, “You look familiar.”
“He should,” Detective Mecklin said between chews on another oatmeal cookie. “He’s Judge Ramsey Hunt, you know the guy we’ve been hearing about from San Francisco and Chicago.”
Agent Anchor froze. He was used to being in charge and then Molly Santera and this guy Hunt had treated him like he was a Keystone Kop. “What are you doing here?”
Ramsey just smiled at him. “Well, you know, my house in San Francisco was trashed just like Mrs. Santera’s. We were thinking that there just might be some parallels. What do you think? Just maybe Mr. Shaker is a very thorough man?”

“I don’t appreciate your humor,” Agent Anchor said. “I know all this. But she shouldn’t have taken off to look for her daughter. She shouldn’t have refused to return to Denver after she’d found her. She shouldn’t have hindered my investigation.” He stared at Molly, his thin nostrils flared wide with dislike. “And she shouldn’t have insulted me when I walked in just now. Maybe if she’d done what I told her to, she wouldn’t have ended up with a dead husband. But then, you got a live judge, didn’t you?”
Molly shot a quick look toward Emma, who looked to be glued to the TV cartoon. Then she stood up in one smooth motion and kicked Agent Anchor hard in the shin. He gasped, grabbed his leg, then very slowly, he straightened. “I’m arresting you for assaulting a federal officer,” he said when he could speak again.
“I don’t think so,” Ramsey said. “Actually, she beat me to it. Stop being an ass, Agent Anchor.” He gracefully slid his hand to the man’s elbow. He said close to his ear, “I think you’re laboring under a severe misapprehension here. Listen up: She’s not her father. You’d best get that right away. Now, why don’t you put on your human clothes, sit down, and we can try to work together. If that isn’t to your liking, then I’ll call up your boss and Agents Savich and Sherlock, who worked the case with us in Chicago, and we’ll all have a talk. Your call, Agent.”
Agent Anchor wasn’t happy. On top of everything, the case of the murdered farmer in Loveland wouldn’t ever officially get solved now. They hadn’t even found the man who’d abused the little girl, and it had all started when she’d up and left Denver and gone out to hot-dog on her own. Ramsey Hunt was wrong about her. She was just like her father, he’d known it the minute he’d set eyes on her. She’d made the case go sour. And now this damned judge had taken her side. And he knew Savich.
Detective Mecklin pushed back from the table and rose. There were cookie crumbs on his solid red tie and on the white shirt that gaped over his belly. “Listen, we’re not getting anywhere with all this crap. Agent Anchor, sit down, if Judge Ramsey will let you.”
Molly said, “There’s also my daughter, Agent Anchor. Children hear most things adults say. I think we’ve said enough.”
Agent Anchor looked over at Emma, who was chewing gum, too fast. He had two kids. He knew when a kid was hearing things she shouldn’t. And now he had this judge in the mix.
“Yeah,” Agent Anchor said, and sat down.
There was dead silence. Detective Mecklin picked up another oatmeal cookie and said as he took a big bite, “If all this is connected, it took power, men, and money, all of which this Mr. Shaker has in abundance.”
Molly said, “Why do you think they trashed my house? Just for the fun of it?”
“Say it happened two or three days ago, Mrs. Santera,” Detective Mecklin said. “That was about the same time your ex-husband was getting blown up. Maybe it was all part of the same puzzle. The word is that you and your daughter were the intended victims, to bring Mr. Santera in line. Yeah, it’s gotta all be part of the same effort.”
“All that,” Molly said. “All that for some money, or to get Louey for his daughter? It sounds crazy.”
Agent Anchor poured himself a cup of coffee. He hadn’t said a word. He drank a bit, then poured in some cream. Finally, he said, “People like Shaker can’t allow anyone to stiff them for a million bucks. He relies too much on people being afraid of him. God knows the money was there to hire the best.”
Detective Mecklin said, “Shaker did it, all right. Trust me on this. It’s over.”
“You’re probably right,” Ramsey said. “There is no other answer.” He turned to Agent Anchor. “Unless you can come up with something?”
Agent Anchor shook his head. “No, it’s just my gut. Did Savich discover anything on that damned laptop?”

“Nothing solid yet,” Ramsey said.
Agent Anchor shook his head. He had a buzz haircut, which was just as well since he was mostly bald. “I remember once when I was in Washington, I got to be in a meeting with Savich, and the person recording the minutes asked him what sex the laptop was currently enjoying. Nobody laughed.”
Ramsey didn’t particularly like to have a person start to turn human on him when he’d made the decision that the person was a jerk. Still, maybe the guy would relapse again.
Ramsey saw that Emma had curled up on the sofa, her piano clutched to her, sound asleep. One leg of her jeans was rucked up and he could see the pink sock over her Nike sneaker. He wasn’t really shocked at the strength of his feelings for her, not anymore. He swallowed. Then he saw that her other sock was white. Well, it had been a hard day for all of them. He rose, still looking at Emma. “I can’t see that this is leading anywhere. Maybe we shouldn’t even have bothered to call you. Waste of time for all of us.”
“No,” Detective Mecklin said, rising as well. “All of it is part of the investigation. Maybe we’ll turn up something at the house. Sooner or later, we’ll snag that guy who hurt Emma. The Feds want him real bad. Hey, Agent Anchor, maybe you can get him on tax evasion, huh?”
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IT WAS SIXTY-TWO degrees and breezy in San Francisco, with a big unclouded sky overhead. Ramsey breathed in the clean air deeply and smiled. He looked through the half-open window of his study that gave onto a small lawn and the Golden Gate Bridge beyond, off in the distance. He loved Sea Cliff, which was considered by many, himself included, to be the most spectacular area in the city. His house was among the first tier of homes that sat atop the line of the cliffs at the northwestern tip of the city. The ocean rolled in from the left, the Golden Gate stood guardian at the entrance of the bay to the right, connecting the city to the bleak naked Marin Headlands directly across from him. The Headlands stood stark in the afternoon sunlight. There was still some green on the hills. But it wouldn’t be long now, deep into summer, until the Headlands would be unrelieved brown, seemingly barren of life. If the fog rolled in during the late afternoon, it would settle over the Headlands, and look for all the world like the setting for a Gothic movie.
His house had been photographed, fingerprinted, thoroughly cleaned up, and repaired. He’d spoken to his secretary and both of his externs, the two law clerks assigned to him as a federal district judge. The three of them had volunteered to refurbish his house. He’d given them color schemes, the type of furniture he liked, and a budget. They’d gone over budget, but given the furniture and draperies that had been delivered and lovingly arranged throughout the house, he wasn’t about to bitch. He wondered what else would be arriving. It was interesting to see himself through other people’s eyes. His study was more domineering and masculine now, full of leather and rich earth colors. They’d spent a small fortune on the leather sofa and chairs and the immense mahogany desk, and he’d approved that as well. The walls were still empty. They couldn’t have bought the art he would like.
Given that less than a month had passed, they’d accomplished miracles.
“Ramsey?”
“Yes, Emma?”
“I like your house. The water makes me feel good.”
He grinned as he leaned down and picked her up in his arms. He carried her to his huge leather chair and sat down. He put his feet up on the sinfully rich leather hassock, something he’d never had before. “Let’s look at the view together, okay? We can let our souls commune with nature. Hey, where’s your piano?”
“Upstairs. But my piano’s not important right now.” She sighed, that adult sigh. “I’m worried about Mama. I don’t think she feels good even though she told me she was fine.”
“What’s wrong?”
“She’s sick. She sent me down here to keep you busy, to keep you away. She doesn’t want you to know, but I’m worried. Can you fix it, Ramsey?”
“Oh, damn. Sorry, Emma. Will you stay here and commune with nature for me?”
“Yes, but just for a little while. Mama’s face is kind of green.”
“I’ll take care of her. You stay put, all right, Emma?”

“I won’t go outside by myself, Ramsey.”
“Good girl,” he said, kissed her forehead, and took off upstairs. He heard her retching from the top of the stairs. There were three rooms on the second floor––his master suite, a study, and a guest room, where she and Emma were sleeping. She was in the bathroom attached to the guest room. The door was pulled to, but not closed all the way. He inched it open. Molly was on her knees, her head over the toilet, heaving.
He didn’t say anything, just gently reached down to rub her shoulders, then hunched down on his knees beside her. He pulled back her hair. She sank back against him. “You okay now?”
She moaned. “I don’t want to talk. I just want to die.”
He flushed the toilet. “Hold still, let me get you some water to wash out your mouth.”
She moaned again. “I wish you hadn’t come up here. I should have known Emma would get you. This is humiliating.”
He handed her a glass of water. She eyed it, then rose slowly. “Let me brush my teeth.”
“I’ve got some antacid. You want some? Oh yes, Emma was really worried. I’m glad she had sense enough to fetch me. More sense than her mother.”
“Go away,” she said, pushing him out the door and closing it. He heard her rinse her mouth out with mouthwash. Five minutes later, he was walking beside her to the bed. There wasn’t a great view in the guest room, but the row of three windows that were there gave a glimpse of the Golden Gate.
“At least while I’m lying here dying, the last thing I see will be beautiful.”
“Nah, the last thing you’ll see is my ugly face. That’s enough right there to get you well again.”
“I must have eaten something bad on the airplane.”
She’d had the linguine with clam sauce. Both he and Emma had had the chicken. “Could be. That or it’s stress.” He gently cupped her face with his palm. She was sweaty and damp. He frowned. “I’m going to call my doctor, see what he has to say.”
“I’m not going to any doctor, Ramsey. Forget it. My stomach’s empty now. I’ll be fine.”
“We’ll see,” he said, in the same adult tone she used naturally with a child when she wanted to clamp down on any further arguments.
He brought her a couple of pills and a glass of water. “Take these.”
She didn’t even ask what they were. When she’d swallowed them, she leaned back against the pillows.
“How’s your arm?”
“It’s fine. How’s your back?”
He just smiled at her. “I’m okay. Can you still see the stitches in your arm?”
“Some of them, but they’re on their way. How’s your leg?”
“Long healed. I want to see your arm.” She suffered his rolling up the sleeve of her pale cream-colored blouse. He gently pulled back the bandage. The skin was a healthy pink, the stitches obscene in her white arm, but the wound was much better, the remaining stitches disintegrating. He grunted and pressed the bandage down again. “Well, your heaving isn’t from this wound.”
“Where’s Emma?”
“She’s in my big leather chair staring out the French doors toward the bridge. But let me go check.” He brought her back up five minutes later.
“Look who I found with her cute little nose pressed to the window?”
“My beautiful little princess?”
“Nah, she’s mine, but I’ll be willing to share her for a couple of minutes. You can see for yourself, Emma. Your mom’s okay.”
“Can I stay with her, Ramsey? I’ll try to make her laugh. She says laughing always makes anybody feel better.”

“Okay, but if she gets sick again, you holler and I’ll get somebody over here with some needles to stick in her.”
“Yuck,” said Emma.
Three hours later, Molly was chewing on some dry toast and drinking hot plain Earl Grey tea. She still looked pale. At least she hadn’t vomited again. The nausea had been gone for an hour, but his hand still hovered over the phone. He wanted to call Jim Haversham, an internist with privileges at San Francisco General.
“I don’t think we’re going anywhere tomorrow,” he said at nine o’clock that evening. Both Emma and Molly were lying in the guest-room bed, the brand-new TV on low, providing background noise.
The doorbell sounded. Ramsey turned to leave. “It’s just a friend of mine from the San Francisco PD. I called her. She’s going to brief me on anything they’ve turned up.”
“About your house being trashed?” Molly asked, moving the wet washcloth a bit to the left on her forehead.
“That and other things. You guys just relax. Emma, if your mom needs anything, you come and tell me. Can I count on you to mind me and not her?”
Emma looked worried. “I don’t know, Ramsey, she’s my mom. She’s been around since I was born.”
“I know, but right now she’s on the pathetic side. She doesn’t know what’s good for her. Call me, all right?”
Emma still looked uncertain. She pulled her piano onto her lap. Molly groaned. She groaned again, a big funny groan that made Emma smile.
Good for you, Molly, he thought, gave them a salute, and took off downstairs.
Virginia Trolley was at the door, wearing her signature black boots, black slacks, black turtleneck, and a red blazer. “I’m glad you’re home, Ramsey. All hell’s broken loose.”
He invited her into his study. There was a fire in the fireplace and the new heavy pale gold draperies were drawn, making the room darker, more intimate.

“I love your house. The new stuff looks great. Did they bankrupt you refurbishing it?”
“The insurance will cover most of it.”
“Good. Now that everything’s brand-new, do you think we could get married, then we could get divorced and I’d get the house?”
“No way you’d get the house unless you bribed a judge,” Ramsey said, and poured her a cup of coffee from the Thermos on a side table.
She sighed. “My husband might not understand, either. Would you consider adopting me?”
“You’re older than I am.”
“Ah, so have you heard of age discrimination?”
“Not me. Thanks for coming by, Ginny. What’s going on downtown?”
“You know everyone still calls you Judge Dredd. It really fits now, what with all your flirting with the underworld. The media has been going nuts about all of it. I’m surprised they haven’t found out you’re home. Be thankful for small favors. It won’t last.”
He brought her up-to-date, finishing with, “Molly, Emma, and I are all going to Ireland day after tomorrow. We were going to leave first thing tomorrow, but Molly was throwing up her toenails all afternoon. She seems better now, but it doesn’t seem too bright to fly right now. I think it was the linguine she ate on the plane. I’m praying it’s not gastritis or an ulcer, though an ulcer wouldn’t surprise me what with all she’s been through.”
Virginia Trolley rose from her chair, walked to the wide French doors, and pulled back the drapes. The clouds were hanging black and low. There was no sign of a moon or any stars. She sighed deeply. “We’ve all been talking about what’s happened. This Shaker guy is bad stuff, Ramsey. If he is behind all of it, the chances of getting enough for an indictment are about the same as the Raiders winning another Super Bowl anytime soon. The odds are astronomical.” She grinned. “Actually, it’s looking like the Forty-niners aren’t going to come up smelling like roses either this fall. Who knows?”
Ramsey sat down in the big leather chair behind his desk. He leaned back, cradling his head on his arms. “I’m hoping it is Shaker because it means the three of us are probably out of danger. Anyway, it’s what the Feds think, it’s what the Denver cops think. They’re all still looking for the creep who took Emma.
“I’m praying we’re out of here before the media discover we’re back. I think all of us being out of the country for a while would be a healthy thing. Have you got anything new?”
Virginia turned from the French doors, letting the drapes drop back into place. “You’re probably right. No leads as to who trashed your house. The neighbors saw nothing. There weren’t any prints.” She paused, looking around the man’s study—dark wainscotting, rich leather furniture, and highly polished oak floor. “The cleaning service took real pride in fixing Judge Ramsey Hunt’s house all right and tight. The Chronicle even wanted a photo of this room after your people refurbished it. It do sparkle, don’t it?”
“Yeah, it do.”
“Any problems?”
“No, everything is fine, at least for the moment. But I’m thinking it might be smart to have some protection.”
“Agreed. I’ll schedule a patrol to come by every half hour or so. Oh yes, I need to show you this, though we don’t think it’s much of anything. Anonymous, of course. It was shoved under your office door.” She pulled it out of her purse and handed it to him.
It was short and to the point.
 
YOU ARE A MURDERER. YOU WILL DIE.
 
It was printed carefully with a thick-tip black pen. Ramsey handed it back to her, “No verbosity—it can’t be a lawyer. Any reason to think it’s more than the usual crank stuff?”

“Not much different from what you got right after you destroyed the scum in your courtroom. You haven’t gotten anything else recently, have you?”
“No, not that anyone has told me about.”
“All right, it’s probably nothing. But be careful, Judge Dredd. One of the undercover cops was telling his buddies he’d pulled a Hunt maneuver. In other words, he kicked some butt. He said he’d just wished he’d been wearing a black robe, that would have made him the ultimate cool. Sorry, Ramsey, you’re in the cop lexicon now.” Virginia Trolley looked up to see a little girl standing in the doorway, holding a large portable piano against her chest. The thing came down to her knees. She was clutching it really tightly. She had beautiful thick mahogany-colored hair that was straggling out of a fat French braid.
“Hi,” Ginny said easily. “Are you Emma Santera?”
“Yes, ma’am. Ramsey, Mama’s throwing up again. She told me not to tell you, but I’m worried. Would you make it stop again?”
“Yes, Emma, I’ll take care of it right now.” He turned to Ginny. “I’m going to call Jim Haversham. He owes me. I’ll never forget Savich telling me that it’s always a good thing to have a physician on your debt list.”
“He’s your FBI friend?”
“Yeah. Listen, Ginny, I’ll keep in touch. If anything comes up, you can fax me in Ireland. We’ll be staying at Dromoland Castle just north of Shannon Airport for a couple of days. I don’t remember the county name. I’ll let you know after that.”
“Okay. You keep yourself safe, Ramsey. Good-bye, Emma. Take care of your mama and Ramsey, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Emma slipped into the room and stood by Ramsey while Ginny went out. As soon as she’d left the study, Ramsey picked up the phone.
When he hung up, he swung Emma and her piano up in his arms. “Let’s go tell your mom that she’s lucky. No going to any hospital. Nope, she’s going to have a real live doctor make a house call to see her.”
 
DR. James Haversham was forty-two, divorced twice, a man who sailed every free minute. He straightened and rubbed his jaw, a habit of long standing. He said finally, still looking down at Molly, still rubbing his jaw, “I need to do some tests.”
“No. Forget it. If I ever go to the hospital, I’ll be dead and I won’t know about it. No tests.”
He sighed. “All right, then. My best guess is that you ate something spoiled. Ramsey told me you had linguine with clams on the plane. From what he told me, nearly all of it is out of your system. But you’re still having bowel spasms and that’s why you started vomiting again. I’m going to give you a shot and some pills. They will help calm your stomach, make you drowsy, and take away the nausea. It’ll take time for your bowels to straighten out. You’re getting dehydrated. I want you to drink plenty of fluids tonight and tomorrow. Okay, the shot’s for your butt. Turn over, please.”
“Ramsey, please take Emma outside.”
But Emma wasn’t about to budge. “No, Mama, you need me. I’ll hold your hand.”
“You need me, too. I’ll hold your other hand. It’s your hour of need, Molly.”
Emma looked up at him. “Was that a joke, Ramsey?”
“All right,” Dr. Haversham said, “both of you turn around so my patient isn’t embarrassed.”
They turned to face the television that was showing a rerun of M*A*S*H, without sound.
They heard a yelp, then Dr. Haversham’s voice. “Now, two of these pills, Mrs. Santera. You’re going to stay in bed, sleep and eat through tomorrow. Drink enough water so that you’re in the bathroom every fifteen minutes. Any more vomiting, though, and you’re coming to the ER. I mean it. Unless you feel better soon, it means there’s something going on here other than food poisoning.” She was shaking her head even as he leaned down and said, “You have a beautiful little girl who needs you. Pick something else to be stubborn about.”
She sighed. “You’re right, of course. Thank you for coming.”
“You’re welcome.” He turned to leave when Molly called out, “What did Ramsey do for you? He said you owed him and that’s why you came to the house.”
“He saved my life.”
“What did he do?”
“When my first ex-wife got drunk and was going to beat up my other ex-wife, but not ex then, Ramsey stepped in. He distracted Melanie and had her dancing the rest of the night.”
Molly laughed. “That’s quite a debt you’ve paid off.”
Dr. Haversham wasn’t about to tell her that he’d made that up. She was a lovely woman with an easy smile on her face. And he’d put the smile there, brought the laugh. It was probably as effective as his pills and shot. “It sure was. Take care, Mrs. Santera.”
She was nearly asleep. He smiled and shook Ramsey’s hand.
“I heard what you said,” Ramsey said. “I didn’t know you could think that fast on your feet. We’re even now.”
“Oh, no. I still owe you another two or three more favors. I remember that water sure was cold. If you hadn’t gotten me out of there, I wouldn’t be doing favors for anybody.”
He leaned down and automatically put his palm against Emma’s forehead. She gasped and leaped back. Ramsey just smiled and patted her shoulder. “It’s all right, sweetheart. Dr. Haversham just wants to make sure you’re not sick like your mama. He’s always checking everybody around him. Foreheads are his specialty.”
Then Dr. Haversham remembered. This was the little girl who’d been kidnapped and sexually abused. He smiled down at her. “You seem to be in great health to me. You’ve got a fine forehead. You stick close to your mom, okay?”
“Yes, sir, I will,” Emma said, but she kept back, staying close to Ramsey. He felt her hand slide into his. She was holding the piano up with only one arm. He quickly reached down and picked her and her piano up. “Let’s see Dr. Haversham out, Emma. Then we can bring some water to your mama.”
“She won’t like having to go to the bathroom all the time, Ramsey.”
“I wouldn’t either, but it’s her fate for a while.”




26
MOLLY SLEPT THROUGH the night. The next morning, she felt weak, but her stomach was settled. Ramsey gave her three slices of toast, thick with strawberry jam. Both Ramsey and Emma sat on the end of her bed, watching her take every bite. Finally, Molly laughed and said, “Enough. Look, two slices. I’m stuffed to my tonsils.”
“You don’t have any tonsils, Mama.”
“Close enough. Now, I need a shower to feel really human. Ramsey, can you get us out of here today?”
He shook his head. “Let’s give it another day, Molly. You’ve got orders to stay close and rest. Take those pills and keep drinking your water. I got you the bottled stuff. If you’re good, if you’re feeling even better this afternoon, we can go over to my favorite Mexican restaurant on Lombard Street for dinner.”
Molly groaned and clutched her stomach.
“Okay then. Chicken soup it is.”
She was exhausted by the time she’d blow-dried her hair and dressed. She looked at the bed, freshly made, the comforter turned back, at Ramsey, who was just smiling at her, and flopped down. “A woman picked out this bed set. It’s so bright and whimsical. Am I right?”
“Yep. Probably my secretary. I like it. Here, drink this entire glass, all twelve ounces. Then, take a nap. I’m going to take Emma over to Cliff House. The beach there is wonderful, right below what we call The Great Highway. She’ll see some seals. We’ll build a sand castle and throw a Frisbee for one of the many dogs that hang out with their owners over there. I’ll bring her back dirty and happy. I want that bottle to be empty.”
They’d been on the beach only twenty minutes when a huge panting black Lab came trotting over to Ramsey and butted his head against Ramsey’s leg. A woman called out, “Just tell him to eat dirt if you don’t want to throw that Frisbee for him.”
But Ramsey patted the Lab’s big head. “You up for this, fella?” He pulled his ancient chewed-up yellow Frisbee out of the old duffel bag that also held his and Emma’s sandwiches, potato chips, and soft drinks, and flung it a good thirty yards. The Lab raced after it.
“Now Bop’s never going to leave you,” a young woman said, striding up to where Ramsey and Emma stood. Emma’s eyes were on Bop as he hurled himself into the air, but couldn’t extend far enough to catch the Frisbee.
“He’ll get it next time. He has to learn your style. Just tell me when you’re tired of throwing for him. This your little girl?”
Emma quietly slipped her hand into Ramsey’s. She pressed against his side.
“Yes,” Ramsey said. “This is my little girl, Emma.”
“I’m Betty Conlin,” the young woman said and thrust out her hand. Ramsey shook it. The woman knelt down in front of Emma. “Hi. How old are you?”
Emma gave her a long assessing look. She said finally, “Bop’s coming back. My mama’s home in bed. We’re here so I can play and try to forget about things. We’re here so Mama can rest and get well.”

“I see,” Betty said and rose, and, naturally, she did indeed see. She smiled. “Here, Bop!”
Ramsey snapped his wrist and sent the Frisbee flying again. Bop had already begun running. He caught it on a three-foot leap. Ramsey yelled out, “Nice goin’, boy, well done!”
He was laughing. There was dog slobber on his hands. Emma was playing in the sand one foot away from him. The sun was bright, making the ocean surface gleam like light blue diamonds. The sound of the waves sweeping onto shore was a constant rumble behind all the human voices. All they needed was Molly with them, lying on a blanket, drinking lots and lots of water and probably needing a bathroom, of which there were none anywhere close. He looked down at Emma and saw that she was staring at Betty Conlin. He didn’t need to worry about any woman coming on to him. Emma would protect him. Well, for the moment they couldn’t have Bop without Betty. Bop came dashing back, played tug-on-the-Frisbee with Ramsey, dropped it, and took off running. Ramsey let loose with a really long throw, skimming low toward the water. He shaded his eyes, watching Bop. The Frisbee caught a sliver of upward air and went flying even farther. Maybe fifty yards?
He turned when he heard Betty say something. He nodded and watched Bop finally catch the Frisbee well into the surf. He bounded back through a spray of water that looked like diamond droplets beneath that crystal sunlight.
“Did you see that, Emma?” He was grinning as he turned.
Emma was gone.
He felt instant overwhelming panic.
“What’s wrong?” Betty was saying even as she was patting Bop.
“Emma,” he said. “Emma.” He whirled about searching. He heard a cry, jerked about toward the Cliff House, but saw a little boy fighting with his sister.
He yelled again at the top of his lungs, “Emma!”

Oh God no. This couldn’t be happening. No, she had to be close. They couldn’t have taken her far, not in just the couple of minutes Ramsey hadn’t been looking at her. The sun was in his eyes.
Then he saw a man walking quickly down the beach, heading south. He was wearing a long dark brown overcoat. There was a huge bulge in that overcoat. He had Emma under that overcoat. How had he done it so fast?
Ramsey took off after him. He didn’t say a word, didn’t scream at the man, just sprinted. The man stumbled suddenly, lurching toward the water. Emma’s head poked out of the side of the overcoat.
She yelled at the top of her lungs. “Ramsey! Ramsey!”
Now he did call back. “It’s over!” He was nearly on him. The man jerked back his head, saw that it was over, dropped Emma, and took off back up the beach to the high concrete retaining wall. Ramsey started after him, then heard someone yell. He whipped back and saw Emma.
She was lying motionless on the beach. Two little girls were standing over her, one of them holding a blue bucket in her hand. A woman was running toward them. He ran back, gently pulled the little girls back, and knelt down beside Emma. She was drawn up in the fetal position, her eyes closed, her hair slashed across her forehead, strands stuck to her cheeks.
“Emma.” He lightly touched his hand to her shoulder. “Emma, love. It’s me, Ramsey. Are you all right?”
She moaned low in her throat. Slowly, she turned to face him, staring up at him.
“Are you hurt?”
She shook her head. “Well, just a little. He covered my face and hit me on my head.”
The bastard had struck her, put her under his coat, and simply walked away. He looked toward the retaining wall. There were a lot of people milling around up there, but no man wearing an overcoat. Of course he could have just taken it off, and probably had.

He gathered Emma up against him, hugged her tightly, and kissed her. He’d nearly lost her. No more than three, maybe four minutes, and he’d nearly lost her. A woman said, “Did that man try to steal her?”
“Yes, he did. Did you happen to see what happened to him once he made the retaining wall?”
The woman shook her head. “No, I was looking right here.”
“It happened so fast,” Betty said, running up. Bop was pushing his head against Ramsey’s legs, the Frisbee in his mouth. “From one instant to the next. She was just gone. I’m so sorry.”
The woman didn’t say anything more, just gathered her two little girls close. “We’re leaving,” she said. The children whined and argued, but the woman had a firm hold on their arms and dragged them away.
“Do you want me to call the cops?”
“No,” Ramsey said, slowly rising. He still held Emma tightly against him. He was kissing the top of her head. “I’m so sorry, Emma, so sorry.” He turned to Betty Conlin. “Bop can have the Frisbee and the sandwiches.”
The police would question the people on the beach, all the people on the sidewalk at the top of the retaining wall, but Emma was burrowed against him, she was shuddering, he had to get her home. He kept her pressed against him even in the front seat of his old Porsche. It was a tight squeeze but he didn’t care.
He was still holding her when he stood at his desk, calling Virginia Trolley. When she came on the line, he said, “Ramsey here. A man just tried to steal Emma on the beach near Cliff House. He dropped her when he saw I was about to catch him. I couldn’t go after him because Emma was down. He was wearing a long brown overcoat, scuffed black-and-white running shoes, a brown knit cap on his head, dark sunglasses. He moved like he was over forty. No, not all that tall, maybe five-ten. Yeah, he was white. If you could send some people over there to find someone who saw the bastard. Yeah, thanks. See you in a few minutes.”
He was still holding Emma when he hung up the phone. “Now, sweetheart, let me take a look at your head.”
“Mama,” Emma said against his jacket. “Mama.”
“You’re right. Let’s go see that she’s all right.”
But Molly wasn’t there.
Ramsey stared dumbly down at the empty bed. The water bottle beside the bed was empty. He yelled her name. He even looked in the bathroom shower.
“Molly!”
“Where’s Mama, Ramsey?”
“I don’t know, Emma, I don’t know.”
He ran back downstairs, Emma clinging to him like a limpet. He called her name again and again.
What the hell had happened?
He ran outside. There were two older people walking on the sidewalk. They knew him and waved. He waved back, even as he was turning to look the other way. No one else was around.
Emma was shuddering in his arms, crying, deep and low, harsh ugly sobs. “It’s all right, Emma. She must have gone for a walk, that’s all.” He continued speaking nonsense to her, and that’s what it was—nonsense. Where was Molly? He’d never been so afraid in his life.
Virginia Trolley pulled up with a young cop in her white Plymouth.
“Molly’s gone,” he said. “She’s just gone.”
Virginia Trolley saw the shock on his face, saw the little girl nearly hysterical in his arms. She said quietly, “Let’s go inside and make some calls. It will be all right, Ramsey. Come along.”
Virginia got on the phone. Ramsey started rocking Emma in his big desk chair. They heard a woman yell.
“Mama!”
Emma jerked out of Ramsey’s arms and ran to the front door. It opened and Molly nearly fell inside, the young cop right behind her, his arm outstretched to grab her.
“Mama!”
Molly was on her knees in the foyer, Emma crying against her neck. The young cop said to Virginia, “I’m sorry, she wouldn’t say who she was.”
“It’s okay. Now that Molly’s here, you can go on over to Cliff House, Joe, and join the questioning.”
Ramsey stood slowly. He waited until Emma had quieted a bit, waited until Molly finally raised her head.
“What happened to you?”
He sounded furious, at the end of his rope. Molly saw the policewoman standing by his desk. For a moment, she was so relieved she simply couldn’t speak. She held Emma close.
“I got a phone call,” she said, her voice strained and thin. “It came about ten minutes ago. I was sound asleep. It was a man. His voice was muffled, as though he was talking through a handkerchief. At first I was too asleep to realize what he was saying. But then he said everything again. He said something about the beach and he’d gotten her and I’d never see her again.”
“Mama,” Emma whispered. For a moment, Molly just held her daughter close. She rose finally, lifting Emma in her arms. She staggered. Ramsey walked to her and gathered them both close. He said against Molly’s hair, “Thank God you’re all right.”
“Yes,” Molly said. “What happened?”
Ramsey walked both of them to the sofa and sat down, holding each of them very close. He kissed Emma’s forehead, then Molly’s. “It’s all right. We’re all together. What happened is that a man did grab Emma, but I saw him running away with her and got her back. He ran away. Virginia’s got police at the beach questioning people.” He paused a moment, not releasing his hold on either of them. “But why did he call you? Just ten minutes ago? That means he called you after I got Emma back. Why’d he do that?”
Virginia said, “He did it to terrorize Molly. Now, who would like a glass of water?”
Ramsey started to say that Molly would, but he didn’t. He realized that he was feeling very strange, as though his brain had slowed to a stumbling walk.
“I’ve been stupid,” he said. “Even though I asked you about protection and you volunteered a patrol car, I still thought it was all over. I didn’t really think there was any more danger. I never thought that man would come back.”
“We’ve all been stupid,” Molly said. “I didn’t think there was any more danger either. The man’s insane.”
“That’s probably very true,” Virginia said. “Now, let’s get down to it.” Virginia asked him questions. She was infinitely patient, her voice pitched low. Ramsey realized, of course, that she’d played through scenes like this before, only most of them hadn’t ended as well as this one had.
They sat close together, Emma on his lap, her face against her mother’s shoulder, his arms around both of them.
Virginia said, “Mrs. Santera, please think back. Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Virginia Trolley, of the SFPD. I’ve known Ramsey for a while.”
Molly nodded at the woman who was dressed all in black with a bright red blazer. “Call me Molly.”
“All right. Good. Now, the man called at about—” She looked at her watch, did some calculations. “He called about ten after three. He said what exactly?”
“He said he had Emma. He said that stupid judge had just left her on the beach, didn’t care about her at all, that he was flirting with this girl and throwing a Frisbee for her dog. He said it was a piece of cake. He said he’d never let her escape him again. He said I’d never see her again. Then he laughed. He said he was going to drive close to the house so maybe I could see him and Emma. He said he’d let Emma wave good-bye to me. Then he hung up. I was staring at the phone. I couldn’t think of anything to say. Then I thought if I went outside maybe I could catch him. I ran outside. I’ve been running all through Sea Cliff. I’m surprised neighbors haven’t called the cops to report a crazy woman.”
“He called her after I got Emma back,” Ramsey said slowly. “Just to frighten her?”
“Like I said,” Virginia repeated, “he wanted to terrorize Molly. He wanted to make himself feel powerful. He’d failed to get Emma, but by calling Molly, he could win, at least for a while, until the both of you got back here.”
His brain was beginning to function again, thank God. He could tell that Molly, too, was getting herself back together. As for Emma, he didn’t know what they’d be facing with her. “Emma says he hit her on the head.”
Molly patted her daughter’s shoulder. “Em, does your head hurt?”
Emma sat up on Ramsey’s lap. Slowly, she lifted her hand to touch above her left ear. “It’s just a little lump.”
“I saw you poke your head out of his overcoat.”
Emma nodded. “I bit him through his shirt, too. Real hard. You told me never to give up and I didn’t.”
Virginia said, “In his side, Emma?”
“Yes.”
“Which side?”
“His right side. I think it hurt him.”
“Good for you.” Ramsey cupped her face between his hands and kissed her nose. “Good for you, Em.” He looked into that small face that had become so inexpressibly dear to him. It broke him. “Oh, Emma, I’m so sorry.” He touched his forehead to hers. He felt the panic well up again, and that awful foreboding of sheer helplessness.
Slowly, Emma raised her small hand and lightly ran her fingers over his cheek. “I’m okay, Ramsey. You didn’t do anything wrong. He was so fast. I was patting down one of my sand castle walls, and then he hit me.”
Virginia Trolley turned away, cleared her throat, and said over her shoulder, “Emma, does your head hurt?”

“No, ma’am. It’s just sore.”
“Perhaps we should call Dr. Haversham again, Ramsey.”
“All right. I’d sure feel better.”
“I’m like my mama. I hate hospitals.”
Ramsey and Molly exchanged glances.
“He wasn’t wearing a mask this time, but he still had bad teeth.”
Her voice sounded almost normal. She was sitting up straight now on Ramsey’s legs. She was looking at Virginia.
“Did you notice anything else about him, Emma?”
“He smelled funny, just the way he did before.”
“Funny how?” Virginia asked, taking a small pad of paper out of her purse and writing on it.
Emma shrugged. “Strong. Not nice.”
“Whiskey,” Ramsey said. “Was it whiskey?”
Emma wasn’t certain. Ramsey lifted her in his arms and carried her over to the sideboard. He pulled the cork out of a bottle and lifted it to her nose. “Is this the smell?”
She scrunched up her face and jerked back. “Yes, Ramsey, like that. It’s not a nice smell.”
“No, it’s not.”
“And he had bad teeth?”
“Yes, ma’am, all black and yucky. I remember one was missing.” She pulled open her lip and pointed to one of the incisors on the left.
“Good,” Virginia said as she wrote. “Did he say anything to you, Emma?”
She shook her head. Ramsey returned to the sofa with her and sat back down beside Molly. “Think, Em. What were you doing just before he hit you on the head?”
“I was packing down sand.”
“Then what?”
“I heard something. I looked up but something hit me and I don’t remember.”
“That’s fine, Emma,” Molly said. “All done in an instant of time.” Emma slipped her hand into her mother’s.
Virginia Trolley quietly closed her small notebook. She nodded to Ramsey. “He’s made a mistake. He’s close. Now maybe we can get this monster. Emma, you’re the greatest. Ramsey told me you got away from this jerk before. You did it again. Now, you need to take care of Ramsey and your mom, okay? They aren’t doing so well right now.”
“Yes, Officer, I will.”
Ramsey said, “Emma, can you give a police artist a description of the man? This time he wasn’t wearing a mask.”
“I can try, Ramsey.”
Virginia Trolley said, “I’ll send someone right over. You’re a good girl, Emma. I’ll see you later.”
“I don’t think you should ever go to the bathroom again, Mama, unless I go with you. Ramsey either.”
Virginia Trolley heard Mrs. Santera laugh as she walked out the front door. It was a shaky thin sound, but still a laugh.
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BOTHEMMA AND Molly were openmouthed when they stepped into the reception area of Dromoland Castle, with its circular, gray stone inside the same as outside, and its giant windows, ancient tapestries, and smiling Irish. Dromoland had once been the stronghold of the O’Briens and was now a huge, turreted Gothic-style stone building that had been turned into a hotel in the early part of the century. It was a sprawling grand mass of stone, set amid the most beautiful park they’d ever seen. They were in the Speath Suite, a vast square room with tall windows that gave onto the beautifully mowed sloping lawns, formal gardens, and a lake. There were two queen beds. They’d ordered a rollaway cot for Emma, but when it arrived with the smiling bellman Tommy, and Ramsey had turned to ask Emma where she wanted the bed, the lost panicked look on her face had made him quickly turn back to Tommy and order the cot taken away. Emma slept with her mother. She’d had no more nightmares since they’d arrived.
On their third full day in Ireland, the first day it wasn’t raining heavily, the sun was so bright it hurt to look directly into it. It was late morning. Emma was wearing blue jeans, a white shirt, her favorite Nike sneakers, and a pair of plaid socks Ramsey had bought for her in the charming thatch-roofed village of Adare, where most of the picturesque cottages housed tourist shops.
Emma was feeding the ducks. Molly was crouched six feet from her, down on one knee, waiting for the late-morning sun to get to just the right angle for the perfect series of shots. She had a roll of thirty-six in her Minolta, her film four hundred ASA. She didn’t have her light meter with her, and wished fervently that she’d bought a new camera with the light meter built into it. But she’d shot Emma so often, with so many different backgrounds, different lights, and angles, she wasn’t taking too much of a chance. It’s just that she wanted one of these photos to be absolutely perfect. She wanted it for Ramsey, the man who’d saved her daughter’s life, the man she was coming to know as well as she knew herself. There was more light than dark in Emma today, and in her surroundings as well. White ducks glossier than the shine on a brand-new Corvette were surrounding Emma, and Emma was laughing, and throwing single pieces of bread, hoarding each piece, choosing which was to be the lucky duck. One of the ducks was fast and cunning. He’d jumped and flapped wildly several times now in front of one of his cousins and ruthlessly snatched the bread from her fingertips. Molly quickly closed the aperture one f-stop and increased the shutter speed to 1/125 since she was hand-holding her camera and she didn’t want to take the chance of blurring. Since the natural lighting was spectacular, she knew the background—the lake and the ducks—would be as clear and sharp as Emma’s face. The sun was behind her so she could backlight Emma. She continued to meter off her face so she could get natural skin tones that would give her somewhat of a halo. The lake and the ducks would also be in focus, would show full stark color, full drama. She wanted fluidity, not a vaguely blurred motion shot with little detail, but the essence of constant motion captured at exactly the perfect moment. She wanted every crease in that shirt to be exactly as it looked, with no shadows or dimming, no unnecessary highlighting or overexposing. She wanted that incredible smile on Emma’s face to be there just as it was at this moment, in one hundred years, sharp and warm and so real you could practically hear the laughter, feel its warmth. She snapped once, twice, three times, then shifted back on her heels for another series. Then she sat down on the slope, leaning back, looking up at Emma. The aggressive duck hopped high to grab a small piece of bread Emma had destined for the duck beside him. Emma jumped up and clapped, so pleased she thrust out a hunk of bread to the invader duck. The duck jumped up toward her, almost in counterpoint, his neck stretched out full length to get that bread. Molly snapped another series, ending up flat on her back, looking nearly straight up. She righted herself, and lay her Minolta SLR on her knee. She was out of film. The camera felt warm and comforting in her hand, just right resting against her leg. She and the Minolta were old friends. She was used to the weight of it, the feel of it. The new cameras were something, doing everything she still did manually; some of them were so fine-tuned, they could probably even make coffee for the photographer. Nah, she didn’t need coffee. Her Minolta had a lot of miles left in it.
She was pleased with the photos she’d taken. One of them would be perfect, she’d bet the farm on it. Maybe even two. For a moment, she wished she’d had a tripod. Then she shook her head, remembering what a pain in the butt it was to cart around all the extra stuff.
She saw a sudden movement out of the corner of her eye, off to the left in a stand of pine trees. She froze when she saw it, panic spiking in her. It was a man, leaning slightly around a tree, wearing a long brown coat, a brown knit cap on his head. He seemed to be staring at them. Molly was on her feet in an instant, her heart pounding, just about to grab Emma when a man emerged from the trees, carrying a bag of golf clubs. The breath whooshed out of her mouth. The Irish and their incessant golf, surely a national addiction. There were courses everywhere, including here on the grounds of Dromoland Castle. She’d swear that the Scots, with their St. Andrews, couldn’t be more golf-happy than the Irish. He saw her staring at him, and took off his golf hat, calling out a good morning.
She waved back, feeling herself flush to her toes both with relief and chagrin that she’d panicked so easily.
But she knew she’d act the same way the next time a strange man suddenly appeared. She would until the man who’d taken Emma was caught. For now, he was still out there. He was still after Emma.
At the moment, Ramsey was making some phone calls, one of them to Virginia Trolley of the SFPD to see if she had anything to tell him. Emma’s meeting with the police artist had shown a man in his forties, with thinning hair, a sharp chin, and whiskers heavy on his face. His eyes were a soft gray, and set wide apart. He’d had strange ears, large for the size of his head, sticking out a bit. Emma said that’s why he wore a knit hat. He didn’t like his ears. His bad teeth were the giveaway. Molly hoped the guy didn’t make a trip to the dentist.
Molly had no idea—no one did—how accurate Emma’s description was. But it was the best they had to go on. The drawing was in the hands of the SFPD and the FBI.
Having the picture out there would protect them somewhat, Molly thought, but he was still out there. She felt it deep in her innards. When they went back home, he would be there, waiting. Somewhere. She decided that when they returned to the U.S. she and Emma wouldn’t go back to Denver. No, she’d take her to an entirely new city. She would change her name and Emma’s. They would disappear. The man wouldn’t be able to find them then. She had enough money from the divorce settlement. She was a good photographer. She would get better. She’d have to start over with her professional contacts, but that wasn’t a big deal. Her biggest assignment had been photographing Louey for Rolling Stone magazine some six years before. They knew who she was, but that was about all.
She saw Emma molding her last pieces of bread in the shape of an apple. After she’d thrown the small glob to the ruthless duck, Molly called out, “Hey, Em. Maybe you can grow up to be a caterer.”
The ducks stopped squawking. They knew the bread was gone. They were going back to the large pond, waddling gracelessly, flapping their wings, grooming themselves.
“What’s that, Mama?”
“That’s a person who’s paid to cook for people on special occasions. You’d get to taste lots of different kinds of goodies. You’d get to be creative, make food look like different things, just the way you’ve made the bread look like an apple. You’d be a food artist.”
“Would I have to feed all those people, too?”
“Emma, was that a joke?”
Emma thought about that, then gave her mother a small smile. “I don’t think so.”
“No, they wouldn’t eat out of your hand. Well, they might, but not literally.” Molly looked out over the beautiful grounds. She put her arms around Emma and drew her back against her. She desperately wanted to ask her what she was thinking, what she was feeling, but she was afraid that she wouldn’t say the right thing if Emma were to tell her something awful. Instead, she said, her voice bright and warm with the overwhelming love she felt for her daughter, “We’ve got sun today, kiddo. What do you say we go to Bunratty Castle? Maybe have a picnic on the grounds? Since it was raining the other day when we went, you just got to spend ten minutes there. Ramsey says it’s a great place to visit, when the sun’s out.”
Emma grinned every time someone mentioned Bunratty Castle, just west of Limerick, where William Penn had been born in 1644, and where his father, Admiral Penn, had surrendered in the civil war and sailed off to America. Ah, and that had led to stories of the Quakers in Pennsylvania, a good half dozen that Ramsey had been told growing up near Harrisburg.
Emma wiped her hands on her jeans as she said to Molly, “I’d like to climb all those steps. Maybe I’ll get all the way to the top this time without Ramsey having to carry me. Yes, let’s go, Mama. Tommy said that the tourist buses will start coming soon. But it’s still early, he said.”
Molly blinked. It was the end of May. Life had changed so irrevocably that Molly had forgotten the day of the week, much less the month. “Yes, it is very early in the tourist season. Isn’t that something?” A month before she’d been taking pictures, trying to polish her craft, her life busy and fun. Not really full, but that was okay. Emma would be starting first grade in the fall. They’d both looked forward to that. Then Emma had been kidnapped and their lives had flown out of control.
Suddenly, Emma held out her left hand. “Tommy gave me this.” It was a small elaborately worked dark silver ring with a purple stone in it. “Tommy said it was Celtic.”
Molly held her daughter’s small white hand and looked at the lovely child’s ring on Emma’s middle finger. “It’s beautiful. He gave it to you this morning?”
“He said if I ate my oatmeal, he had a small present for me. It was yesterday.”
Molly felt a sudden jolt of fear. She’d seen Tommy speaking to Emma, but when had he given her the ring? Was Tommy one of those monsters? Was he trying to seduce Emma into trusting him? For a moment she was so afraid she couldn’t breathe. No, she was being ridiculous. He was a nice boy, no older than seventeen, hair as red as a swatch of crimson silk, face very fair and freckled. No, Tommy was simply a nice boy. Still, she found herself taking Emma’s hand for no good reason at all.
“Mama, you’re hurting me.”
“What? Oh goodness, Em, I’m sorry. Look, there’s Ramsey. Let’s see if he wants to go to Bunratty.”
They left Dromoland grounds an hour later, a picnic basket packed in the backseat beside Emma, with ham-and-cheese sandwiches, nothing else, because the Irish, Molly said, evidently didn’t believe in mayonnaise or mustard or tomatoes or lettuce. They did, however, have potato chips. And lots of local cider.
The lanes were so narrow that if another car came along, they had to back up into one of the bulges, Emma called them, and park until the other car passed. “I’m nearly used to driving on the wrong side,” Ramsey said as they passed a car on a turnout. “In the east of Ireland there are lots more people and better roads. By the time you get over Dublin way, you’re pretty much used to all these strange things.”
There was only one tour bus parked at Bunratty. They had nearly the entire shaded park to themselves. Emma climbed the castle’s main stairs all on her own.
 
“WE think we’ve found him, or at least we know who he is.”
Ramsey gripped the phone tight. It was midnight in Ireland, seven o’clock in Washington, D.C. Savich said again, “Ramsey, you there? Damned telephones. We got a poor connection?”
“No, it’s fine. You really found him, Savich?”
“Yep. Well, we don’t have him in the slammer yet, but we know who he is. His name’s John Dickerson, aka Sonny Dickerson, aka Father Sonny. He’s forty-eight years old, an ex-priest, finally booted out by the Church because he’d been so flagrant that the good bishops and the cardinal had to oust him. You remember how they used to just ship the pedophile priests from one unsuspecting parish to another after having sent the offending priest off for spiritual and psychological rehabilitation?”
“Yeah. Thank God the Church now hands them over to be prosecuted.”
“Yes, once they realized there were no cures. This guy was so over the edge that at the last parish they sent him to the people found out about him within a week of his arrival. Unfortunately, he had time to molest a little girl while her mother was in the church bathroom. There was a wedding rehearsal going on at the same time. Everyone came running out when they heard the mother yelling her head off. The bride and groom got an eyeful. He was in prison until about a year ago. He was supposed to register when he got out, but he didn’t. He’s been a fugitive, but no one ever really tried to find him, not enough cops, larger cases, until now.”
“Does he look like Emma’s description?”
“Have I got a surprise for you. I inputted the police sketch, just as if it were a photograph, into what we call the Facial Recognition Algorithm program. The general public doesn’t know about this program yet; I got it from a friend who helped develop it for Scotland Yard. I’ve made modifications and have been working on it for the FBI. We’ve already uploaded photographs of every convicted child molester in the United States, and several other groups of violent felons too.
“With MAXINE’s help, we treated the police sketch like a photograph and ran the program. What this program does is compare the photo, or the sketch in this case, to the photos in the database. It compares, for example, the distance between the eyes, the length of the nose, the exact size of the upper lip, the distance between various facial bones, you get the idea. Since MAXINE and I are pretty flexible, we managed to make the comparisons and came up with a list of a couple of hundred who resembled the sketch. We found Father Sonny in the group in under an hour. He fits all the other characteristics: he’s a heavy smoker, has rotten teeth, drinks too much, and he’s been out of Folsom for about eight months. His prison records indicate he refused any dental care. He said, and I quote: ‘I won’t have any of those drill-wielding assholes in my mouth.’ He’s a real hard case, Ramsey, real hard. They only let him out because they didn’t have a choice.”
“Did he molest both little boys and little girls?”
Savich said, “Evidently he didn’t have a particular preference, at least then. Obviously if Shaker hired him to kidnap Emma, in order to bring Louey into line, he’s no longer on Shaker’s payroll since Louey’s dead, and since Emma managed to get away from him.”
Ramsey said, “I can’t imagine that Shaker would ever want to see this guy again, unless it was to have a little talk with him. No way Shaker knew he was a child molester when he hired him to kidnap Emma.”
“So what Father Sonny did in San Francisco was all on his own.” Savich paused a moment, then added, “He took a hell of a risk taking Emma right from under your nose. That’s really out of control.”
“Yeah, that’s close to obsession. I’d say, bottom line, he’s left common sense way behind.”
Savich cursed, something rare for him. “Fixation, obsession, whatever the shrinks want to call it, Father Sonny’s there. Our shrinks who deal with child molesters say it’s common. A guy can come to believe that a certain child will save him. In this case, since the guy’s an ex-priest, he might even believe that Emma can save his soul and cleanse him, heal him, maybe even make him acceptable to God again. Usually, though, after they’re done with the child, they’ll carefully select another child and believe the same thing all over again. Why does he want Emma back? Was it because she managed to escape him and so he wasn’t the one who got to decide? He wants the control, the power? His can be the only voice?”
“Or maybe,” Ramsey said, “he still believes that only Emma can save him, that she wasn’t through cleansing him, so he’s got to have her back. She said that he needed her more than God needed him, something to that effect. You know what? I want to kill the fucker.”
“Yeah, you and about a zillion other people. We’ve got everyone countrywide clued into Father Sonny. That’s what most of the other prisoners called him. He’ll surface sooner or later. Someone will see him, recognize him. We’ll get him. Your cop friend in the SFPD, Virginia Trolley, she’s heading things up out there. How is Emma doing? She love Ireland?”
“Oh yeah. She’s big into feeding the ducks here at Dromoland Lake and into visiting castles. She hasn’t had any nightmares since we’ve been here. You know, I was getting worried since she was always so quiet, so well behaved. Today she was a real kid, Savich. She finally whined this afternoon, didn’t want to do something her mother told her to do. It warmed me to hear that fretful, obnoxious little voice. Molly says it’s tough not to spoil her because of all that’s happened to her. But we’re trying.” He paused, then said, “I saw Molly shooting photos of her this morning. Emma was feeding ducks, laughing, the sun bright, the ducks carrying on madly.”
“And?”
“I don’t know,” Ramsey said. “I really don’t know why I was telling you that.” He saw Emma’s beautiful face in his mind’s eye, then, suddenly, saw her lying on her face in the forest, saw the marks on her small body, the blood on her legs. Vicious deep rage nearly overwhelmed him. It drummed all the way into his bones. He was clutching the receiver so tightly his knuckles showed white. “It’s not right, Savich. This shouldn’t have happened. Not to Emma, not to any little kid.”
“You know how common it is, Ramsey. God knows you saw enough of it in your time in the U.S. Attorney’s office, and probably some when you were a trial lawyer. And now as a judge.”
“Some people in the San Francisco area think I’ve been too tough on crimes like this, but I don’t agree. There isn’t a cure or rehabilitation for child molesters, as the Church finally discovered, so it behooves us to keep them well away from children for the rest of their lives.”
They spoke of Paris, of Sherlock’s continuing reaction to the word pregnant. Savich was laughing as he said, “I accidentally said the accursed word in a three-star restaurant on the Isle St. Louis. She nearly puked in her fancy French mushrooms stuffed with something I can’t begin to pronounce. I’ll bet it means something like ‘greasy tourist innards’ but I could be wrong. In any case, our waiter was wild-eyed, flapping his white waiter’s towel around, but he got her to the women’s room just in the nick of time.”
“The bathroom was very nice. It was too bad that I didn’t make it to the toilet.”
It was Sherlock and she was laughing. Ramsey said, “It shouldn’t last much longer, should it?”
“The doc says another month. I’m thinking of taping Dillon’s mouth shut to keep that word stuck in his throat, but then he couldn’t kiss me properly. It’s a tough call, downsides everywhere. How’s Molly?”
“She’s hanging in, taking lots of pictures, even of me. I look up and there she is, turning all these dials on her camera, assuming strange contorted positions, muttering about backlighting and the like. She’s spending a fortune on film. You want to speak to her?”
Molly slipped out and came around to Ramsey’s bed. Thank God Emma was sound asleep. She listened, then spoke to Sherlock. She laughed, a warm infectious sound that made Ramsey smile. She was humming to herself when she slipped back into her bed beside Emma.
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RAMSEY BRUSHED HIS teeth, put the cap back on the toothpaste, and rinsed out his toothbrush, standing it bristles-up in a glass on the sink. He was leaning into the small shower stall to turn on the water. He heard something, straightened, and turned back toward the bathroom door.
Molly was standing there in her cotton nightgown, her hair tousled from sleeping, and her eyes were remarkably bright and focused. She was staring right at his cock.
“Molly?”
“Uh? Oh, Ramsey, I’m sorry. I wanted to go to the bathroom, I wasn’t listening, I didn’t realize you were in here and I—” Her voice fell like a rock off a cliff.
She continued to stare at him. Even when she’d spoken, she hadn’t looked at his face. She hadn’t even gotten as high as his chest.
She said now, still not looking at his face, “I guess I’d better leave now.”
“I’ll be out in just a few minutes.”
“I can hold it.” She was out the door in a flash. He looked down at himself. He was getting erect, fast. Well, damn, he was a man and a man didn’t have any say over that. It was the only completely independent organ of his entire body. Actually, given all the time they’d spent together, it was surprising this hadn’t happened before. Actually, he rather wished, as he lathered soap on his chest and belly, that he’d been the one to walk in on Molly. He wondered how she’d have reacted if he’d just stood there staring at her body, his eyes not getting above her neck. He also found himself wondering what she’d thought of his body. She’d seen him with a hard-on before, particularly in the mornings when they’d slept in the same room. But he hadn’t been naked.
He hadn’t worked out in a month except for that session with Savich in Mason Lord’s state-of-the art gym. Sure he’d walked a lot, kept his cardiovascular system going at a fast clip through sheer stress, but it wasn’t the same thing. He needed to work out. His body missed it. He flexed and stretched. He wondered if there were any gyms in Ireland. He’d just have to hike more, maybe carry Emma on his shoulders as a free weight.
He was whistling as he thought: So what’d you think, Molly? Did you like what you saw? He was whistling when he came out of the bathroom, completely dressed. “All yours,” he said, and smiled at her.
She forced herself to look him straight in the eye and said, “Thank you.”
 
LATE that afternoon, sitting on the Cliffs of Moher, waiting for that huge brilliant sun to sink down into the Atlantic, Ramsey took Molly’s hand, lifted it to his mouth, and kissed her fingers, one at a time. She became instantly as still as a deer in the glare of headlights. He said quietly, still holding her hand, “Emma’s not looking right now. I think she wants us to buy her another Celtic ring from that vendor over there. She’s looking at every piece of jewelry he has. I’ve got my left eye on her. Don’t worry. So, Molly, I think we should get married. What do you say?”
Molly jumped to her feet and took three quick steps back. Ramsey didn’t move, just twisted around and looked up at her. Then he looked at Emma, who was now strolling not ten feet away from them, hovering near a man and a woman and their two young girl children.
Molly wrapped her arms around herself. She was shaking her head, her red hair a wild halo, corking out in all directions, simply beautiful. The sun, stark against her, turned her hair molten. She didn’t look at him as she said, her voice low and strained, “Just because I saw you naked this morning and just stood there and stared at you, my little heart filled with lust, you think you’ve got to marry me? That doesn’t make any sense, Ramsey. I know what men look like. I’ll admit that you look the best of all the men I’ve ever seen—”
“And how many does that make exactly?”
“Two.”
“You’ve made my day.”
“Two, counting you.”
“I take it back.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve seen lots of pictures, movies with men very nearly nude. You’re as good-looking as the best of them, and you surely know it, you’re not blind.” She stopped suddenly, as if aware in that instant of what was coming unbidden out of her mouth. She pursed her lips, like a pissed-off grade-school teacher. “Just because I can still see you clearly in my head, it won’t do to speak about you at any more length. No, I didn’t mean to use that exact word. It was just a slip of the tongue. Yes, enough about your body.”
That was probably a good thing since he was getting hard and they were in public, and he wanted to laugh. “Okay, that’s fine, at least for now. Incidentally, I didn’t ask you to marry me just because you happened to walk in on me. I was thinking it’s kind of surprising that it hadn’t happened before. Do you think if the shoe had been on the other foot, so to speak, you would have felt compelled to propose to me?”

“Oh, goodness. I would have sunk into the floor. I’m not beautiful like you, Ramsey. I’m so skinny.”
He looked at her face, at her glorious hair, and said, “Don’t you ever speak ill of yourself again. It really pisses me off.”
She swallowed, looked down at her feet. “It’s just the truth.”
“Bullshit.” He looked back at the sun, getting lower now. He said, not looking at her, “Sit down. I don’t want you to miss this.”
“Then you shouldn’t have said what you said at such a precious moment. It beat out the setting sun for sheer drama.”
“I thought putting the two precious moments together was a bang-up idea.”
Molly looked at Emma, who was playing now with the two children, the parents looking on. Molly waved to them. The woman waved back.
She sat back down, slowly, carefully, as if she were wearing a dress that he could look up if she wasn’t careful. She sat Indian style, her palms flattened on her thighs. Her fingernails were short, blunt, like his. She was wearing black jeans and black half-boots. Her vivid yellow windbreaker was billowing out behind her as the stiff offshore early-evening winds swept in.
She didn’t look at him, just stared at that bright red sun that was close enough to the water now to turn it a gleaming golden red. “Have you ever been married before, Ramsey?”
Getting down to it now, he thought. “Yes, when I was twenty-two and just starting law school.”
Her voice cynical, she said, “You knocked her up?”
“Nope. She was a marine, had just finished her basic training and was going to be shipped out to some god-awful place in Africa. We wanted to be married just before she left.”
“What happened?”
“We did well together. She was the one always on the road, off to someplace I’d never heard of, but it worked out okay. She wanted to wait on kids and I was agreeable. Then it was all over.” He found his body tensing, becoming clammy, just as it had that day he’d walked out of the courtroom, elated because he’d just won an important case, only to have one man and one woman, both in uniform, waiting for him. He’d known, oh yes, he’d known in that instant that Susan was dead.
“She was killed when her helicopter crashed in the Kuwaiti desert at the end of the Gulf War in ninety-one. She would have shipped home the very next week.”
“I’m sorry,” Molly said, “I’m so very sorry.”
“Shit happens.”
She laid her hand on his arm. “No, don’t act like a man about it.”
There was clean anger in his voice as he turned to her. “Why not? At least now I can sound all flippant and macho, but for a very long time I couldn’t even say her name without stuttering or bawling. And you, of all people, Molly, know that shit does happen.”
She didn’t understand how he’d felt, given her own experience with marriage. She said, “You must have loved her very much.”
“Yes, but Susan died a long time ago, Molly. Fact of the matter was that we didn’t really know each other all that well. She was gone too much of the time. When she was home, it was nonstop sex until it was time for her to leave again. We talked, sure, but for the life of me, I can’t remember many conversations. And, as I said, I know more about you than I did her. For example, I don’t remember how she squeezed a tube of toothpaste, whereas I know that you flatten the tube in the middle. I don’t know what kind of nightwear Susan really preferred. You love floaty silk nightgowns. I saw you rubbing the one you couldn’t help but pack, you loved it so much. But with me around you wear only those cotton jobs that start at your throat and end at your toes. I never knew what her favorite breakfast was. You like to eat Grape-Nuts unless you’re on the run —and I do mean that literally. She liked my body, she told me that whenever we were together, but I can’t remember that she ever looked at me the way you did this morning. You licked your chops, Molly. I don’t think you once got up to my face. I felt like a sex god. It was great.
“Isn’t that strange? To be married for nearly three years and not really know your mate very well?”
He stared at the sun again, then over at Emma. He saw her laugh at something one of the kids said. After the man had taken her off the beach nearly right under his nose, he automatically checked on her every fifteen seconds, or less. Usually it was less, especially after San Francisco.
“Maybe, but I never knew Louey all that well either. Like Susan, he was gone most of the time. Unlike Susan, when he was home, he was usually a jerk.” She sighed. “Louey’s dead. It’s just over a week. It seems much longer. Goodness, it feels as if I’ve known you forever.”
“That’s because we got thrown together in the same pot with the lid plunked down and lots of heat. No time-outs.”
“I guess so.” She studied his face in that special way she had, as if she were going to photograph him. “You’re really meticulous with the toothpaste. You roll it up carefully from the bottom. When you’re alone, do you sleep nude?”
“Most of the time.”
“Listen, Ramsey, my father’s a big-time crook and you’re a federal judge.”
“I deal all right with your father. I prefer dealing with your stepmama, but hey, I can make do.”
She grinned at him. “Eve’s something else, isn’t she?”
“Yeah. Most of the time when I was around her, I would have sworn that she married your dad for his big bucks and power. Then, at other times, I’d be willing to swear that it was something else entirely.” He shrugged. “Maybe we’ll find out someday just what she’s all about.”
“My father treats her like dirt.”
“He does have that problem with women. But again, I have this gut feeling things are going to change.” He looked over at Emma. She had started rigging up a kite with the other kids, the father showing them what to do. He smiled. Emma knew exactly what to do. Molly had taught her and done a really good job of it. He saw her then, flying her dragon kite in the meadow by the cabin. And then those men had come with their guns. It seemed an eon ago, another Ramsey Hunt. He shook himself. “Let’s get back to us, Molly. There’s nothing either of us can do about our families. We’ll cope.”
“Tell me about yours.”
“My father’s a dentist. First thing he’ll do when he meets you is check your mouth, just the way they do with horses. Because you’ve got great teeth, he’ll probably fall in love with you on the spot. My old man’s easy that way. Give him a beautiful tooth and he’s in ecstasy.
“As for my mom, she’s a retired schoolteacher, highschool history. I remember she cried when I announced I was going to law school. She believes all lawyers are pond scum. She only forgave me when I told her I wanted to be one of the good guys. She approved of the U.S. Attorney’s office. She still tells me all the lawyer jokes though.”
“What about when you went back out to be a trial lawyer.”
He ducked his head. “It was only for a year and a half. I hated it.”
“So?”
“I didn’t tell her. Since I’m a judge now, she treats me like I’m on the Supreme Court and asks me all sorts of questions about Sandra Day O’Connor and Ruth Bader Ginsburg, both of whom I’ve met only once, but that’s about all. A neat woman, my mom. Uh, she doesn’t look a thing like Eve. I also have two older brothers. One’s career army, a two-star general, three kids. The other brother, Tony, is a political speechwriter. Tony’s an okay guy, lives in Washington, D.C., nice wife, two kids, neither of whom takes drugs or is in jail.”

He looked over at Emma at exactly the same time Molly did. Their eyes met. They smiled at each other.
“It will probably be a habit of a lifetime,” Molly said, “checking on Emma. I’ll probably have my antennae up when she’s a little old lady.”
“Do you want more kids, Molly?”
“Maybe. Two would be nice, maybe three. I like kids.”
He realized he’d been holding his breath. He let it out and laughed. “Just the number I had in mind. I’m thirty-four. That’s really young to be appointed to a judgeship, but as for my biological clock, it’s running out fast. I heard it isn’t good for a guy to father kids after he’s forty. The risks are too great.”
She poked his leg. “You mean you’ll be too paunchy and too run-down to keep up with them?”
He leaned over, took her chin in his hand, and kissed her mouth. He pulled back, studying her face. “You’ve also got beautiful eyes. They’re a bit on the vague side right now and I do like that.”
They heard applause. They both jerked around to see Emma running away from the cliffs, her leprechaun kite high in the air. She was letting out the string perfectly, just as Molly had taught her. She was laughing, the wind whipping her hair, just as the crimson shadow of the sun floated above the water before disappearing.
He looked at Molly then back at Emma. The look on his face was tender, filled with quiet joy. He said, not looking back at her, “We’re both smart. We can work out any problems. Let’s do it.”
“Could you kiss me again, Ramsey?”
“My pleasure.” He kissed her a bit longer this time, but he didn’t let it get out of hand. He tasted her, nibbled on her bottom lip, wished she’d open her mouth, just a little bit. On the other hand, it probably wouldn’t be smart to have his tongue in her mouth here on the Cliffs of Moher with Emma flying a leprechaun kite not thirty feet away. He pulled back. He wanted her a whole lot, maybe more than he’d ever wanted any woman before. The fact was, he really couldn’t remember now what he’d felt like when he’d been with Susan. She was in the past, a past that held dear memories, a past that was becoming more blurred each day that passed with Molly and Emma. He’d found a new focus, new feelings that were sometimes overwhelming they were so rich and powerful. He kissed her again, lightly, just a recognition kiss, and it was there, this knowing of each other. He smiled at her and said nothing, wondering what she was thinking.
Molly knew why he wanted to marry her, knew it, and accepted it. He wanted Emma. To get her, he had to make Mom part of the deal. She licked her bottom lip where he’d nipped her, saying, “You just want to keep feeling like a sex god.”
He loved the humor in her, coming so seldom because life was so excessively grim. It made it all the more precious. He could look forward to her laughter for the rest of his life, he hoped, if she married him. “How’d you know?”
She looked at him a long time, studying his face, again as if she were setting her camera shot. She cocked her head to one side. “Sex is part of things. I know you like my hair, you even like my eyes. But I’m skinny, you know that. Will you mind having sex with me?”
He said, never looking away from those very nice eyes of hers, “I know it’s expected, so I’ll try.”
She wanted to run her hand up his thigh but instead, she just laughed, then almost immediately sobered. “What about Emma?”
“I guess at first we’ll have to sneak around, that, or abstain for the time being. I spoke to Dr. Loo about Emma needing to sleep in the same room with either or both of us, that or in the same bed, and she said not to worry. She said of course it wasn’t a good idea to have kids sleeping with their parents as a regular thing, but this was different. She said Emma would probably be the one to break away when she was ready. So, Molly, will you marry me?”

Molly got to her feet, dusting off her bottom with her hands. “It looks like the family is about ready to leave. Let’s go get Emma and tell her she’s going to have a new daddy.” She started walking away, then said over her shoulder, a big grin on her face, “Yeah, I’ll put you out of your misery, Judge Hunt.”
“Say it,” he called after her, raising his deep voice loud enough for several people to hear him and turn to look at Molly. “I want to hear you say the words.”
She knew people were staring and listening and she laughed, shaking her head. She called out, “I’ll marry you. It would be my pleasure to marry you.”
There was some applause and a couple of groans from some men, who got punched by their wives.
“That sounds wonderful,” he said, walking to stand beside her. “It sounds more than wonderful. We’ll be a family for real now. Yes, I quite like that.” He looked over at Emma and her new friends. “I think that man is going to give Emma the leprechaun kite. Let’s go thank them for watching her.” He stopped then, turned, and brought her against him. “Did I ever tell you that you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known? That you’ve even gotten more beautiful each added day I know you?”
“No. You just told me I had beautiful hair.”
“That, too. That’s your crowning glory, I’ll admit it.” He raised his hand and curled a thick strand around his finger. He smiled at her. “Feels like springy silk. Yeah, you’re beautiful. I think every skinny little bone in your body is beautiful.”
He looked over at Emma, who was panting from her run, dragging the kite behind her, looking tired and pleased. “You’re sure you like me enough, Molly?”
“I like you enough.” She looked down, scuffing the toe of her black boot in the dirt. She said then, making his eyes nearly cross, as she looked back up at him through her lashes, “I particularly like your body.”
She thought for a moment that he was going to grab her, and she wouldn’t have minded, but he didn’t. He just smiled and said, “Excellent. That’s a really good start. Let’s get married, Molly, as soon as we get back home. We can stop off in Nevada. Let’s have the honeymoon before the wedding. What do you think?”
What was love anyway? she thought, as she slowly nodded.
They didn’t have the opportunity either to honeymoon in Ireland or to tell Emma that she was getting a new daddy. Waiting for them at the reception desk at Dromoland Castle were two phone messages and a fax from Savich.
 
THEY flew from Shannon to Chicago O’Hare in Business Class, in the middle section that holds three seats, putting Emma between them. She slept most of the way, propped up on three pillows on Ramsey’s armrest, covered with a blanket, holding her piano close, the top keys sticking out from beneath the blanket. The piano had sat in the corner of their suite, seemingly forgotten by Emma, until the phone call had come, her mother had paled, Ramsey had cursed quietly, and they’d started packing quickly.
Molly saw that the shoelace from one of her Nike sneakers was dangling. She stared at it, then finally reached down and simply pulled the sneaker off. She had a plaid sock on her small foot. Molly had washed out the pair the night before.
They’d said very little. Life had spun out of control again. Molly felt numb, nothing else, just a numb blankness that had taken over both her brain and her body. She supposed she should be grateful for it.
Finally, Molly said quietly, so as not to awaken Emma, “I’m having a hard time accepting it. I keep thinking it’s a mistake, that someone really screwed up, that Eve was utterly wrong.”
“I know.”
“Will they get Rule Shaker now?”
“I don’t know. We’ll find out exactly what happened when we get to Chicago. Listen, your father’s not dead yet. God knows how he’s managed to survive so far, but he has. That’s a good sign.”
“Maybe he’s already been able to tell the cops who shot him.” She stopped, staring at the blank movie screen directly in front of them. “Or maybe by now it’s over and he’s dead.”
Ramsey started to pick up the phone on the armrest. “No,” she said, placing her hand over his. “No. I don’t want to know, not just yet. For the moment, I want to think you’re right. He’s told the cops who shot him. It will all be over by the time we arrive at O’Hare.”
But Ramsey knew this wasn’t likely. In fact it was well nigh impossible. He said quietly, “Remember I told you it was a distance shot, from a good seventy-five yards away, given the trajectory. The assassin probably fired from the roof of the four-story building just across the street. Mason never saw his attacker. Savich said the preliminary ballistics report was that the bullet, a heavy 7.62 mm, was from a sniping rifle, like a SIG-Sauer SSG2000. That’s a popular military rifle.” He didn’t tell her that the bullet had ripped through Mason Lord’s chest, hurling him into a car parked at the curb. The impact had smashed the driver’sside window of a new blue Buick Riviera.
“Gunther was just a single step in front of your father. He wasn’t touched.”
Emma groaned in her sleep. Ramsey reached over and gently began to rub her shoulders and back. She pushed against his hand, then quieted.
“We had to tell her. She’s not stupid.”
“Yes, I know. This is her escape,” Ramsey said, his voice pitched even lower than before. “First chance we have, let’s call Dr. Loo again.”
“He’s not dead, Ramsey.”
Ramsey didn’t say anything. He kept lightly rubbing Emma’s back. He leaned his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes. They’d just gotten over the jet lag of flying to Ireland when they’d gotten word. Now they’d get to do it all over again.
He wanted to get married.
He wanted Emma to know he’d always be with her, as in forever, as in she was his now. The woman who would be his wife as soon as it could be managed was two feet away from him. He didn’t know what to say to her either. He wondered what the hell was going to happen now.
“Ramsey?”
“Yes, Molly?”
“We’re going to have to wait until things are sorted out.”
He looked over at her and said, “Well, hell.”
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DETECTIVEO’CONNOR WAS waiting for them at the Lord mansion. Miles was there, but no one else. Gunther and Mrs. Lord, Miles told them at the front door, were at the hospital. “Do come in. Mr. Lord is holding his own. He’s not out of the woods yet, but he’s holding steady. I’m sorry, Molly.”
“Thanks, Miles. This is hard on everyone. Thanks for being here to hold down the fort.”
“Hello, Judge Hunt, Mrs. Santera,” Detective O’Connor said, stepping out of the living room and walking toward them. “I’m sorry you had to come back to this. It’s unexpected. No one quite knows what to make of things. I hope you don’t mind, Mrs. Santera, that I waited for you here?”
“No, Detective, not at all.” Molly went down on her haunches in front of Emma. “You want to go with Miles to the kitchen and have a goodie to eat?”
“I made some chocolate-chip cookies just for you, Emma,” Miles said. “They’re still warm, right out of the oven.”
Emma gave her mother a long, patient look. There was such weariness in her eyes that Molly wanted to fold her up against her and cry. “Your grandfather is in the hospital, Emma. He was hurt. We told you that. Now Detective O’Connor needs to speak to Ramsey and me. He wants to know what we think about things.”
“All right, Mama, I’ll go with Mr. Miles.”
“Thanks, Em. I’ll be in to see you soon. I want one of those cookies myself.”
She got another long-suffering look. She didn’t get back to her feet until Miles had taken Emma’s hand in his and they were walking toward the kitchen, Emma holding her piano close against her chest. She rose and sighed. “Do come into the living room, Detective.”
“It was verified,” Detective O’Connor said. “The bullet was a 7.62 mm sniping round.” He turned toward Ramsey. “You probably know that this bullet is heavier, to give it more energy and a flatter trajectory. That’s particularly important over a long distance.”
“Any sign of the shooter?”
“We went to the Ames Building, to the roof, which is the top of the fourth floor. We found a couple of cigarette butts, a to-go coffee container, and, wonder of wonders, there was this small wet spot.”
Molly blinked at the detective. “Wet spot? Why is that a wonder?”
“He spit, Mrs. Santera. The shooter spit. That means DNA, if we’re lucky. That means if and when we catch the guy, we’ll have indisputable proof that he’s guilty. The forensics folks think he’s a smoker with a bad hacking cough. His vices might end up bringing him down.
“Since Mason Lord is a very powerful man, despite his more questionable associations and business practices, this case is very high profile. The press is starting to understand there isn’t much to see around here. But they’ll start showing up again at dawn, you can count on it. I’m glad you made it back so early. They’ll find out soon enough that you’re back, Judge Hunt.”
“What do the doctors say about Mason’s condition?”

Detective O’Connor checked his watch. “It’s nearly midnight. I told his surgeon that you’d be arriving about now. He said you could call and he’d give you the latest word.”
Detective O’Connor pulled out his cell phone and dialed. After five minutes of being sent from one person to the next, he handed the phone to Molly.
Ramsey watched her face as she took in what was being said to her. Her expression didn’t change. That was odd. He watched her press the Off button, then hand the phone back to Detective O’Connor.
“He’s alive. The surgeon, Dr. Bigliotti, says he’s got a fifty-fifty chance—if, that is, he manages to survive the night. He already woke up.” She looked at Detective O’Connor. “He whispered to the officer sitting next to his bed that Louey Santera shot him.”
“You’re kidding,” Detective O’Connor said. “He must have been out of his head, what with the drugs.”
“Yes, that’s what Dr. Bigliotti said. My father hasn’t said anything more. Dr. Bigliotti also said the media was all over him personally and the hospital in general. One of the night nurses nabbed a reporter who was carrying around a mop—as a disguise, I suppose—trying to find Mason Lord’s room. Do you guys have any ideas? Any guesses that might help?”
Molly and Ramsey just looked at him. He knew defeat when he saw it.
 
THE hiss of the regulator was obscenely loud in the momentary quiet of the ICU at Chicago Memorial on Jefferson, the closest trauma center available when her father had been shot down in the street. Molly looked down at her father’s white face, the tubes in his mouth and nose, the lines running into both arms, the bag emptying his bladder hanging from the side of the hospital bed. One officer sat not six inches away from him, a recorder on his lap, holding a police procedural mystery novel in his right hand. He nodded to them, then did a double take when he saw Ramsey. He nodded again, this time, his head going lower, a sign of excessive respect, Molly thought, to Ramsey.
The ICU was huge, impersonal, filled with high-tech equipment. There were six other patients, with just curtains around their beds, and they weren’t quiet. Moans of pain mixed with that damnable hissing sound, low voices of relatives speaking to patients, curses from the bed in the far corner, a nurse’s hurrying footsteps.
Her father was as still as death. If it weren’t for the machine, he would be dead. She lightly touched her palm to his cheek. His skin felt slack and clammy.
She realized in that moment that she wanted him to live. No matter what was true, he was her father. She wanted him to live. The nurse motioned them to leave after five minutes.
In the corridor, Molly said to Detective O’Connor, “Has anyone called my mother? She lives in Italy.”
He looked at her blankly, scratched his ear, and shook his head. “Can’t say anyone has, Mrs. Santera.”
“I’ll do it then when we get back home.” It was nearly two o’clock in the morning. Molly had wanted to come, to see his face, just to see for herself that he was alive. Life was there, huddling deep inside her father, barely.
There was no traffic on the drive back to Oak Park. Ramsey kept a hard focus on the road in front of him. He was nearly cross-eyed with fatigue.
Even if they’d managed to get married, he was so tired right now, he doubted he could even stay awake long enough to kiss Molly’s ear, even if she offered her ear to him to kiss. She was in pretty bad shape herself.
When they finally drove to the gates of the Lord mansion, they saw a man jump from a dark car just up the road. A reporter.
“Just what we needed,” Ramsey said, and quickly called out to the guard in the security box at the gate. “It’s Judge Hunt, open the gates, quickly. A reporter is coming.”
“Putrid little maggots,” the guard snarled, and got the gate open just before the reporter got to the rear end of the car.
“Wait!” the reporter yelled, but Ramsey just roared through the open gate. The reporter started through, then saw the wild maniacal grin on the security guard’s face in the lighted booth as the huge gates began to swing shut.
He stepped back, cursing. “Hey, haven’t you heard of the First Amendment? You jerk!”
The security guard, still grinning like a mad scientist, said over the loudspeaker, “Sure, you little shit, and Prince Charles is a Tampax.”
Ramsey heard that. It made no sense at all. It all of a sudden seemed hilarious. He began to laugh. Molly joined him. They walked into the house, holding hands, laughing their heads off.
“Oh, dear,” Miles said.
 
BOTH Miles and Gunther had alibis. Warren O’Dell also had an alibi. So did Eve Lord. Of all things, three of her friends had come over for a visit. They’d been drinking iced tea by the swimming pool at the time of Mason Lord’s shooting.
The media had exploded. Since Eve was young, beautiful, extravagantly rich, she garnered immense sympathy and support, bolstered by the media, who always wallowed in beauty and money, particularly if it was possibly tragic beauty.
Molly’s mother had expressed sympathy, but wasn’t about to fly back to the U.S. “Why ever should I, my dear? I have no desire to hold his limp hand or let the paparazzi leap out of bushes at me. Just keep me informed, Molly.”
Not unexpected, Molly thought, given that the new Mrs. Lord was young enough to be her daughter, and that her ex-husband hadn’t been in her life for a good number of years.
Mason Lord, who lay unconscious, his life in the balance, was nearly forgotten. The attention was on the beautiful young wife, who just might at any moment become a widow. But then again, to be fair, what reporter wanted to risk his own neck questioning the background of Mason Lord?
He survived that night. They’d nearly lost him once, but they’d been able to control his blood pressure with a medication dripping into his IV, and he seemed stable. Molly and Ramsey hadn’t gone back that morning, staying with Emma and watching as Eve Lord negotiated her way through the press when she visited her husband, all in glorious color on a special news bulletin on all three major local stations.
“I wish I had a clue as to what she was thinking,” Molly said.
“So does Detective O’Connor,” Ramsey said. He turned to see Emma walking slowly into the living room. “Hi, Em,” Molly said. “Come on in and tell us what Miles is making for lunch.”
Emma just stood there, holding her piano against her, looking bewildered. “Mama, when can we go home?”
Home, Molly thought. Which home?
“Where would you like to go?” Ramsey asked. He patted his knee. Emma went to him instantly. She carefully set her piano down on the floor beside the sofa and let him lift her onto his legs.
“Where?” he asked again.
“Home,” Emma said. “To San Francisco.”
“Ah,” Ramsey said. “You got it right. What would you say, Em, if your mom and I were to get married?”
She turned to look up at him. She slowly raised her hand to lightly stroke his cheek. She said with all a child’s appalling candor, “My daddy just died, Ramsey. He wasn’t with us much, but he was my daddy.”
“Yes, he was. He’ll always be your daddy.”
“I don’t think so,” Emma said then. She leaned against his chest, her cheek against his shoulder. “I can’t take the chance, Ramsey, I just can’t.”
“What chance, sweetheart?”

“If you married Mama, someone might blow you up too.”
“Oh, Emma,” he said, and hugged her tightly against him. “No one’s going to hurt me, no one.”
“They already did. You got shot in the leg at the cabin and when my daddy blew up your back got hurt, too.”
“Just minor stuff. A big guy like me can take lots of minor stuff. Don’t worry, Em. Please.”
She leaned down to pick up her piano.
Her security blanket, he thought, wondering what the hell to do. “You know something, Emma?”
She lightly stroked her finger on middle C, not looking at him. Afraid to look at him, he thought.
“I think when we’re all a family and everything’s okay again, we’re going back to Ireland. Shall we all spend our honeymoon at Bunratty Castle?”
She gave him a small smile. She turned away from her piano and pressed herself against his chest. “I don’t know, Ramsey. Will Mama be happy?”
“I can make her delirious, just ask her.”
Emma raised her head and stared at her mother. “Mama, do you think we can keep Ramsey safe?”
This was a wallop in the gut, Molly thought, smiling at her daughter, whose piano was slipping off Ramsey’s lap. She nodded. “Yes, I think we can keep him safe. You see, Em, he’s right. He’s big and strong. We’re not as strong as he is, so we’ll be thinking more. We’ll be the brains of the operation. Yes, we’ll keep him safe.”
Emma nodded slowly. “Who shot Grandfather?”
“We don’t know yet,” Molly said. “But he’s alive, Em, and they’re taking care of him at the hospital.”
“Look at the time,” Ramsey said. “We’ve got to get going or we’ll miss your appointment with Dr. Loo.”
“I hope we can avoid the media,” Molly said, worry lacing her voice as she looked down at Emma.
They did manage to lose the press, and in Dr. Eleanor Loo’s office thirty minutes later, Emma said, “Dr. Loo, Ramsey and my mom are going to get married. What do you think?”
“I think,” Eleanor Loo said, fascinated, “that I need to have my secretary go buy us a bottle of champagne. You, Emma, can have a Sprite, is that all right?”
“I’d rather have a Dr. Pepper, Dr. Loo.”
“That’s great.” Dr. Loo got on her phone for a moment, then turned back. “In half an hour, we’ll have a toast. Congratulations to both of you. Now, Emma, tell me why you’re worried.”
“Because Ramsey could get killed like my daddy.”
“That’s true,” Dr. Loo said slowly. “But you see, Emma, anything can happen to anybody in the world at any time. I’ll never forget when Princess Diana died so tragically. I’ll never forget the shock of it, the realization that none of us has any guarantees on anything. Life is one day at a time and trying to enjoy each day we’re given. You’ve got to discover the knack for doing that. Do you understand?”
“That was different,” Emma said. “Bad people are after us. It isn’t just bad luck.”
“You understand all too well,” Dr. Loo said. “Okay, let’s look at it this way. Ramsey and your mom want to give you a home. They want the three of you to be a family. They love you and want you to know that they’ll always be there for you.”
Emma sighed. She looked for a very long time at Ramsey, saying nothing, just studying him. Then she looked at her mother. Then, she turned back to Dr. Loo, and smiled. “I think Ramsey will make me a good papa. He already loves me bunches.”
“He does, does he?”
“Yes. He went crazy in San Francisco when that bad man grabbed me again.”
Molly had told Dr. Loo on the phone what had happened on the beach.
“Were you scared?”

“Yes, but it was over so fast. Ramsey said I saved myself again.”
“What did you do?”
“The man hit me real hard, but I stayed awake. I bit him through his shirt, in the side. He’s kind of fat around his stomach. I bit him real deep. He jerked and I got unburied by his coat. Ramsey saw me and the man had to drop me.” She turned to Ramsey. “I wish you could have caught him.”
“Me too, kiddo.”
Dr. Loo spoke alone to Emma for a while and then they drank champagne, Emma drank her Dr. Pepper, and they all accepted congratulations from the staff there and two waiting patients.
One of the patients, an old man with a severe eye twitch, said, “I saw a blurred photo of you, Judge, in one of the rags. You were hugging a little girl.”
“No,” Emma said loudly, holding her piano really hard to her chest, “he was hugging me. He was upset.”
 
“NO, I didn’t see anyone,” Mason Lord said to Detective O’Connor. He paused, sucking in his breath with a sudden twinge of pain. He shot a hit of morphine into his vein by pressing the medication button.
Detective O’Connor waited until he saw the pain clear from Lord’s eyes. “No shadows, no warning, nothing?”
“No. Gunther and I were just coming from a friend’s office. We’d had a little chat with him. A good fellow, a politician.”
“His name, sir?”
“State Senator Quentin Kordie. Don’t worry about him, Detective, he wouldn’t try to shoot me. We’re simply friends, that’s all.”
“Very well. Now, sir, who knew where you would be?”
It was obvious to Molly that her father had thought about that. She hated the calculation in his eyes, the drawing of pain as he sorted again through the few people he believed had known where he would be at that particular time.

Finally, Mason said, “A number of people knew, but, of course, only people in my organization.” He paused, pumped another hit of morphine into his vein, and said, “If I’ve got a traitor in my midst, I’ll deal with it, Detective.”
“No, Mr. Lord, this is a police matter. It’s called attempted murder.”
“Then you know who’s behind it, Detective. Rule Shaker.” He shook his head in bewilderment. “He’s never been frankly stupid before. The moron.”
Detective O’Connor rose from his chair. “It seems to me, Mr. Lord, that if indeed Mr. Shaker was a moron and did try to kill you, then you’ve got a big problem. You seem to be well protected for the moment. Naturally, I assume that Rule Shaker has heard that you’re still alive. If you’re right, I can imagine what he’s saying right now.”
 
RULE Shaker wasn’t saying anything. He was standing close to the huge glass window in his office that looked out over an endless stretch of desert. He hadn’t ever wanted a view of Las Vegas. He lived in a city of kitsch. He wasn’t about to look at it unless he had to.
The desert was clean, the air pure, so hot that all life sheltered during the hottest part of the day. Including people. He couldn’t see a single soul in that vast expanse. He turned slowly as Murdock said, “Rudy’s still hanging out at that motel in Oak Park, waiting for orders.”
“Let him continue to wait. I hear that Lord is getting stronger every day in that hospital. He’s going to live.”
“That’s the word,” Murdock said, uncrossing his legs. He’d gained weight since he’d gotten back from Germany. He hadn’t liked following Louey Santera around, but that’s what Mr. Shaker had ordered him to do and that’s what he’d done. Now he was home and could eat all the KFC he’d missed in Germany. He’d put on six pounds since he’d returned.
“Is there anything you’d like me to do, sir?”
“I’m thinking about it, Murdock. For the moment, we’ll just let him lie in his bed, feel lots of pain, and think about his transgressions.”
“Mason Lord doesn’t believe in transgressions,” Murdock said. He studied his boss, the man who’d taken him out of the street six years before and trained him to be one of his forward men. Yes, he was one of the FM now, a group everyone important had heard of. He was respected and admired. He should get the six pounds off.
Mr. Shaker wasn’t tall and aristocratic-looking like Mason Lord. Nature had shortchanged him, topping him off at a mere five foot seven inches. But he was a fit little man, hard and lean. He dressed beautifully, mostly in handmade English suits from Savile Row. But he was cursed with a swarthy complexion, flat black glass for eyes, scary eyes that made him look like a Middle Eastern terrorist or a religious fundamentalist, and a five-o’-clock shadow that started at nine o’clock in the morning. Actually, he looked like the Hollywood stereotype of exactly what he was: a crime boss. For all that, the man had more women than he could reasonably keep up with. Murdock suspected it was danger that brought the women. For all his smallness, Shaker looked like danger. He’d heard that Shaker had serviced two women the night before, and he was fifty-eight years old. Amazing.
Service. Murdock liked that word. He wished he could service women the way Mr. Shaker did. Maybe if he lost the six pounds, they’d come around him a little more here the way they had in Germany. Of course they’d wanted to use him to get close to Louey Santera, the little slime.
“He believes in transgressions, all right,” Rule Shaker said. “Just not in his own. Let’s just wait and see. Tell Rudy to keep alert. I’m going to have my helicopter fly out over the desert now. It’s time to scatter Melissa’s ashes.”
“That’s what she wanted, sir?”
Rule Shaker said, “Melissa was twenty-three. She didn’t even know there was such a thing as death.”
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THERE WERE SIX bodyguards on duty around the clock, three shifts, one man always in the hospital room with Mason Lord and another outside his door. Mason Lord didn’t trust the cops to do the job.
He said to Detective O’Connor, “If I’m not paying someone, then I can’t be sure he’s working for me.”
“Fine by me,” Detective O’Connor said. “It’ll save the taxpayers some money. In Chicago, the good Lord knows they need a break.”
The mainstream media finally got bored and left, but some paparazzi, hoping for another strike on Mason Lord, stayed on speculation of blood and gore. They were like a plague of locusts only not as benign, said one of the hospital administrators. They camped out at the Lord mansion, too. One of them got a shot of Emma sitting in the shade of a big rhododendron bush in the garden of the estate, playing her piano. It was taken from a goodly distance, a bit on the blurred side, from magnification, but it was still clearly Emma. She’d been labeled as the Granddaughter of Crime Lord.
When Mason Lord saw the photo, he said quietly to Gunther, “How clever the play on words is. Isn’t it odd? It’s this photo that has broken my patience, my indifference. Get the name of the paparazzo who took the picture.”
 
JUST after lunch that day, Eve Lord came out of the living room into the grand foyer to hear Ramsey say to Molly, “There’s no reason to stay longer. Your father is over the worst. We all know who likely shot him and there’s not a thing we can do about it. As to the actual person who pulled the trigger, the cops are on it. Chances are slim we’ll ever know. This could mean that the violence will escalate. I don’t want us here if it does, particularly Emma. Let’s get married. Let’s go home.”
And Molly, frumpy plain Molly with her wild red hair and too-skinny body, gazed up at the big man whom Eve would take to bed in a minute, stared up at him like she wanted to eat him, and she probably did. Then she laughed and jumped into his arms. She clearly caught him off guard, but he was fast, managing to catch her and bring her tightly against his chest, his arms locked around her. She wrapped her legs around his waist. Then he laughed and swung her around. “Home,” she said, kissing him once, twice, a half dozen more times. “I like the sound of that.”
Slowly, he slid her down the front of his body. When she was standing, staring up at him, laughing, he leaned down and kissed her mouth. Molly’s hands were on his shirt. She looked ready to rip it off him.
Eve cleared her throat. “I see there’s more going on here than a little friendship.”
“Yes,” Ramsey said, lifting his head, releasing Molly slowly. The taste of her was still fresh, still drawing on him, the memory of her body was still warm against him. “You can congratulate us, Eve. Molly and I are going to be married.” They hadn’t told her before. It felt a bit on the indecent side to tell that to a woman who’d nearly been made a widow.

“Congratulations,” Eve said. She looked down at Molly’s waistline. “You pregnant already?”
“No, I’m not,” Molly said. “Getting in that condition would be kind of hard, what with Emma sleeping in the same room, don’t you think?”
“I would say that in my experience, men always find a way. My former fiancé nailed me once in the coat closet with his family not six feet away.”
Ramsey laughed. “Then he deserves to be a former.” He hugged Molly to his side. “Is Emma eating chocolate-chip cookies in Miles’s kitchen?”
Eve pulled on soft pale cream leather gloves that matched her silk dress. “Not chocolate chip, but her new favorite—peanut butter. Mrs. Lopez was chattering about it. I’m going to see your father, Molly. Does he know about this?”
“Yes, we told him last night.”
“I see. So I’m the last to know. Will you two be here when I get back?”
“Depends,” Ramsey said. “You want to bring back something to celebrate?”
“Sure,” Eve Lord said, then called out, “Gunther, I’m ready!”
 
IN the Chicago Sun-Times, on the bottom of page ten of Section A, there was brief mention of a man who had been found just off Highway 88 between Mooseheart and Aurora by a passing motorist. The man had been beaten severely, but was expected, in time, to make a full recovery. His cameras had been crushed and left beside him. The newspaper called him a freelance photographer, but bottom line, what he was, was a paparazzo.
 
“I think we should pack our meager belongings, grab Emma, and hop a plane to Reno. I was thinking Las Vegas, but Rule Shaker’s there, and I can’t quite handle getting married anywhere near to where he is. I don’t want any more magazines or tabloids with pictures of Emma. She saw the one in the National Informer. She’d made out some of the words before I managed to get it away from her. I just pray she hadn’t gotten to the part about her playing the piano as well as her murdered father, Louey Santera. Can you begin to imagine the field day the media will have if we get married either here or in Harrisburg at my folks’ place? They always find out, no matter how careful you are.”
“Oh, God!” Miles came running out of the kitchen, a dishcloth in his hands. “Thank God you’re both here. I just don’t believe this. Somebody just tried to kill your daddy again, Molly. Oh God. Where’s Gunther? Where’s Mrs. Lord?”
“Is he all right, Miles?”
“Yes, he is. That was one of the guards we hired to protect him in the hospital. The guy fired from the building across the way—a good hundred and fifty yards—right through the window. He wounded a nurse who was taking your father’s blood pressure.”
“That’s an enormous distance,” Ramsey said.
“Is the nurse all right?”
“Took off a lot of her right ear; she bled all over everything, which made everyone believe that your father had been shot, but yeah, she’s fine.”
Ramsey squeezed Molly’s hand. “I guess we’d better get to the hospital. Miles, will you make certain Emma is never out of your sight?”
“No problem, Ramsey.” He’d been wringing his hands, but now at the mention of Emma, her need to be protected, he instantly calmed down. By the time Ramsey and Molly were out the front door, Miles had pulled himself together. Emma stood beside him. He was holding her hand.
Detective O’Connor from Oak Park and two detectives from the CPD were in Mason Lord’s room when they arrived.
“Show them in,” Detective O’Connor said. Introductions were made quickly. Miles was right. There was blood everywhere.
“Ears bleed like stink,” one of the CPD detectives said. He pulled on his own ear and Molly realized the bottom part was gone. He’d never be able to wear pierced earrings. She nearly laughed. She was losing it.
She slipped her hand around Ramsey’s. He looked at her briefly, saw her too-bright eyes, and slowly, very slowly, pulled her closer. “It’s all right,” he said quietly, his mouth nearly touching the top of her head. “It will be just fine. Breathe slowly, that’s it.”
The hospital window was shattered. Two technicians were busy very carefully extracting the bullet from the wall just about ten inches off the floor. The woman was using tweezers.
Detective O’Connor looked tired and harassed, but that wasn’t anything new. She felt tension between him and the other cops. He told them in his concise way, “Nurse Thomas was standing right next to your father, taking his blood pressure. Suddenly he seemed to weaken and fall back against the pillow. Nurse Thomas immediately leaned over him, holding on to him, when the shooter fired. If your father hadn’t gotten suddenly weak, if the nurse hadn’t pressed him down even more, shielded him, all those things, then the chances are good that your father would have gone down this time, Mrs. Santera. At the very least he would have been wounded. The bullet went through Nurse Thomas’s earlobe, downward. The bullet slammed into the wall less than a foot above the floor.”
Molly leaned over her father. “Dad, Ramsey and I are here. You’re all right, thank God.”
“Yes,” Mason said. “I’m fine, Molly. Actually, I’ve got to be the luckiest bastard in Chicago. As for Nurse Thomas, I’m going to cut her a nice check for her bravery.”
They turned to see the technician holding up the bullet. “It’s fairly intact,” she called out. “Enough for identification.”

“Excellent,” one of the Chicago detectives said. “We’ll do a comparison between this one and the one they found on the scene over on Jefferson after Mr. Lord was shot. Are you Judge Ramsey Hunt?”
“Yes,” Ramsey said. “It seems likely the bullets will match, but unfortunately it won’t tell us anything else.”
“At least we’ll verify that we’ve got just one perp here,” Detective O’Connor said.
Molly, who was staring at that smashed window, said, “He blew out the window. I remember all of us mentioned the possibility, but the closest building is so far away. At least one hundred and fifty yards, probably more.”
“I’m not blaming Gunther,” Mason said, the first words he’d spoken in a good ten minutes. There were seven people in the room, most of them talking. The instant he spoke, everyone shut up and turned toward him. He continued in that calm cool voice of his, “I remember when you were looking out that window, Molly. I remember you were one of the people who brought up the possibility, but none of us considered it a threat. We underestimated him. Technology just keeps racing forward, and this time, our brains stayed behind. We’re getting old and careless, Gunther. The guy had a clear shot at me through that damned window.” He leaned back against the pillow, closing his eyes.
Gunther said, “That’s why we’ve moved the bed away from the window.” He was pale and tense, as close to distraught as Molly had ever seen him. He added, “One thing we do know is this guy has to be a world-class sniper. I’ve known of maybe half a dozen guys who could have made that shot through a closed window.”
Detective O’Connor said, “We’d like you to provide us with the names of all the men you know who would be capable of such a shot.” He paused a moment, running his palm over his bald head. “You know, if Mr. Lord hadn’t fallen back on the pillow at that particular instant . . .”
Gunther nodded, then said to Mason, “We’re getting another room ready, sir. It’s being seen to right now. No one will know the new room number. There won’t be any window that has a building within a mile of it.”
Mason laughed, then coughed. He was silent a moment, controlling the pain. “Gunther, you know a secret is impossible when more than one person knows about it. It’ll get out, but it won’t matter, because I’m going home.”
 
“TELL me how you’re feeling, Emma.”
“About what exactly, Dr. Loo?”
“Well, your grandfather came home from the hospital this morning. How is he?”
“I heard Miles say he’s really tired and weak. Eve didn’t want me to get near him because I’m a kid and I make noise, only I don’t, not much. I think she kept me away because she doesn’t like me much. Then I saw his face when they were carrying him in on a stretcher. He looked all gray and old. I never thought he was old before. I always thought he looked like one of those movie stars in the old movies Mama likes. Yes, he’s all black and white.” Emma paused, easing her piano down across her legs. She added, “This morning he looked old. I didn’t say anything. There were people everywhere. I think three of them were doctors and they were all around him.”
“How is your mother dealing with all this?”
Emma thought about that. She lightly touched the piano keys but didn’t make any sound. Her dark hair, normally in a French braid, was loose this morning. Emma had some of her mother’s naturally curly hair. It swung over, hiding most of her face as she said, “Mama’s really quiet. I think she’s scared. She’s been scared for a long time now. She’s scared about me. She doesn’t want to leave me alone. Neither does Ramsey.” Emma sighed. “Sometimes I’d like to be alone, but I know they worry if I’m ever out of their sight. But that’s not often.” She raised her head, pushed her hair back, then looked toward the closed door. Molly and Ramsey were in the waiting room. “I’m really glad that we’re getting married, though.”

Dr. Loo smiled, unable not to. Despite everything, this child was one of the lucky ones. She figured that Molly and Ramsey would love Emma so much she’d have no choice but to heal. “When are you all going to get married?”
“I heard Mama say that we couldn’t leave for another day or so.” She lowered her voice. “I think we’re going to elope.” Dr. Loo nearly laughed aloud this time, restraining herself when Emma sighed again, that too-adult sigh that made Dr. Loo wish for a tantrum, or at least the threat of one. She remembered Ramsey saying the same thing. What was going on here?
“Do you want to elope, Emma?”
“Oh yes, Dr. Loo. I’d get to be Ramsey’s best man and Mama’s maid of honor. I’d get to be the flower girl, too.”
“Then what bothers you?”
“My grandfather wants us to be married in his house. Miles said that he wants to give my mama away. But Eve wants us to leave. I think Eve will win.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Because Grandfather is sick. He has to be standing to win.” She lowered her head. “I heard Mama say that to Ramsey. They were talking really quiet so I snuck close so I could hear them.”
“Well, you tell me tomorrow how everything is going, all right? Have you had any more nightmares, Emma?”
Emma shook her head. She scooted off the chair, her piano clutched close. “I think about him though, Dr. Loo.”
“And what do you think, Emma?”
“That he’s going to come back. I know when we go back to San Francisco there will be police officers close to make sure he doesn’t get near us. I heard Ramsey talking to Officer Virginia on the phone yesterday. Ramsey told me his name is Sonny Dickerson. He showed me a photo of him. He’s the man. I described him really well.”
Dr. Loo had also seen the photograph. “Yes, you certainly did. Now, Emma, do you believe, deep down in your heart, and up higher, in your brain, that your mama and Ramsey will keep you safe?”
Emma thought about that. She looked hard at her Nike sneakers. She was wearing her favorite plaid socks that Ramsey had bought her in Ireland.
Dr. Loo patted her lightly on her arm. The child was still too thin, but that was all right, for now. She imagined that it worried her parents, though. Emma finally said, “My heart’s sure, but my brain isn’t.”
Dr. Loo nodded. “That’s smart. Until this Sonny Dickerson is caught, Emma, it’s really important for you to pay attention as well as your mama and Ramsey. Since there will be police nearby if he does come back, that should make you feel safer.”
“I asked Ramsey to teach me to read more. Maybe I’ll read about that man in a book.”
“Yes, an excellent idea.”
“Mama said I was so smart that I’d be reading about crime and punishment before I went to school this fall.”
 
MOLLY looked at her father, who was slightly elevated in his hospital bed, a newspaper on his lap, his reading glasses on. He wasn’t happy, but she wasn’t about to back down. She wanted Emma out of here, as quickly as possible. He said in that particular mildly contemptuous way he always spoke to her, “You will marry here.”
She just shook her head. She wasn’t going to argue with him. She said mildly, “You’ve already seen me get married once. You don’t need to do it a second time.”
Ramsey said, “We’d like to get Emma out of here and safe.”
“She’s so safe in San Francisco?” Mason said, his sarcasm biting. “That bastard took her from right under your goddamned nose, Ramsey.”
Eve said, “Mason, there are Ramsey’s parents. It isn’t fair to them.”

He didn’t even look over at her. “Keep out of it, Eve. This doesn’t concern you.”
She merely smiled down at him, seemingly untroubled. She said, “I think I’ll go get some tea. Oh yes, Ramsey, the car’s coming for you at three o’clock, if that’s what you decide.” She looked down at her Cartier watch, smiling a small but quite amused smile.
They left at five minutes after three, Molly’s good-byes to her father curt. The media knew their plans, naturally, likely from a leak from the limo company. Ramsey and Molly watched the media take off after the town car with its thankfully tinted windows. He smiled. “Let’s go, Gunther. Good idea. Well done.”
 
I’M married, Molly thought, staring at her pale face in the mirror. Married again. Only this time I’m an adult, not a stupid immature kid. This time I married a good man and he’s so sexy I don’t think I can stand it. And he loves Emma to death.
She grinned at herself, touched on some lipstick, and slowly slipped the gorgeous peach silk nightgown over her head. Ramsey had presented it to her just ten minutes before, right in front of Emma, since there was no choice. “No more cotton tents,” he’d whispered in her ear. “This is for both of us. Actually, tonight, I guess it’s for Emma too.” He looked as if he wanted to break into tears.
She walked out of the bathroom, leaving the light on for a moment, knowing it backlighted her very nicely.
Emma called out, sounding awed, which really pleased Molly, “Mama, you look like a fairy princess. Ramsey and I have been waiting for you. And waiting. I want to get married so I can wear that, too.”
Emma sounded as bright as a new penny, enthusiastic, about as far from being asleep as a new puppy. So what? In the long run, it wasn’t important when she had a wedding night, when she was finally alone with her new husband. Things would happen when it was time. She gave Emma a big hug, making her squeak she squeezed her so tightly. “We’re married and we’re all together,” she said, smoothing her fingers through Emma’s hair. “We’re lucky, Em. I really like our man.”
Ramsey was still wearing a beautiful dark suit and pristine white shirt. His tie wasn’t as conservative. In fact, it was a psychedelic mishmash of purple, pink, and yellow squiggles. He looked big and tough, and his smile would have charmed the gold out of a miser’s teeth.
“He promised me he wouldn’t ever get fat, Mama,” Emma said.
“That’s right,” Ramsey said. “I don’t believe in it. However, to help me keep that promise, you’ve got to get me to a gym before too much more time passes. Well, Emma, we’re married. Do you approve?”
There was a thread of fine tension in his voice. Molly cocked her head to one side, staring at him. Surely he knew that Emma was nuts about him. She understood. He had to hear it. He was waiting, all quiet.
Emma pulled away from her mom and walked to him. She held up her arms. He picked her up and held her close. She drew back and said not five inches from his face, “You’re the best man in the whole world, Ramsey.”
“Thanks, Emma. I think you’re about the greatest little kid. And just look at your mama. She’s not bad herself. I got myself a fairy princess.” He hugged her again, then said to Molly, “Emma and I are going to wake you up every hour and tell you how beautiful you are.”
“In theory I like the sound of that,” Molly said, walking toward the king-size bed. “Now, you cutthroats, how about we play some Old Maid?”
“No, Mama, you know I like gin rummy better.”
“Emma, you always win at gin rummy. I just got married. Can’t you give me a break?”
“All right,” Emma said. “We’ll play five-card draw.”
Ramsey hooted with laughter.
Emma looked quite pleased with herself. After she’d won the first hand with three jacks, she said, “This marriage thing isn’t any different. We did this in Ireland. Nothing’s changed. That’s good.”
“That’s painfully true,” Ramsey said, and shuffled the deck.




31
JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT, Molly awoke slowly when Ramsey curled her hair around her ear, licked her earlobe, bit it gently, and said quietly, “If you want to join the game, it’s best if you’re in on the kickoff.”
“I’ve always loved football, from the very first kickoff. Where’s Emma?”
He moved on his elbow, above her. “Our little darling was sleeping so deeply I thought she’d start snoring at any moment. I tucked her in in the other bedroom. I left the door open a crack so we could hear her if she woke up, so no yelling from either of us. Okay?”
She raised her hand and touched her fingertips to his face. Her eyes were adjusted to the night. She touched his nose, ran her fingertips over his black eyebrows, touched his lips. “You’re a beautiful man, Ramsey. When I walked in on you in the bathroom at Dromoland, I wanted to jump you.”
He grabbed her and pulled her tightly against him. He groaned against her hair. “I wish you had. As you saw clearly, I wanted to be jumped. I was shaking I wanted to be jumped so badly.”

She touched his shoulders, ran her hand down his back to his flank, realizing in that moment that he’d shucked off his boxer shorts. “Oh dear,” she said, leaning up to bite his shoulder, “I’m overdressed.”
He had that gorgeous silk nightgown off her in under ten seconds. She kissed his chin. “Do you want me to hang it up so it won’t get wrinkled?” At the horrified look on his face, she lightly smacked his chest, and laughed. He rolled over on top of her, feeling the length of her against him. He breathed in her scent, feeling the textures of her flesh pressed up against him, the firmness, the softness of her belly. “I’ve thought about this so many times I nearly scrambled my brains. I surprised myself. I’d never thought I was such a horny bastard before, but with you, I am. I’m in a pretty bad way here, Molly.”
“Will you try to nail me in the closet?”
He shook his head as he began kissing her, saying between kisses, “No, that’s got no class. Well, maybe a closet would be all right if Emma’s close by.”
She arched up against him, found his mouth with her hands, and attacked him. “You don’t know what a bad way is,” she said into his mouth. “I want to eat you up.” She was biting his neck, nibbling on his mouth.
“Nah, let me do that,” he said against her breast. “That’s my specialty. There’s a whole lot of other stuff you can do. But later, Molly, a lot later.” Then she opened her legs and he groaned in answer. He kissed her neck, her ear, her mouth, returning again and again. He balanced himself briefly on his elbow while his other hand went to her breast, then stroked down her ribs. “Well, hell,” he said, his hand coming back up to her face, “I’m this big-time federal judge and we still can’t do everything with Emma close. And the good Lord knows I want to very badly.”
She was rubbing her foot along his leg. “Just keep trying. It’s wonderful.”
He lifted himself up onto his knees, shuddering with the effort to separate himself from her, and pushed her hands away when she would have brought him back down to her. He looked down at her, lightly touching her with his fingers, opening her legs wider. He brought his head down and began kissing her stomach. “This is a very good place to start,” he said against her warm skin, moving downward until his mouth and his fingers stroked and pushed her, deepened inside her, until, in about the same time it had taken Ramsey to get her nightgown off, she was lurching up, choking out, “Ramsey, oh, goodness, this is too much. I think a yell is coming.”
He clapped one hand over her mouth and she yelled against his palm, wondering if she were going to die, knowing she wouldn’t, and never wanting the incredible, shattering feelings to stop. When she slumped back, quivering as the aftershocks of that wild pleasure continued to careen through her, he came inside her, deeper inside, until he was sealed to her. He froze over her, and in that instant, the knowledge that he was finally where he belonged, that she was his wife and his lover until they both left the earth, plucked him up, making him dizzy and hot, then shattered through him. He’d never realized there could be such a binding force in the world as what he was feeling now. He’d wanted Emma, wanted her safe, and he still did. Always it had been Emma and then, only after Emma, Molly had been in his mind. Now he didn’t know. One thing he did know was that he hadn’t expected being this consumed until there was nothing inside him but Molly and what she was making him feel. He shuddered like a palsied man as he climaxed deep inside this woman he’d known for less than two months, this woman who’d been married to a rock star and was the daughter of a gangster. Who knew about life?
Molly slowly opened her eyes only when she was certain she’d continue breathing if she tried such a violent movement. Nothing happened. She blinked. Nothing continued to happen. She concentrated on returning to life as she knew it. She couldn’t believe the utter dizzying pleasure she’d just experienced. She said, “I’m going to try to talk now, not move, just talk. Yes, that was a complete sentence. Yes, I’m getting there, thank you. That was nice, Ramsey.”
He was still deep inside her. It felt incredible. She closed her eyes again, just thinking about how amazing it was that they’d found each other. She lifted her hips. He groaned into her hair.
“What the hell do you mean ‘nice’? Nice is a wussy word. It’s close to an insult.”
“Well, better than nice then. Really good. Maybe even getting close to superb.”
He was quiet a moment, harder in her than he had been just the instant before. “What you need is a comparison. Now, you might think I would be ready right this minute, but I’m not. My spirit needs to revive. Give me at least five more minutes.”
He was lying flat on top of her, his head on the pillow beside hers.
Molly stroked her hands up and down his long back. “I forgot to check your back. Is the burn healed?”
“Yes, it’s all right.”
“It feels pretty smooth. How about your leg?”
“My leg is as good as new. How about your arm? Are the stitches all gone?”
“All gone. Just a little scar ridge. Ramsey, would you mind if I admitted that I sort of more than just like you a whole lot?”
He was silent. She began to fidget. “No,” he said, still unable to move. “Truth be told, I more than sort of just like you as well.”
He finally managed to lift himself above her again. He leaned his head down and kissed her mouth. “For so long now I would look at your mouth and wonder how you tasted, what you’d feel like. I wanted to make love to your mouth. Then I’d think how I’d feel with your mouth on me.”
Not even five minutes later, Ramsey’s spirit completely revived, they made love again, and this time, he thought he’d die. It was close. It was wonderfully close. She could nail him anytime, anywhere.
At about four o’clock in the morning, Ramsey felt small hands patting his shoulder. He’d had the brains to put his boxer shorts back on, thank God, which he’d believed was a miracle. He’d even gotten Molly to put her nightgown back on, and she’d been only semiconscious.
He pulled Emma over his shoulder and scooted her down on the other side of her mother. Molly, still asleep, reached out her hand to touch him again. “Emma’s here,” he whispered. She quieted immediately. She smiled to herself in the darkness. She felt Emma’s small arm come over around her waist. Emma said in her ear, “I know you’re beautiful, Mama. It doesn’t matter that I can’t see you.”
“Thank you, Em. You don’t have to wake me every hour to tell me.”
She settled again. Just before she went back to sleep, she saw the Justice of the Peace pronounce them husband and wife, saw Emma grinning from ear to ear and announcing to the judge’s wife who’d sold Molly a bouquet for ten dollars that they were all together now and wasn’t that just perfect. The woman, bless her heart, had agreed, distracting Emma while Ramsey kissed her.
She fell deeply asleep, her spirit so very content that she forgot ex-priest Sonny Dickerson, who had gone so far around the bend, he would probably die before he gave Emma up.
 
THE next morning, Molly said over the breakfast table in their suite, “You know what I think?”
She spoke softly, for Emma was close by, sitting on the floor, practicing printing her name in a notebook Molly had bought her in the hotel gift shop.
Ramsey looked up from his hash browns. “I know this isn’t serious. You’re about ready to burst into laughter.”

“No, you’re wrong. I’m dead serious.”
“All right, but I don’t know what you’re talking about. What do you think?”
“I think being with you was beyond superb. It was so wonderful, maybe it should be taxed.”
He nearly lost it right there. He gulped. He took a quick drink of his coffee and scalded his mouth. Then he clearly remembered how she felt and nearly shuddered his way off his chair.
Emma looked up from her printing and said, “What’s my last name now, Mama?”
Ramsey looked at Molly, sex forgotten, sudden fierce possessiveness in his voice as he said, “I’d like you to be Emma Hunt now. What do you think?”
“Could you print it out for me, Ramsey?”
He took her pencil and wrote out Emma Hunt. Emma went to work. She said finally, looking back up, “It looks pretty good all written out. It’s okay with me.” She held up the paper for them to see.
Both Ramsey and Molly examined her effort. Ramsey said, “Well done, even good enough so I can read it. Emma Hunt. It has a ring to it.” Emma grinned and went back to her printing. Ramsey lowered his voice. “I’m sorry, Molly. We never discussed it, but I want this very badly. I want Emma to be mine, legally and every other way as well.”
“I’m torn,” she said, cutting another slice of her grapefruit. “Louey wasn’t ever around, but he was her father. It’s like he’ll cease to exist now.”
“Let me ask you a question. If Louey were still alive and you’d divorced him and then married me, what would you decide?”
She forked down the grapefruit, then picked up a piece of wheat toast. She said quietly, so Emma couldn’t hear, “I’d say he was a bum and never even wanted to see Emma anyway. Maybe I’d say he didn’t deserve for her to carry a name that meant so little.” She shook her head. “But because he’s dead, I feel she needs to hold on to something. How about Emma Santera Hunt? We could ask Dr. Loo, but that sounds like a good idea.”
“Emma will always know that he was her father.” Ramsey asked Emma what she thought of having three whole names. Emma approved.
Molly said, “Are you going to eat your bacon, Ramsey?”
“No, you take it. You need to keep up your strength. I’m brimming with strength. The more times a man gets jumped, the stronger he gets. He gets pumped up. All his muscles start to flex. His fortitude increases exponentially. I can’t wait to prove it to you.”
“How do you think it looks, Mama?”
Molly looked away from her new husband, wishing she could fling herself on top of him and screw his brains out. “Ah, Em, let’s see. Ah, you’ve printed it another six times. Each is better. Very good, love. Oh yes, that looks just grand. When you start the first grade this fall, you’ll be Emma Santera Hunt.”
“Miss Emma Santera Hunt,” Emma said. “I won’t be a Ms. until I’m eighteen.”
Molly looked over at Ramsey, who knew what she’d been thinking. “And I’ll be Mrs. Molly Hunt.”
“That makes all of us Hunts,” Emma said happily, then frowned. “I never even thought about a Hunt before Ramsey found me.”
Ramsey called his parents. His mother and father spoke to both Molly and Emma. It went well, though Molly heard the disappointment after they’d gotten over their shock. They agreed to go back for a reception in their honor sometime toward the end of the summer.
“By that time, everything should be resolved,” Ramsey said as he put the receiver back into its cradle. “You’ll see how my mom treats all her daughters-in-law like they’re perfect and gives grief to her three sons.”
“Makes sense to me,” Molly said. “I guess I should call my mom.”

* * *
THEY returned to San Francisco the following afternoon. It was close enough to midsummer to be chilly, with the fog from the Pacific rolling in through the Golden Gate.
Emma was wearing a sweater, walking around her new backyard, examining the flowers that grew well in the protection of a sturdy redwood fence. Her piano was on a chair in the kitchen. An unmarked police car was parked across the street.
“I’ll get her a swing set,” Ramsey said, coming up behind Molly, closing his arms around her. He leaned down and kissed her ear. “Maybe I can hang a tire from that branch on the pine tree over there.”
She turned in his arms. “I want to have my way with you,” she said, and so she did, right there in his study, their clothes on, ever watchful because Emma was close by. They were standing together, still breathing hard, when they heard Emma call out from the kitchen, “Mama, Ramsey’s got a room that’s filled with all sorts of cans.”
Molly rolled her eyes. “Cans? All different sizes, I’ll bet. You pervert.”
“Mama? I can hear you laughing. Did you make a joke?”
“Oh yes,” Molly said quietly. “Oh, yes.”
 
AFTER a spicy dinner of Ramsey’s favorite Chinese Szechwan Beef, and garlic noodles with eggplant, Molly said, as she watched Emma set down her fork, “It’s time the three of us talked about this, Em. We’ve put it off long enough. You’re ready to jump out of your skin.” Emma’s head came up. “Let me be real up-front with you. Ramsey’s worried about you. He’s worried because that awful man is still out there. We hoped he would have been caught by now, but he hasn’t. This means, Em, that you’re going to have to be super-careful. That means whenever we leave the house, you’ve got to stay really close to either me or Ramsey. If one of us ever walks ahead of you, you grab Ramsey’s hand or mine. Do you understand? Does that make sense to you?”
Ramsey would never have brought it right out in the open like this. He felt as if they were standing over an active volcano. He barely managed to make his throat swallow the strong black coffee he’d just brewed.
Emma said, “Yes, I think it makes sense too, Mama. Dr. Loo told me that this man thought I could save him from going to Hell. She said that wasn’t true, but it was stuck in his brain like that, and so it was true to him.”
She was talking. He supposed he was astounded that everything out of that small mouth made such sense.
“She’s probably right,” Molly said.
“If he thought I could save him from going to Hell, then why did he hurt me so much?”
Molly said, “Mr. Savich told Ramsey that the doctors at the FBI think that just maybe he hurt you because he believed you should take his punishment for him, that by hurting you, his savior, he was cleansing himself of his sins, readying to give himself into God’s hands.”
“I don’t understand that, Mama.”
“No one does, not really,” Ramsey said. “He’s very sick and therefore he’s very dangerous because he’s out of control. That’s why we’ve really got to be careful.”
“I know he’s still out there,” Emma said. “He’s just waiting.”
“I know,” Molly said. “I wish I could get him right this minute, but I can’t. Until we do catch him, though, things are going to be tough for us. I’m sorry, but I can’t change that. You’re going to have to be on the lookout all the time and stick close. Now I want you to go to the front window and look at that light blue car parked across the street. Those are police officers and they’re going to keep all their eyes open for that man.”
“I see them, Mama.”
Ramsey cleared his throat. But the reasonable sorts of words that had just come out of Molly’s mouth were stuck in his throat. He tried to say something intelligent, something comforting, but what came out of his mouth was, “Emma, do you think you could come here a minute? I need to have you close to me. I’m not feeling so good.”
Emma came running back to the table. Ramsey barely had time to push back his chair and lift her onto his legs. He drew her close. Emma was patting his arms. “It’s going to be all right, Ramsey. We’ll get through this. I promise.”
He buried his face in her French braid. “I love you, Emma Hunt.”
“I love you too, Ramsey. A whole lot.” She kept stroking his arm and his shoulder, giving him all the comfort she could.
 
THAT weekend they went to Monterey to be tourists. They went first to the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Emma loved the jellyfish. The three of them sat on the bench facing the huge tank and watched the jellyfish for a good thirty minutes.
They walked through Carmel, played on the beautiful beach at the cove at the bottom of Ocean Avenue, drove down to Big Sur and picnicked off the road on the Seventeen Mile Drive.
They kept Sonny Dickerson at bay in their minds for a good three days, at least for most of the time. Ramsey called Virginia Trolley once they’d reached their hotel, gave her their number, and told her that everyone was settled in. Molly called her father. He was improving by the day. Miles missed them, particularly Emma. Her father was sleeping, Eve said, but maybe they could call him next week and he’d want to speak to them.
“Bitch,” Molly said quietly as she hung up the phone.
Ramsey looked up from the blackjack game he and Emma were playing. He’d just taught her the game two days before. She was beating him, which both surprised him and made him so proud he couldn’t stand it. He said over his shoulder to Molly with a grin, “It’s easier for Eve to deal with your father when no one else is around, particularly if it happens to be a stepdaughter who’s older than she is and a step-granddaughter who’s smarter at gambling than she is, and a guy who’s really handsome and witty who isn’t at all interested in her. Darn it all, Emma, I can’t believe you took a hit on sixteen. You should have held.”
Emma looked so withdrawn, so apparently locked into herself, that it scared Molly until she realized that Emma was just concentrating. Now Emma looked up and said in all seriousness, “I’ve been counting the cards real hard, Ramsey, just the way you told me to. I knew there were two more threes and two more aces in the deck. I don’t remember how many twos there are.”
He snarled, leaned over, and picked Emma up, falling onto his back and lifting her up over him, shaking her. She was screaming with laughter. “Molly,” he called out over Emma’s laughter, “can I go throw her in the jellyfish tank? Then you and I can sit there on that bench and watch her make friends.”
“I remember now. There’s one more two in the deck. It would be stupid to hold on sixteen.”
“No, there aren’t any more twos.” He let her down. “Let’s look. I’ll prove it.” There were twelve cards left. The very last card was the two of hearts.
 
THE next afternoon they were walking on the Monterey Wharf. Ramsey loved the smell of a wharf, a combination of salt and wood and creosote, a sealant used on the wood. Seagulls were thick and loud, begging handouts like the most aggressive panhandlers who flocked to Union Square in San Francisco. There were lots of fish stalls, and getting close to the stalls, particularly late in the afternoon, was nearly overwhelming—a putrid, briny odor that could bring tears to your eyes.
The smell of decaying seaweed was strong as well today. Flies swarmed over the seaweed. It wasn’t an appetizing sight. Sea lions hooted near the wooden pilings, fat and bold, usually a dozen or so mesmerized children hanging around them, begging food from their parents to give to them.
And there were endless souvenir shops. Emma was wearing a Carmel T-shirt, white jeans, her Nike sneakers, and her plaid socks. Molly had told Ramsey she’d wished he’d bought Emma a good dozen pair since they were her favorites. She washed them out each night.
Because it was summer, there were tons of tourists. The sun was bright overhead, but it wasn’t hot. It was rarely hot by the ocean. It was usually just perfect. Normally, Ramsey preferred to carry Emma. He knew she was safe when he was carrying her. But she was independent, and after a while, she’d given him a long look and said, “Ramsey, I’ll be all right. I’m not going to go run off.”
She was walking beside him, holding his hand, either trying to speed him up or slow him down. She had her eye on a particular sea lion who honked loudly at every person who appeared to look easy. He was immense, and Ramsey could see how he’d gotten that way. He asked one of the fishermen how long the sea lion had been in residence. “Two years,” the man said. “Bloody beggar never stops eating. His name’s Old Chester, the Gay Blade. Hey, what do you expect with San Francisco just up the road? No one’s supposed to feed any of them, but they do. You can buy cheap sardines right over there. The beggars, they got no shame.”
Was he referring to the tourists or to the sea lions?
“All right,” Ramsey finally said. “But you’re going to have to toss the sardines to him, Emma. I draw the line at that. And don’t get too close.”
She gave him one of her tolerant nods and bought three sardines, thankfully dead, and was given a paper towel. Ramsey stood right behind her as she eased up until it was her turn to feed the behemoth. She yelled with laughter when he honked very loudly.
At the same moment, Molly yelled his name.
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RAMSEY NEARLY TRIPPED, he swung around so quickly. A boy was trying to wrestle Molly’s purse out of her hands. He ran full tilt toward the tussle, yelling, “Let her go, you little punk!”
Emma.
Ramsey jerked back around to see Emma standing there, her hand close to that sea lion, not realizing what had happened. There were people all around her. She was all right. Then, just at the instant when he would have turned back to Molly, Ramsey saw him slithering through a knot of kids and parents near the sea lions. He would recognize the man anywhere, both in his nightmares and in real life. Just a few more feet and he’d be close enough to grab her. He was nearly on her, not more than three feet away, moving quickly now since he knew the distraction he’d set into motion couldn’t last much longer. He had his hand out when Ramsey grabbed him by his collar, jerked him around, and sent his fist into his jaw.
“Hey, buddy! Why’d you hit that guy? He wasn’t doing nothing!”

“Yeah, you can’t go around hitting people. What is it with you?”
There were half a dozen people swarming close now, pressing in toward him, but no one had grabbed him yet. He yelled, “Emma! Get over to your mother!”
Dickerson was stumbling to his feet, rubbing his jaw, spitting blood, yelling, “Why’d you hit me? I’m a priest! Why’d you hit a holy man?”
“Hey, buddy, you shouldn’t oughta done that!”
Ramsey was shoved back. Another man punched him in the shoulder.
“No, stop! He’s my papa and he was saving me!”
But they didn’t hear the little girl. Just kept telling him what a bum he was.
Ramsey was desperate. He didn’t want to, but he saw Dickerson going for Emma again. “Leave her alone!” he yelled, but Dickerson ignored him, so intent on Emma that Ramsey wondered if he’d even heard him.
“Sorry about this.” Ramsey levered himself up and kicked one man high on the thigh, sent his fist into another man’s shoulder, and one final kick into a man’s belly. He was free. Dickerson was close to Emma again. This time Ramsey didn’t yell. He wanted to get his bare hands on Dickerson and beat the living shit out of him. He felt rage pour through him, violent, pure vengeance. Dickerson was two feet away from her. The look on his face was calm, even serene, as if he were looking at a beautiful scene, and perhaps he was, somewhere in his demented brain. A man turned sharply and bumped into Ramsey. Ramsey couldn’t stop himself, he shoved the guy hard out of the way. Then Dickerson looked up. Ramsey heard him curse, saw him weighing his chances of getting caught. He must have seen the death in Ramsey’s eyes. He stumbled away down the wharf, weaving in and out of people. Ramsey yelled after him to stop. He stumbled faster, then straightened when the wharf was clear, and began running, Ramsey behind him, Emma running behind them both. People cleared from their path. Dickerson looked back, saw that Ramsey was closing, then turned sharply and jumped into the water. Ramsey grabbed up Emma, turned to a large woman who was surrounded by little kids and looked tough as nails, and said, “He’s a child molester. He was after my daughter. Please hold her and keep her safe.” He nearly threw Emma into the woman’s arms. He jumped into the icy water of Monterey Bay after Sonny Dickerson.
He thought his flesh would freeze off his body. He felt as if his lungs had seized up. He got to the surface, looking for Dickerson. He couldn’t see him. He couldn’t be far. He felt as though he’d jumped right on top of him.
He heard Molly yell, “He’s heading for the pilings, Ramsey. Hurry! Be careful! Damn you, be careful!”
He was a strong swimmer, but the surge was vicious, yanking one way, then the other. There were rocks around them, sharp and dangerous. The water was so cold his chest was tight and his arms and legs felt rubbery. Then, finally, he saw Dickerson, slipping in between the slimy pilings.
This time he wasn’t about to let that monster escape him. Not again. He believed in the laws and in the courts, to his very fiber he believed in the order of law, but he knew that no lawyer was ever going to get the chance to represent this man, not if he could help it. He surged through the wildly slapping waves, nearly on him, when Dickerson, his hair plastered to his skull, suddenly waved a gun.
“Stay away from me!” he yelled, then got a mouthful of water. He choked and spat it out. “I mean it, Hunt. I’ll shoot you if I have to.”
Ramsey treaded water, yelling back, his voice strong and calm, even persuasive in his rage, “Listen to me, Dickerson, you’ll never get Emma. All the cops have your photo and so does the FBI. Given what you’ve done, all of them want to shoot you down like the pathetic bastard you are. You’re not going to get Emma or any other little kid ever again. It’s all over for you. Give it up.” Ramsey grabbed one of the pilings, his palm slipping because it was so slimy. “Come on, Dickerson, don’t be stupid. It’s over.”
“That’s a lie. No one knows who I am. I’m an expert at makeup and disguises. All she saw was Clinton. It was good!”
“Not on the beach you didn’t wear any makeup. Emma described you very well. It’s not as if you’d just emerged newly hatched from under a rock. You have a record, fingerprints, photos, the whole shooting match. It’s over. You’re never going to get near her again. Did Rule Shaker know you were a child molester when he hired you to kidnap Emma?”
“I never met him, it was one of his men who hired me. He told me over and over that I wasn’t to hurt the little girl, that she had to go back to her mother after her father cooperated with Shaker. Sure I agreed. I needed the money. But when I saw Emma, I knew that she’d been sent to me.
“I knew she belonged to me. A week was only a beginning for us. But then she fooled me and ran away. It’s just a matter of time and she’ll be mine again.”
Ramsey nearly lost it, but he wasn’t stupid.
“You called up after she was gone and got those men up there to kill me, right?”
“Yes. I had to have her back, but you managed to escape.”
“Yeah, and I got you too, didn’t I?”
Dickerson yelled at that. He pushed forward, away from Ramsey, then veered toward a wobbly wooden ladder that looked as if it should have crumbled into the water years ago. He got himself halfway up before Ramsey was beneath him, grabbing his foot.
“Let me go! She’s mine, do you hear me? I have to have her, she’s all I’ve got. I can’t survive without her. What I am is far more important than what she could ever be. I need her!”
Ramsey yanked as hard as he could on Dickerson’s foot as Dickerson fired. Ramsey felt the heat of the bullet as it whizzed past his left ear.
An instant later there was another shot. It felt like a heavy blow striking his shoulder. He lurched backward, nearly losing his hold on Dickerson’s foot. He didn’t feel any pain, just more numbing cold. This numbness was different, colder than the water. It froze through his chest and down his arm, making it useless. He couldn’t move his damned arm. He heard Molly’s voice, Emma’s voice. He heard someone scream out, “He’s bleeding! That man’s been shot.”
Dickerson got his foot free. He kicked Ramsey hard in his wounded shoulder. Pain ripped through him and he fell back into the water.
He saw, as if from a great distance, Molly’s white face, saw her raise her sneakered foot, saw her smash her sneakered foot into Dickerson’s face just when he reached the top of the ladder. The force of her kick knocked Dickerson back. He scrambled wildly, trying to keep hold of the ladder, but the ancient rotting wood collapsed, each step crumbling when his weight hit it. Dickerson went flailing into the water, crashing beside him, struggling frantically, choking up water, trying to find the ladder whose rungs now hung down drunkenly. This time Ramsey had him around the neck and he never intended to let go. Dickerson was waving the gun around, yelling, water filling his mouth, still yelling, only it was gurgling now, and Ramsey felt him weakening. It was just a matter of which of them lasted longer now.
Ramsey felt the god-awful pain in his shoulder, the uselessness of his arm. He shuddered with the force of it, felt the pain pulling at him, felt light-headed and dizzy. But he didn’t let Dickerson go. He only squeezed harder. Dickerson was twisting wildly, trying to turn the gun toward him. He tried to bring up his useless arm, but it just hung at his side, blood streaking down it, plastering his shirt to his flesh, hurting so badly his teeth were clenched. He was squeezing now as hard as he could. Why didn’t Dickerson go down? Of course it was the force of the waves that prevented it. He couldn’t get enough leverage. The gun waved in the air around them.
It didn’t seem at all strange to him when he saw Molly scoot off the edge of the wharf to land in the water next to him. A moment later he thought he’d die of fear. He saw her grab Dickerson’s arm, grab his wrist, and pull with all her might.
Dickerson screamed and yelled, but it didn’t matter. Molly had the gun now. He saw her face was white, deadening fury in her eyes, saw her raise the gun to Dickerson’s face, not a foot away from him. She was going to kill him. He realized in that moment that the last thing he ever wanted in his life was to have Molly kill another human being.
He said, “Don’t shoot him, Molly, you might hit me. I’ve got him around the neck. See? I’ve got him. He’s not going anywhere. It’s all over for him. Please don’t shoot.”
She blinked, the blank rage receding. Dickerson heaved, shoving his elbow into Ramsey’s stomach. The vicious surging water suddenly backlashed, shoving against them, giving Dickerson more power rather than slowing the force of his arm. Ramsey’s hold loosened and Dickerson jerked free. He grabbed for the gun in Molly’s hand.
There was a shot, wild, nearly straight up. Molly was heaving and struggling, but he was still on her. Ramsey kicked forward with his remaining strength to help her. God, he’d been a bloody fool to save the man’s life. He was a fool and he was also losing. He heard Emma screaming his name.
Then there were two men in the water, and all of them were grabbing for that gun. When the gun went off another time, no one knew who had it, who had fired it.
All any of them knew was that there was an unconscious man on his face in the water, red streaked water flowing from beneath his body.

Ramsey said to the two men, “It’s about time you two showed up. I’d just about given up on you.”
 
LIEUTENANT McPherson, of the MPD, a man whose face had come into focus just a couple of minutes before, said quietly, “Don’t worry about anything, Judge Hunt. You’re in Monterey. You’re in a hospital room. The doctor and nurse just left before you woke up. You’re going to make it, no problem. The only reason I’m here right now is I thought you’d want to know about Dickerson. He’s still in surgery. The docs don’t know if he’ll make it. The bullet got him right in the chest. It’s just too soon to know.”
“I just wish they’d let the bastard die,” Ramsey said. He couldn’t move his right shoulder or his right arm. He looked down at a white sling. He remembered now how they’d wheeled him up to the operating room, side by side with Dickerson, Molly and Emma beside him, both of them white-faced and silent. He remembered Emma’s small fingers lightly stroking his forearm. As for Molly, she’d held on to his hand for dear life. He vaguely remembered waking up in the recovery room. They’d just wheeled him into a private room, and he was alone with the lieutenant.
“Yes,” Lieutenant McPherson was saying, “I hope he expires. It’d sure save the taxpayers a lot of money. Well, at least you’re going to be all right, Judge Hunt.”
“Do you know what they did to me?”
“The surgeon spoke to you in the recovery room. You don’t remember?”
“No, just this voice that wouldn’t shut up. Do you know anything?”
“Yes. They worked on you for a good two hours. When the surgeon came out, he said you were lucky. The bullet went through your pec, and all you’ve got there is skin, muscle, and fat. He said you’d hurt like hell because the bullet also broke your collarbone and grazed a rib, but there wasn’t any bad damage, it would just take a while to heal. You should be ready to take out more crooks in your courtroom in three or four months. Oh yeah, the doc also said he was real pleased that the bullet hadn’t hit anything important, said he didn’t want any complications with a big-time federal judge. He gave a big belly laugh then.”
Ramsey couldn’t think of anything to say. His brain seemed to be going in and out on him. At least he felt blessedly numb, all of him. He just wished Dickerson was dead. Surely it wasn’t asking too much after what the bastard had done. If he lived, if they brought him up on kidnapping and attempted murder, he could still get out. Emma still wouldn’t be safe.
He was losing it. Yes, she would be safe. By the time Dickerson ever got out of prison, Emma would be an adult. She’d be safe from predators like Dickerson just because she’d keep accumulating birthdays.
“Judge Hunt? Can you hear me? Do you want me to get a doctor for you?”
Ramsey hadn’t realized that his head had fallen back against the very comfortable pillows. He opened his eyes to see Lieutenant McPherson looking very worried. He knew he’d been speaking, he’d felt the cadence of his voice, the underlying kindness, the concern, but he hadn’t understood most of what he’d said. Ramsey managed to say, “I’m okay. I didn’t think hospitals had comfortable pillows.”
“These aren’t the hospital’s pillows,” McPherson said. “These are from Mrs. Hunt, who’s right now changing clothes along with your daughter. Actually they’re from Mrs. Rallis, who went out and bought you pillows and your wife and daughter new clothes. She didn’t like seeing them in hospital scrubs. Evidently she saw the whole thing on the wharf. She’s a big name here in Monterey. If she says that you should have soft pillows, no one’s going to argue with her.”
Ramsey wanted to ask about Molly and Emma, find out if they were okay, but somehow, he just couldn’t get the words out. It was a weird feeling, this knowing words, feeling what those words meant to him, yet being unable to get them out of his mouth. He felt the man lightly pat his arm. “The doc gave you a shot of something really strong. He said you didn’t seem like the sort to kick back and relax, so he said he’d lay you out, it would be the best thing. Did you hear me tell you about your daughter and Mrs. Hunt? They should be here soon. The last I heard, Mrs. Rallis insisted that your wife and Emma have coffee and hot chocolate. I tried to stop the doc from giving you that shot, but I couldn’t. Can you talk, Judge Hunt?”
“No. I’m laid out,” Ramsey said, but McPherson never said anything more, so he guessed he’d spoken to him only in his mind.
 
HE smiled at Molly and Emma coming into his hospital room. Emma was wearing a new outfit he’d never seen on her before. As for Molly, she looked like a fashion plate in a pale yellow silky-looking pants outfit and high-heeled shoes, of all things, on her feet. Her beautiful hair was combed back, fastened with a fat gold clip at her neck. They both looked incredible to him, just incredible. He wanted to shout to them that this time they’d won. He wanted to yell at Molly for jumping in the water like that. He also wanted to thank her for saving his bacon. He wanted to tell them that he loved them more than he’d loved any two people in his entire life. But his mouth wouldn’t say anything. He wondered again where the words were that would say what he wanted to say.
He heard McPherson say, “No, he’s all right, ma’am, I promise. He’s been in and out. The doc wants him to rest and so he’s resting. You and Emma sure look like a million dollars. How do you feel, Mrs. Hunt? Would you like to give me a statement now?”
Then he heard Virginia Trolley’s voice, telling McPherson to leave Molly alone, that she’d speak to him once she was convinced that Ramsey would be all right. Boy, she’d gotten down here fast. He knew she’d take care of everything. He also knew she’d take a strip off her two cops who were supposedly protecting them. He thought he remembered one of the young cops telling him that he’d had to take a leak and that’s why they’d just been a couple of minutes late helping him. What about his partner? Ramsey had wanted to ask, but hadn’t been able to.
He smiled now vaguely at Emma, who’d slipped away from her mama to come to him. “I’m okay, Em,” he thought he said, but her face didn’t change expression. He felt her soft mouth on his cheek. He heard her whisper against his ear, “We got him, Ramsey. Mrs. Rallis promised me he wasn’t going to escape from her hospital.” He wanted to laugh, but he didn’t. He just slid away. The last thing he felt was the touch of Emma’s fingers on the back of his left hand.
 
“HE’S going to live,” Molly said. “They spent hours on him in the operating room, and now he’s going to live.”
Virginia Trolley said from his other side, with a deep sigh, “They knew who and what he was. I wish they’d just let him go. Now we’ll have to try him, there’ll be more garbage for you guys to go through.”
“It’s all right, Virginia,” Ramsey said, his voice deep and gravelly this morning. He wanted a cup of coffee badly, but they wouldn’t give it to him. The nurse had said he’d puke up his toenails if he drank coffee now. He wanted desperately to prove her either right or wrong. “Where’s Emma?”
“I’m right here, Ramsey. Mama wanted me to pay attention to something else, but I told her I know what’s going on. Does your shoulder hurt?”
“Nah, I’m a big guy, just like I told you. This isn’t anything. I seem to be getting better at having my body parts shot all the time.”
“I was afraid he would kill you, Ramsey,” Emma said. “The water was all red. I would have gotten to you to help you, but that big lady wouldn’t let go of me.”
The thought of Emma jumping into the water like her mother had, maybe landing on Dickerson’s head, nearly made his heart stop. He said, however, “Your mom saved my hide for you. Thanks. Now, Virginia, what’s going to happen to Dickerson?”
“Your friend Dillon Savich is on his way out here. The kidnapping is federal so it’s the FBI’s call. He wants to speak to Dickerson himself. Also a profiler is coming. You know they’re always interviewing sickos like Dickerson. He should be a gold mine of information for them. Are you up to giving the local boys a statement?”
He spoke to Lieutenant McPherson and his captain, Daniel Mapes. It took quite a while. He was white around the gills when Captain Mapes said, “That’s enough, Judge Hunt. If we have more questions, we’ll see you tomorrow.”
“I didn’t think they were ever going to leave,” Molly said, coming to the bed. “You don’t look so hot.”
“I want a cup of coffee.”
“I know. Here you are.” It was a miracle. He avidly watched her pull the lid off a Styrofoam cup. He took three long drinks, then promptly wanted to die. It was close, but he wasn’t about to let himself throw up. The nausea subsided, finally. Then he panicked. “Where’s Emma?”
“She’s all right. She’s with Virginia, telling her exactly what happened. From a child’s perspective, it should be very interesting. Now, you’re to rest for a while longer. It sounds stupid to tell you how lucky you were when you’re lying flat on your back feeling awful, but you are. You’ll mend. The surgeon said you’d be ready to take me dancing by tomorrow night. Well, maybe Wednesday night.”
Molly smiled at him, closed the door, and climbed up with him on the narrow hospital bed. She kissed his ear, his nose, his mouth. “You taste like hospital,” she said, nuzzling his neck. “But since I’m dressed in silk, maybe it’s that opposites-attract thing.” She gave a deep sigh. “I wish we could play doctor.”
“Molly, please don’t make me hard. I can’t begin to imagine what Nurse Hayman would do if she walked in and saw me pointing to the ceiling.”

“She adores you. She’d probably pull me off you and take my place.”
“Okay, enough of this newlywed stuff,” said a man from the doorway.
“Not nearly as bad as Nurse Hayman,” Molly said, and scooted off the bed.
It was Dillon Savich, grinning from ear to ear. Behind him was another man who looked as if he’d never smiled in his life. He looked like a medieval monk, all stiff and long and narrow, with a thin rim of gray hair circling his head.
“Hi, Ramsey, glad you’re well enough to kiss Molly. Guys, this is Thomas Galviani, otherwise known as Tommy the Eye, a gentleman whose specialty is child molesters. He’s one of the world’s leading experts.”
The man didn’t change expression, just calmly nodded and shook Ramsey’s hand. He said, “Savich thinks I’m too serious, but I’m not. I’m glad to meet you, Judge Hunt. I read about what a hell of a good job you did on those drug dealers in your courtroom. Everyone in the Bureau is still talking about it. I’m more than glad that this time our perp was caught before he killed. Congratulations on bringing him down.”
“Thank you, Mr. Galviani.”
“Tommy the Eye,” he said without skipping a beat, his expression all bland, and Savich laughed.
“Where’s Sherlock?”
Savich said to Molly, “She’s in the women’s room, cursing me. I said the P word to a doctor who was worried because she looked a bit on the pale side. I told him it had been a long trip and she was tired because she was pregnant. That was all it took.”
“I hope,” Tommy the Eye said, “that Sherlock doesn’t shoot you before she stops having morning sickness.”
They were still grinning when Sherlock came into the room. She walked up to her husband and punched him in the arm. Then she greeted Molly and Ramsey, all smiles. She said, “I stopped by the ICU. Dickerson is still out of it. They’ll let us know if and when he wakes up.”
“I would like to speak to him,” said Tommy the Eye. “I’ve read everything we’ve got, all the reports from his first trial, the transcripts of what he said when and to whom. He was a preferential child molester, that is to say, he’s a pedophile who sexually molests children. The preferential abuses up to as many as a thousand children in his life, not like a situational molester, who may just abuse a dozen or so children. This guy is a classic, with one exception. He brutalized Emma as well as sexually abused her. We call that a sadistic molester. Add to that the fact that with Emma he became obsessional. You don’t see this all that often in child molesters, but it does happen. One particular child, the pedophile must have that child, no other. He lost all sense of survival. Most molesters would have just shrugged and moved on to another child, but Dickerson didn’t. He just couldn’t stop.
“He’s not a stupid man, but he had to have known on some level that this obsession he had with Emma would bring him down. But he just couldn’t help himself, couldn’t stop himself, couldn’t leave and forget her. I understand he’s also excellent at disguise and makeup.”
“That’s what he told me when we were in the water,” Ramsey said. “That’s one of the reasons Rule Shaker’s men hired him. Since Emma was going to be returned when Louey came around, the kidnapper couldn’t be recognized, thus the disguise.”
Tommy the Eye just shook his head. “He must have thought he’d died and gone to heaven when he got the job.”
Ramsey said, “How does all this get confused with his religious needs? He told Emma that he needed her, actually needed her.”
“I would really like to talk to him about that. He seems like a boiling cauldron with all sorts of things tossed in indiscriminately, from beliefs of how Emma would save him to hurting her so that she would be taking his punishments for him. I can’t wait to dig into his brain. But we’re mostly just thankful that he’s out of commission now.”
Molly said, “If and when you reach any understanding about him, Tommy, please tell us.”
“I will, Mrs. Hunt.”
He was rubbing his palms together.
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BY THE TIME everyone had all the answers he or she wanted, Ramsey was feeling human enough to walk down to see Emma. She and Virginia Trolley were sitting in a corner of the cafeteria, their heads close together.
Emma looked up and saw him. She let out a yelp and dashed to him, wrapping herself around his leg. “It’s all right, Emma,” he said, patting her head. “See? I’m walking. It’s for real. Nobody’s holding me up. It was just another little bullet to a big macho guy like me. Now, let me pick you up so you can give me a proper hug.”
“No, let me do it,” Savich said and hoisted Emma up to eye level with Ramsey. She reached out and hugged him. He kissed her ear. “You smell good, Em. What is that? Oscar de la Renta?”
“No, that’s the soap from the hotel.” Then Emma drew back and said, “Was that a joke, Ramsey?”
Molly said to Sherlock, who was looking fit and quite beautiful and watching her husband with new eyes, “ Ramsey loves her so much. Maybe someday he’ll even love me.”
“The man’s found Nirvana and he knows it, Molly,” Sherlock said in a matter-of-fact voice, still looking at her husband holding Emma, a besotted look on his face. “I’ve always liked Ramsey. Now that he’s got you, everything will be just fine. What do you think, Molly? Does Dillon look like a natural holding Emma or what?”
 
THE orderly had brought two cots into Ramsey’s room the night before. The whole family was together. They were sound asleep when the door suddenly burst open and Lieutenant McPherson ran in.
Ramsey was out of bed in an instant, ready to fight, and he nearly passed out cold. He fell back against the bed, breathing hard. “What the hell’s wrong?”
“No, it’s all right, Judge Hunt,” McPherson said, panting. “I was just worried that something could have happened to you as well. Here, let me help you back into bed.”
“What are you talking about?” Molly said, helping Ramsey herself. Emma was halfway to Ramsey’s bed, intent, he knew, on protecting him.
“It’s Dickerson,” McPherson said. “They think somebody put something, maybe potassium, into one of his IVs. He’s dead.”
 
“BUT there are staff all over the place in the ICU,” Virginia Trolley said, shaking her head, still looking utterly incredulous even though McPherson had been talking about it for a good ten minutes. She’d thrown on clothes and rushed to his hospital room when Ramsey had called her. Ramsey had never seen her without makeup before and her hair uncombed and her red blazer wrinkled. She looked cute. He’d never tell her that, of course, because she’d knock him out.
“How could anybody get in there,” she continued, “stick a needle into the IV tube, and get out again, all without being seen by anybody? There weren’t any guards on him, why would there be? He wasn’t going anywhere on his own and no one ever thought he’d need protection. We’ve spoken to security and they’ve sealed off the hospital, but good luck on that. They’re checking videotape right now to see if there’s anything suspicious.”
“Lieutenant McPherson said a nurse saw someone dressed in hospital whites,” Molly said. “But that’s no big deal. It’s a little like wearing a uniform at the Pentagon. Nobody gives you much of a second glance if you appear to be someone who’s supposed to belong.”
“She’s right,” Ramsey said. “It’s the only reasonable answer. Actually I don’t think it’s all that reasonable, but hey, this is a hospital, not a top-security area. The hospital staff weren’t alerted to keep an eye out.” He closed his eyes a minute. He was exhausted, his rib hurt, his shoulder ached like the devil, and he was ready to call in the cavalry for a pain pill.
He suddenly felt Emma’s hand slip into his. He turned his head to see her studying him, knowing that he hurt, not knowing what to do about it. It was a lie, but he said cleanly, “I’m just fine, Emma. But I like you right here holding my hand.”
He also felt incredible relief. Dickerson was dead, long gone, no more threat to anyone. Emma was safe.
Lieutenant McPherson cleared his throat. “I also ran in here, Judge Hunt, because, to tell you the truth, you’re the best suspect.”
“I’m not moving too quickly right now,” Ramsey said. “I nearly hung it up when you burst through that door. I think stealing a white coat, finding some potassium, since I don’t carry any around with me, and walking nonchalantly into the ICU just might have been beyond even my abilities, astounding though they be.”
“That was a joke,” Emma said to Lieutenant McPherson.
“I know. I’m glad all of you were here. It makes things easier.”
Not an hour later, when the three of them were finally alone again, though they could see news vans below them in the street, they discovered they were all still too hyped to go back to sleep. The phone rang. Molly answered it, then, with a strange look on her face, she handed it to Ramsey. “I don’t understand. It’s my father. He wants to speak to you.”
Ramsey thought briefly about pressing the speaker button. No, Emma was here. He picked up the phone and identified himself. It was indeed Mason Lord. He said, “I’m much better and I understand that you’ll survive as well, Ramsey. Oh yes, I’m also given to understand that there will be no more problems with that animal who was after Emma, and shot you.”
Ramsey said very quietly, though he could feel the blood pounding through him, “How did you know, sir? Surely there hasn’t been enough time for it to be on the news yet.”
Mason laughed softly, then said, amusement lacing his voice, “I have friends everywhere, Ramsey. Of course I find things out very quickly. Actually, one could almost say that I find some things out almost before they happen.”
Had it been Gunther who killed Dickerson? Or had Mason hired local talent for just this one assignment? Now that he’d had a second or two to think about it, he wasn’t at all surprised. He didn’t say anything. Why bother? What was there to say anyway?
“Now Emma doesn’t have to be afraid, nor do you or Molly. I will expect the three of you here for Thanksgiving. That’s my favorite holiday. No one expects extravagant gifts, just a great meal, which Miles always delivers.”
“Yes,” Ramsey said. “We’ll be there.” Slowly, he placed the phone back in the receiver. He looked at Molly and shook his head. She frowned a moment, then he knew she understood. She made a big deal out of yawning. “I’m ready to fold my tent. How about you, Em?”
“I’m sleepy too, Mama. What did Grandpa want, Ramsey?”
“He wanted to make sure we were all right. Nothing more.”
“He was nice to call,” Emma said, kissed Ramsey, and let her mother tuck her in.

Ramsey leaned back and closed his eyes. His shoulder was hurting like the devil. His fingertips tingled. His head ached. Now this. Molly leaned down to kiss him. He whispered, “He had Dickerson killed. What am I supposed to do?”
“Tell McPherson the truth. It won’t matter, you know it won’t. No one will ever take down my father. In fact I’ll bet my father wants you to tell the cops. He’s probably laughing right now, imagining it.”
He suspected she was right. He called out, “Good night, Emma. Sleep well. You too, Molly.”
 
IT was all over, Ramsey thought, as he walked up the stairs of their San Francisco home, Emma at his side. All over. He was thinking about Dickerson’s mother in Duluth. She had paid for his cremation. Ramsey had actually gone, Savich with him, just to be sure, just to see the man before he was reduced to gray silt.
“Mama’s asleep,” Emma said. “She was really tired. I don’t think she slept well last night.”
That was true enough. He hadn’t either. Emma had said she’d wanted to sleep in her own room, which was the reason neither of them had slept much. It was odd, but he’d missed her cuddling against them, at least in the morning he had.
“I hope she’s not still asleep,” Ramsey said. “I want to see her smile. She’s done a lot of that since we got back home yesterday.”
He stood in the doorway of their bedroom. Emma had left him, running down to her bedroom to fetch one of her toys. Molly was lying on her side, her back to him. She was wearing only a pair of white panties that were high cut on the sides. Her bottom leg was straight, the top leg was slightly bent. There wasn’t a more seductive pose for a woman. He swallowed. Her hair was a glorious mess, tangled over a beautiful expanse of white flesh that made him want to walk right over there and begin kissing her back, starting at the base of her neck downward, until he could pull her panties away. They’d made love three times the previous night. He suspected there would have been a fourth time this morning, but Emma had had other plans.
“Mama kicked off the blanket,” Emma said matter-of-factly beside him. She walked to the bed and gently raised the blanket to cover her mother. Molly stirred. She fell over onto her back and opened her eyes.
“Emma,” she said, and raised her hand to cup her daughter’s face. “Have you been taking care of Ramsey?”
“Yes, Mama. He’s a lot better. He promised his shoulder only hurt a little bit. The best thing is he’s not worried about me anymore.”
“Emma, I’ll worry about you until you’re ninety years old. Now if we could just get rid of the press then everything would be fine and dandy,” Ramsey said. “I’d really like to take you guys down to meet all the people in my office. We’ve also got a dynamite view.” He sighed. “But you can bet the press is hanging out there.” He walked to the bed, leaned down, and kissed Molly’s nose. “You have a good sleep?”
She gave him a long lazy look that made him start to get hard again. “Yeah, no bad dreams, just oblivion. It’s nice for a change. I’d best call my mom before it gets too late in Italy. She was concerned about Emma, and I promised.”
Later in the kitchen, Molly put through the call, while Ramsey stood at the counter chopping some carrots and broccoli. Emma was setting the table.
Molly smiled into the phone, balancing it between her neck and shoulder as she stole a carrot. “Yes, Mom. How are you?”
“Fine, dear. Is everything all right?”
Molly told her, in a highly edited version, how the man had been captured. She finally told her that he’d been murdered in the hospital.
Her mother was silent for just a heartbeat, then she said, with affection, “Your father was always very efficient. Did he call you shortly after the man was dead to tell you that you were safe?”
Molly stared at the phone. “Yes, that’s exactly what he did. The police still haven’t located the person who shot potassium into Dickerson’s IV.”
“They won’t either. Not a chance. Your father always hires reliable help.”
“Yes, I suppose so. But I’m still very worried for him. He’s been nearly killed, twice. That Rule Shaker doesn’t seem like the type to give up.”
“No, he never was. I doubt he’s changed.”
Molly jumped up from her chair, nearly pulling the phone off the wall. “What do you mean, Mom? Do you know Rule Shaker?”
“Certainly, dear. I knew him a very long time ago, when both he and your father were just getting started in their businesses. They were excellent friends, way back when. Our two families did everything together. I very much enjoyed his wife, Lorna, poor woman. She died in an automobile accident some fifteen years ago. I always believed Rule Shaker was responsible for that.”
“But, Mom, they’re bitter enemies now. It was Rule Shaker who blew up Louey, when Ramsey, Emma, and I were the actual targets. It was Rule Shaker who murdered a farmer in Colorado. He’s tried twice to kill Father.”
“These things happen, Molly. Just a moment.” Molly heard her mother switch to her musical Italian. “What, Maria? Oh yes, just put my tea on the table. That’s fine. Do go to bed.” Her mother returned, switching back to English. “Yes, dear? What were we speaking about?”
The good Lord give me patience, Molly thought, looking upward. “We were talking about the fact that my father and Rule Shaker are trying to kill each other. Why didn’t I ever know about this? Why don’t the police know about this? What happened between them?”
“I don’t know about the police, dear. Surely they know. The split was no secret. As for you, why would you have ever known? The split happened when you were a little girl. Just before I left your father, actually. It was only a year later that Rule’s wife left him.”
“Do you know what happened?”
“Yes, dear. I don’t suppose it matters now. You’re all grown up with a daughter of your own. Rule Shaker wanted me to sleep with him, but you see, I was in love with your father. Too, I didn’t really care for him. Rule looked like a gangster, if you know what I mean, the kind of gangster Hollywood put on the screen if they wanted no sympathy for the character, the kind who smokes. Your father never did look like anything but an aristocrat. He still does, in the photos I’ve seen of him over the years.”
“But what happened?”
“Your father walked in on us. Rule Shaker was trying to force me, actually, and in a very crude way. Being a man, your father blamed me as well as his friend. It was the end of our marriage and the end of their friendship and business dealings. It was a very difficult time.”
“I remember we went to Italy,” Molly said slowly. “That was just after this had happened?”
“That’s right. But it’s a long time in the past, twenty years. Now, Molly, let me speak to Emma. I would like all of you to come to Italy for Thanksgiving. No worry about giving anyone a gift they won’t like, just a very good meal. Our cook here, Magdalana, is just excellent. She’d never cooked a turkey in her life until she came to me. Will you come?”
“I’ll have to get back to you on that, Mom.”
“Oh, yes, I did see a photo of your father in Time magazine, with his wife. It appears he’s going to live, yet again. Well, I suppose that’s good. After all, he did remove the threat from Emma.”
“He had Dickerson murdered, Mother,” Molly said, then realized she was a damned hypocrite and said quickly, “Although I wanted to kill him myself. You’re right. No matter what else Father is, he did save Emma from a horrible experience in the courtroom, at the very least.”
“Well, he still should be careful, don’t you think?”
“Naturally,” Molly said. “I don’t think Rule Shaker is the kind of man to give up. I’m sure Father knows him well enough to realize that as well.”
“Oh yes, he’ll think he’s being careful, but it isn’t Rule I’m talking about. I just hope your father knows what he’s doing.”
“Doing about what?”
“Well, dear, it’s his wife. I hadn’t realized whom he’d married. In fact, it seems incredible to me that he would marry her, but evidently he didn’t see any harm. Men are strange, don’t you think? They think with their penises. That’s what my mother always told me.”
Molly shook her head. “I don’t understand, Mom. What’s strange about Eve? Admittedly she’s younger than I am, but many older men have trophy wives, and yeah, I’d probably agree that most men do think with their dicks.”
“Molly, dear, that’s such a crude word. Now, that isn’t what I meant. There was so much bad blood between your father and Rule Shaker and it just kept getting worse. They went after the same deals. Sometimes one would win, sometimes the other, but the rivalry has just gotten stronger over the years. That’s why this is such a surprise.”
“What’s such a surprise?” Molly rolled her eyes toward Ramsey, who raised a black eyebrow.
“Your father’s wife, dear. Eve. There was an excellent photo of her in Time magazine, just after your father was shot that first time. Didn’t you know, dear? She’s Rule Shaker’s eldest daughter.”
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MOLLY WALKED INTO her father’s magnificent study and quietly closed the huge double doors behind her.
Her father rose slowly from his desk, raised an eyebrow, and said, “What is it, Molly? I wasn’t expecting you. Is everything all right?”
He was dressed immaculately. Very few people who knew him would realize that he was thinner, that the flesh on his face was drawn more tautly, that his color wasn’t exactly right, that, actually, he should still be in bed recovering from a gunshot wound to his chest. She smiled at him. “Oh, yes, we’re all just fine. You’re looking well. Miles said you’ve been up three hours today. He’s worried, you know. He thinks you’re overdoing it too quickly. He also said you ate a big piece of chocolate cake last night.”
“Yes. There was some of Miles’s homemade vanilla ice cream on top. I was growing mold in that bed. I’m fine. Where is Ramsey?”
“Both Ramsey and Emma are with Miles. I do believe Gunther is hovering, eating some of Miles’s chocolate-chip cookies himself.” She paused a moment, smiled at him, and said, “Actually, I wanted to see you by myself.”

“What’s this all about? Why are you here?”
The slant of his eyebrows, she thought, was identical to her own. She wondered that she’d never noticed that before. She’d have to ask Ramsey if he saw the similarity. “As a matter of fact,” she said, “I’m here to do you a very big favor.” He frowned at that, just as she’d expected, since it was something he couldn’t imagine. He waved her to a huge leather chair. “It’s my favorite chair,” he said, “but right now I can’t sit in it. It’s too difficult to get back out of it.”
“Sort of like a pregnant woman.”
“I doubt it. Now, what is this favor, Molly?” When she didn’t answer immediately, he glanced at a paper he’d been reading, ignoring her. She’d seen him do this before. It really rattled a person wanting his attention. Odd how she saw and understood it, and was only tempted to tell him that he was a fine actor.
She let him scan a full page, then said finally, “Mother told me all about you and Rule Shaker, that you were best friends for so many years, your two families close. She told me how you blamed her as well as Rule Shaker when you came in on them.”
His head came up with a snap. “I’ll just bet she told you how innocent she was, that Rule was trying to rape her.”
“Yes, that’s what she said. She said she didn’t really like him, that he was crude, that she loved you, but of course, you blamed her as well as him. You threw her out. You kept my brother and I went with her to Italy.”
He shrugged and winced a bit with pain. “It was a very long time ago. I can’t imagine why she chose to tell you now. As for Rule Shaker, I’ve dealt with him over the years without much problem. Perhaps not as well as I’d like recently,” he added, frowning down at a letter opener that looked as sharp as a stiletto. He looked up at her. “Actually, he’s taken more business than I’d have liked over the past couple of years, but it’s a temporary thing. He’s become a thug, nothing more. He’s always been jealous of me and what’s mine. He had bad teeth when we were young. I’ll bet he’s got false teeth by now.” He paused a moment, a frown settling on his forehead, looking beyond her, into the past, perhaps.
“I accepted him, made him my friend,” he continued after a moment. “I can’t believe I didn’t see him clearly until I happened to walk in on him and your mother.
“He’s tried to kill me, twice. I’m going to have to deal with him once and for all. I don’t like having to constantly look over my shoulder. Gunther worries. He isn’t happy about any of this either.”
“Rule Shaker didn’t try to kill you.”
Her father looked at her with amazed contempt. “What did you say?”
“No,” she said, very slowly, as if she were speaking to a dim child. “He didn’t ever try to kill you. Actually, it was your wife.”
Her father bounded to his feet, his face paling, then weaved where he stood. She saw waves of pain washing over him, started to go to him, then stopped, realizing that he hated anyone, particularly her, to see any weakness in him. He chopped his hand in the air, waving her back. “Eve? You’re saying that Eve tried to kill me? You’re trying to blame Eve? That’s absurd, Molly, absolutely absurd.” Then he turned to dial his private telephone. “We’ll see about this. Where the hell do you get off accusing Eve of anything? You’re just jealous of her, aren’t you, Molly? You can’t stand her because she’s everything you’re not, you’re—”
“She blew Louey up as well.”
He slowly straightened and looked at her. He slowly laid down the receiver. He was shaking his head as he said, “No, it was Rule. He wanted you and Emma and Ramsey dead in order to bring Louey into line. That silly little bitch daughter of Rule’s wanted the jerk. No, Rule blew Louey up by mistake. Because his intention was to kill you and Emma, I had to retaliate. He would have taken my daughter so I took his. Now, enough of your venom, Molly. I won’t have any more of this. I’m getting Eve in here.”
“She’s not here. She left”—Molly looked down at her watch—“probably about ten minutes ago. She’s not coming back and you’re not going after her.”
She would swear she saw a fine tremor in his right hand. But his voice was calm with authority as he asked in that barely tolerant cold voice of his, “What is this all about, Molly?”
Slowly, Molly rose from the leather chair. She walked to her father’s desk and splayed her palms on the rich mahogany surface. “Listen to me, Dad. Eve is Rule Shaker’s daughter. After her mother’s death, Eve continued her schooling in Europe, then went to school at Harvard. She didn’t go back to live with her father and younger sister, which is why you never heard of her. Your wife has a master’s degree in business, Dad. Her forte is financial analysis. She and Rule Shaker planned to take you for as much as they could. You just admitted that you’d lost more to him in the past couple of years than you’d wanted to lose. It wasn’t just coincidental. Eve was feeding him business information.”
She realized the instant he believed her. She saw his eyes go cold, saw the deep shifting of his eyes as images developed, changed, evolved in his mind. She said very quietly, “You’re not going to kill Eve. It’s over, all of it. No one will try to kill you and you won’t try to kill Shaker.”
His face was flushed, he was shaking his head. “No, it’s impossible. I knew Eve. Do you think I’m stupid? I had her checked out completely before I married her. She’s Swedish, from a little town north of Stockholm called Uppsala. I know all about her family. Her father’s an engineer—he let her keep one of his diplomas. It’s in our bedroom. Her mother is a schoolteacher. She teaches French, for God’s sake. She has two younger sisters. I know everything about her. She’s fluent in English because of an English nanny she had all during her childhood. I know she never went to college, that she—”
“Her name is Janice Claire Shaker. The last time you saw her, she was all of four years old, just a very little girl. You probably have no memory of her at all. When Rule Shaker and his wife divorced, Janice went with her mother to Boston and Rule Shaker kept Melissa, who was just two years old at the time. They split their kids just the way you did with me and Teddy.
“Janice married a Swedish engineer when she was only eighteen, her freshman year in college. Her husband was killed on a dam project a year later. She obviously got all her Swedish antecedents from her husband’s family, including her husband’s engineering degree that’s hanging on your wall. In any case, somewhere along the line, Janice or her father came up with the idea to take you in. And they did take you in. Fooled you completely.
“She admitted to me that she murdered Louey. She hated him, didn’t want her sister to be with him. She smuggled in the bomb that blew him up. Emma and I weren’t the targets. And then when you killed Melissa, her sister, she tried to murder you. Maybe Eve would have tried to murder you eventually regardless of what happened. She didn’t volunteer her plans. I don’t know and neither will you. It doesn’t matter. All of it’s going to stop right now.”
She watched him straighten, knew that the effect must be hurting his chest. Then he was utterly still, even his hands silent at his sides. He said, his voice as gentle as a soft spring rain, “If what you say is true, if she did betray me, then how could it possibly be over?”
She would have preferred rage, not this calm dead coldness. She didn’t know where she found it, but she reached down deep inside her and brought up a very big smile. “Because, Dad, I’ve saved your life and now I’m going to end it all. No one is going to kill anyone. You try to harm Eve or Rule Shaker and I’m going to turn you in. It’s true that I don’t have much hard proof, but I know enough to make things excessively uncomfortable for you. If you refuse to end it, I also promise you will never see Emma or me again. I will not take the chance of Emma getting between you and Shaker.
“There will be no more attempts on your life or anyone connected with you, including me and Emma. Eve and her father have agreed to it. You took one of his daughters and you’re giving the other one back. Louey is dead and you were nearly killed twice. They both know I could bring them down, because, you see, I taped my conversation with Eve and played it for them. One copy is with Dillon Savich of the FBI and the other is with the San Francisco District Attorney’s office. I’ve got it all and I’ll keep it safe. It’s over. Believe me on this.”
He slowly raised his hand. In an instant, Molly thought he was going to strike her. She stood her ground, waiting.
Slowly, Mason Lord lowered his arm. His voice was nearly a whisper as he said, “You’re my daughter and you’re threatening me with this?”
“Yes, I am. It’s my only way to protect both Emma and you. I don’t ever want to have to worry that Emma could be the next victim in your war with Rule Shaker. What’s more, I don’t want him or his daughter to kill you. Now, I want your word that you’ll leave the Shakers alone.”
Mason stared at the daughter who looked so much like her grandmother, who hadn’t wanted Alicia to marry him, who’d looked at him like he was some sort of back alley scum. She’d looked at him and known what he was to his very soul. He’d seen the knowledge in those gray-green eyes of hers—Molly’s eyes—and he’d hated her with everything in him. Now here was Molly, more her blood than she was his, telling him what to do. What was wrong with him? She was just a woman, nothing more.
He wanted to straighten her out but good, but instead, what came out of his mouth was, “I eliminated the scum who hurt Emma.”

His voice was defensive, with maybe even a hint of a whine. It amazed her and heartened her. “Yes, I know. That’s why I haven’t already called the cops. Do you know something, Dad? I don’t think you’re all bad. You tried to protect family. That’s something in your favor. A very big something. Do you agree, Dad? It stops here and now?”
Mason Lord looked down at his long white fingers. The flesh looked loose on the back of his hands. Slowly, he raised his head. Molly was standing quietly in front of him, her wild red hair pulled back and fastened with a gold clip against her nape.
Her ears, he thought, her ears were Alicia’s. He’d always thought Alicia had beautiful ears. He heard her say again, her voice calm and low, “Do you agree, Dad?”
The phone rang sharp and loud beside his left hand.
“Answer it,” Molly said, looking at her watch. “It’s Rule Shaker, right on time. End it, Dad.”
Maybe it was time to end it all. She had guts, his guts, to come in here and face him down.
Well, what the hell. He picked up the phone and said to a man he hadn’t spoken to in twenty years, “Rule. It’s Mason Lord.”




Epilogue
“IT’S A BOY,” Ramsey called out. Both Molly and Emma came running into his study from the kitchen. He pressed the speaker button and put the phone down.
“Congratulations!” Molly and Emma shouted in unison. Emma’s Dalmatian, six-month-old Kenny, barked madly, and jumped against Ramsey’s leg. “When? How long? What’s his name?”
Sherlock laughed, raucous and full-bodied, loud on the speaker. “His name is Sean Franklin Savich and he wailed his lungs out as he slid into Dillon’s hands. He’s big and healthy and everything’s just great. Dillon came through like a champ, kept me up and walking around until I finally told him I’d punch his lights out if he didn’t let me lie down and yell at him.”
Emma wanted to know when they’d bring Sean out so she could play with him. Soon, Sherlock told her, very soon.
When Ramsey hung up the phone, he sat down in his dark brown leather chair and pulled Molly onto his lap. Then he brought Emma down on Molly’s lap, wrapping his arms around both of them. It was a routine all of them were used to. He looked at the wall across from his chair. There were three neoimpressionist paintings hanging there, selected by him and Molly together over the past several months.
“I got a request from my law clerks and my secretary today, all three of them, that they want to see Emma,” he said, kissing Molly’s ear. “It’s been at least a month, they said. They said I was being selfish with her. So, guys, would you like to come down to my office? Emma, you’ve got a holiday Monday so you won’t miss any school. What do you say?”
“Will Mrs. Burger have some of her lemon bars?” Emma asked.
Ramsey laughed. “Greed always wins out. I’ll ask her.”
“If the answer’s yes, then count us in,” Molly said, and kissed Emma’s ear.
When Emma jumped down to go play with Kenny in the backyard, Ramsey said to Molly, “I got a call from Lieutenant O’Connor from the Oak Park police. They found the man they believe shot your father in a dump site, somewhere in southern Ohio. He’d been dead quite a while, about six months. Rule Shaker didn’t want any loose ends.”
“Exactly. Eve must have told her father about the saliva the cops found and could do a DNA match on if they came up with a suspect. His spitting cost him his life.”
“Yeah. Probably no big loss. That’s over. No doubt it’s a relief for your dad.” He nuzzled her neck, fiddled with the small gold hoop in her left ear, and said, “Have you decided yet, Molly? Are we going to Italy or to Chicago for Thanksgiving? You’d best make up your mind; it’s only a few days away and I imagine that there aren’t many airline tickets left.”
“No problem,” she said, giving him a big grin. “We’re going to Italy for Thanksgiving and to Chicago for Christmas. I told my dad that Emma wanted lots of really neat presents and that’s why he got Christmas.
“He huffed and puffed, but then he laughed, said Gunther was already talking about getting Emma a G.I. Jane doll for Christmas, replete with appropriate weaponry. Can you beat that?”
“No, I’m not even going to try.”
Molly rolled her eyes. “Well, since I still have my Detonics all safe and snug in a box on the top shelf of a closet, I guess I can’t say much. Oh yes, I returned Mrs. Garcia’s call. She said that Dr. Loo sends her love, that she’s planning on spring skiing.”
“What did she say about Emma?”
“She’s pleased. She thinks it would be good for Emma to travel again. She’s still very encouraged with the progress Emma’s making. For now, she says that Emma’s talked about it enough, and, in her own way, is ready to move on.”
“Thank God for that. Am I spoiling her too rotten, Molly?”
“Nah, she’s got a good head on her shoulders. She’s spoiling you, actually. Imagine her running down here to the kitchen to make you some toast this morning so you wouldn’t have to get your feet cold on the tile.”
He laughed. “There are still crumbs in the bed. Oh yes, I forgot to tell you. You know how the district judges get their cases through the random lottery system? I just got handed another big-time drug case. I hope this one has a different ending than the last one.”
“I think I’ll hang out in the courtroom, just to make sure nobody tries anything.”
He kissed her ear, her chin, the tip of her nose. “Emma spoils me and you protect me.” He leaned back in the chair and gave her a big grin. “What more could a guy ask for?”
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TO CURRY ECKELHOFF
  
  
 Incredible competence aside, you’re a wonderful friend,
 you’ve got a great sense of humor,
 you’re generous to a fault,
 and you’re a blonde.
 Here’s to all of us hanging out
 in the Pink Palace.
  
 —C.C.






PROLOGUE
Edgerton, Oregon
 
The night was black and calm, silent except for the mellow whine of the newly tuned Porsche engine, yet she heard the soft, sobbing voice pleading with her again, whispering low and deep. It never left her alone now.
No one else was near, it was just Jilly driving alone on the coast highway. The ocean stirred beside her, but with no moon out, it looked like an empty, black expanse. The Porsche, sensitive to the slightest touch of her fingers, gently swerved left, toward the cliff, toward the endless expanse of black water beyond. Jilly jerked the car back to the center line.
Laura’s voice began sobbing in her brain, then grew louder, filling her, until Jilly wanted to burst.
“Shut up!” Jilly’s scream filled the car for a brief moment. Her voice sounded harsh and ugly. It was nothing like Laura’s had been, like a small child’s sobbing, lost and inconsolable. Only death would bring peace. Jilly felt that voice, Laura’s voice, build inside her again. She gripped the steering wheel and stared straight ahead, praying to herself, chanting for it to stop, for Laura to go away.
“Please,” she whispered. “Please stop. Leave me alone. Please.”
But Laura didn’t stop. She was no longer a child, speaking in a sweet, terrified voice. She was herself again, angry now, and this time foul words frothed from her mouth, spewing rage and saliva that Jilly tasted in the back of her throat. She banged her fists on the steering wheel, hard, harder still, rhythmically, to make the malevolent voice go away. She opened the window, pressed it all the way down and leaned out, letting the wind tear her hair back, and her eyes sting and water. She shouted into the night, “Make it stop!”
It stopped. Suddenly.
Jilly drew a deep breath and pulled her head back into the car. The wind whooshed through the car and she sucked in mouthfuls of the cold air. It tasted wonderful. It was over. Thank God, finally it had stopped. She raised her head, looking around, wondering where she was. She’d been driving for hours, it seemed, yet the dashboard clock read only midnight. She’d been gone from home for a half hour.
Her life had become whispers and screams until she couldn’t bear it. Now there was silence, deep and complete silence.
Jilly began counting. One, two, three—no curses, no whispers, no small child’s pleading, nothing, just her own breathing, the soft hum of her car. She threw back her head and closed her eyes a moment, relishing the silence. She began counting again. Four, five, six—still blessed silence.
Seven, eight—soft, very soft, like a faraway rustling of leaves, coming closer, closer. Not rustling, no, whispering. Laura was whispering again, begging not to die, begging and pleading and swearing she’d never meant to sleep with him, but it had just happened, he’d made it happen. But Jilly hadn’t believed her.
“Please, stop, stop, stop,” Jilly chanted over that feathery voice. Laura began screaming that Jilly was a pathetic bitch, a fool who couldn’t see what she was. Jilly stomped down on the gas pedal. The Porsche lurched forward, hitting seventy, eighty, eighty-five. The coast road swerved. She kept the car directly in the center of the road. She began singing. Laura screamed louder, and Jilly sang louder. Ninety. Ninety-five.
“Go away. Damn you, go away!” Jilly’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel, her head low, her forehead nearly touching the rim. The engine’s vibrations made Laura’s screaming voice convulse with power.
One hundred.
Jilly saw the sharp turn, but Laura yelled that they would be together soon now, very soon. She couldn’t wait to get Jilly, and then they’d see who would win.
Jilly screamed, whether at Laura or at the sight of the cliff dropping some forty feet to the heaped and tumbled black rocks below. The Porsche plunged through the railing, thick wood and steel, picking up speed, and shot out to the vast empty blackness beyond.
One more scream rent the silence before the Porsche sliced nose first through the still, black water. There was scarcely a sound, just the fast downward plunge, the sharp, clean impact, then the quick shifting and closing over, the calm water returning to what it had been just a second before.
Then there was only the black night. And calm and silence.




CHAPTER ONE
Bethesda Naval Hospital
 Maryland
I jerked upright in bed, clutched at my neck, and doubled over as a god-awful pain ripped through me. I’d heard a man yell, just beside me, nearly right in my ear. I couldn’t draw a breath, I was suffocating. And a guy who wasn’t even there was yelling at me and I was dying. I finally managed to heave inward and suck in a huge breath.
I’d felt a mountain of frigid water crash down on me like the whale had closed down over Jonah. But I wasn’t drowning. I knew what drowning was, remembered it as clearly as if it had happened yesterday. I was seven years old, swimming with my older brother, Kevin, who was flirting with some young girls. I’d gotten tangled up in some underwater branches. It had been Jilly who’d jerked me out, smacked my back hard as I’d gagged and choked, until water gushed out of my mouth.
The dream wasn’t like that. It was as if I’d been hit by that water just a moment before there was, quite simply, nothing. Nothing at all. Just stillness, no pain, no questions, no fear, just an utter blank.

I swung my legs over the bed and stamped them hard on the ancient linoleum, savoring the sluice of pain that rumbled through my shoulder, my ribs, my collarbone, my right thigh, and other parts of me that were healing well enough so that gradually I’d dropped them out of my inventory. That delicious sharp pain brought me fully into my favorite hospital room, planted me firmly in the here and now, out from under water in a nightmare that had left me being nothing at all.
Still, when my feet hit the linoleum, the shock of the impact punched me back, and I nearly fell. I grabbed the bed railing at the head of the bed, took a deep breath, and looked around. My feet were still on the floor, flat on off-white linoleum that I’d come to hate in the past two weeks as much as those pastel green and tan walls. Leave it to the military to pick those colors. But you couldn’t hate when you were dead, so I was glad there was something there to prove to me that I was alive.
I’d been lucky, they’d told me. The blast hadn’t zeroed in on my heart or my head or anything vital. It was like I’d gotten hit by a two-by-four all over—a bit smashed here, a bone broken there, a muscle twisted out down lower. My feet and my back had escaped, with just faint bruises marching up my spine. The explosion missed my groin too, for which I was profoundly grateful.
I just stood there by my bed, breathing and savoring all the air that was here, all of it mine.
I looked down at my messed-up bed. I wasn’t about to fall back into that bed because I knew the dream still hovered, just beyond in the ether, much too close, waiting for me to sleep again. I wasn’t about to. I stretched, slowly and carefully. Still, every move brought a jab of pain from somewhere in my body. I breathed in deeply and walked slowly to the window of my hospital room. I was in the newer hospital, built in 1980, a massive building attached to the original hospital, built sometime in the 1930s. Everyone there complained about having to walk miles to get anywhere. I wished I could walk even a part of a mile, and complain with them.
I saw a few starburst dots of light from the five-level open parking building across the way. The parking building as well as half a dozen support buildings were connected to the hospital by long corridors. I couldn’t see more than a dozen parked cars from where I stood. Lights spiked up from lamps set at close intervals throughout the landscaped grounds. There were lights even in among the trees. My law enforcement instincts told me there were no places for a mugger to hide—too many lights.
There hadn’t been any lights at all in the dream, just darkness, wet darkness. I walked slowly to the small bathroom, leaned over very carefully, cupped my hands under the water tap at the sink, and drank deeply. As I straightened, water ran down my chin and dripped onto my chest. I had dreamed I was drowning and yet my throat felt drier than that wool-parched, blistering air in Tunisia. It made no sense.
Unless I hadn’t been the one drowning. Suddenly, deep down, I knew. I hadn’t been the one to drown, but I’d been there, right there.
I looked around expecting someone to be there, close to me, right behind me, ready to tap me on the shoulder. For over two weeks since I’d been pounded into the desert sand by the bomb blast, there was always someone there just beside me, speaking quietly to me, jabbing me with needles, endless numbers of needles. My arms ached from all the shots and my butt was still numb in places.
I drank more water, then slowly raised my head, careful as always not to move too quickly. I stared at the man in the mirror above the sink. I looked like oatmeal, gray and collapsed, like I wasn’t really alive. I was used to seeing a big guy, but the person staring back at me wasn’t at all substantial. He looked like a lot of big bones strung together. I grinned at him. At least I still had my teeth, and they were still straight. I felt lucky my teeth hadn’t been blown out when that bomb exploded and hurled me like a bag of feathers some fifteen feet across desert sand.
When my friend Dillon Savich, another FBI agent, saw me in the gym, he’d probably just shake his head and ask me where I’d stashed my coffin. I knew it would take a good six months before I could go toe-to-toe with Savich again and have a slim prayer of holding my own with him at the gym.
I took a deep breath, drank more water, and switched off the bathroom light. The figure in the mirror was shadowy now. He looked a lot better that way. I stepped back into the bedroom, to the stark outline of the single bed and the huge red digital numbers on the clock some friends had brought me, wrapped with a bright crimson ribbon. I looked at the clock. It was just seven minutes after three A.M. I remembered Savich’s wife, Sherlock, also an FBI agent, telling me when I was floating between pain and the oblivion of morphine that every minute that clicked by on the clock meant I was that much closer to getting out of this place and back to work where I belonged.
I walked back to the bed and slowly lowered myself down on my back. I pulled up the single sheet and thin blanket with my left hand. I tried to relax, to settle and ease my muscles. I wasn’t about to go to sleep again. I closed my eyes and tried to think logically and clearly about the dream. Yes, I’d felt water, but not really drowning, just a shock of water pouring into me. Just a taste of water. Then nothing at all.
I raised my left hand and rubbed my fist over my chest. At least my heart had calmed down. I pulled in more deep breaths and told myself to stop the drama crap and think. Think cold, that was the rule at the Academy. I had to stop the panic and think cold.
It took me another couple of minutes to wonder whether it hadn’t been a dream at all, but something else. As clearly as I saw the face of the digital clock on the utility stand beside my bed, I remembered seeing Jilly’s face.
I didn’t like that at all. That was nuts, plain nuts. A strange dream where I was drowning, only not really, and for some reason Jilly was back there somewhere in my brain. I’d last seen Jilly at Kevin’s home in Chevy Chase, Maryland, at the end of February. She’d acted a little strange, no other way to put it, but I hadn’t really paid all that much attention, just tucked it away. Too much other stuff going on in my life, like going to Tunisia.
I remembered talking to Kevin about Jilly the day after she had flown in from Oregon. Kevin, my older brother, had just shaken his head. Living on the West Coast was making Jilly a little eccentric, and don’t worry about it. Nothing more than that. Kevin was career army, had four boys, and not a whole lot of time to be thinking about the oddities of his three siblings. It had been just the four of us for eight years now, since our parents died in a car accident, hit by a drunk driver.
I remembered Jilly droning on about all sorts of things—her new Porsche, her dress that she’d bought at Langdon’s in Portland, some girl called Cal Tarcher she didn’t seem to like, and the girl’s brother, Cotter, who Jilly had thought was a vicious bully. She’d even gone on and on about how good sex was with Paul, her husband of eight years. There didn’t seem to be any particular point to any of it as far as I could see. Now what she’d said seemed more than just simply eccentric.
Was Jilly drowning in my dream?
I didn’t want to let that thought dig itself into my brain, but it had weaseled in with that dream, and it wouldn’t leave now. I was tired, but not quite as tired as just the day before or the day before that. I was mending. The doctors would nod their heads and smile at each other, then at me, patting my unbruised right shoulder. They had talked about letting me go home next week. I decided I would make it sooner.
I knew I wasn’t going back to sleep, not with that dream waiting for me, and I knew it was waiting, certain of it. I knew it was waiting because it didn’t really feel like a dream, it was something else. I had to deal with this.
I decided then and there that I’d give my right nut for a beer. I didn’t think it through, just pushed the call buzzer. In four minutes, according to my digital clock with its big red numbers, Midge Hardaway, my night nurse, stuck her head in the door.
“Mac? You okay? It’s really late. You should be asleep. What’s the problem?”
Midge was somewhere in her thirties, tall, with short honey-colored hair and a sharp chin. She was smart, reliable; you could count on her in a crunch. Whenever I’d drifted back to consciousness at the beginning of my stay here, she’d be right beside me, talking quietly to me, her fingers lightly stroking my arm.
I smiled at her with what I hoped was my best boyish smile, filled with irresistible charm. I wasn’t sure she could even see it because the room was very dim, the only light coming from the corridor at her back. But I hoped she could at least hear all the effort I was putting into my voice. “Midge, save me. I’m in bad shape here. I just can’t stand it any longer. Please, you’ve gotta help me. You’re my only hope.”
The corridor light framed a smile that was at once sympathetic and filled with laughter that she didn’t bother to hide quite enough. Then she cleared her throat. “Mac, listen to me now. You’ve been out of commission for over two weeks. I guess since you’re feeling better, this could become more and more of a problem. But hey, hon, I’m married. What would Doug think? He’s got this temper, you know?”
Forget boyish charm. I tried for pathetic. “Why would Doug care? He isn’t here. He wouldn’t even have to know if you think it would upset him, which I can’t begin to imagine that it would.”
“Now, Mac, if I weren’t married, I’d be truly tempted, even though you’re not even close to batting a thousand yet in the health department. Hey, I’m flattered. You’re good-looking, at least you were in that photo they used of you in the newspaper, and you’ve got the use of both hands now. But the way things stand, Mac, I just can’t do it.”
“I’m really dying here, Midge. I’m not lying to you. Just this one time and I won’t beg again—well, at least not until tomorrow night. Just one, Midge. I’ll go slow. I’ve already got drool pooling in my mouth.”
She stood there just shaking her head back and forth, her hands on her hips, very nice hips I’d noticed nine days ago when I finally wasn’t so dulled from painkillers. I sighed. “All right, if it’s really against your ethics, or Doug’s ethics. But I’ll tell you, Midge, I just don’t see why it’s such a big deal. And why your husband would care is beyond me. He’d probably be begging just like I am if he was in my shoes. Hey, maybe you could call Mrs. Luther. She’s tough, but maybe she’ll give in. I think she likes me, just maybe—”
“Mac, are you nuts? Mrs. Luther is sixty-five years old. For God’s sake, you can’t be all that desperate. Ellen Luther? She’d probably bite you.”
“Why would she do that? What are you talking about?”
“Mac,” she said with great patience, “you’re horny after two weeks of celibacy. I can understand that. But Mrs. Luther?”
“I think you’ve got the wrong idea here, Midge. I don’t want Mrs. Luther. I want you in that way, but you’re married, so I only think about that in passing, like any other guy would, you know, maybe once every five minutes or so during the day, maybe more the better I feel. No, what I’m dying for, what I want more than anything in the world, is a beer.”
“A beer?” She stared at me for the longest time, then she started laughing. That laughter of hers grew until she had to come into the room and close the door so she wouldn’t disturb other patients. She was doubled over with laughter, holding her sides. “You want a beer? That’s what all this is about? A damned beer? And you’ll go real slow?”
I gave her my innocent look.
She paused a moment in the open doorway, shaking her head and still laughing. Said over her shoulder, “You want a Bud Light?”
“I’d kill for a Bud Light.”

The Bud can was so cold I thought my fingers would stick to it. There couldn’t be anything better than this, I thought, as the beer slid down my throat. I wondered which nurse was hoarding the Bud in the nurses’ refrigerator. I drank half the can in one long slug. Midge was standing beside the bed, just looking down at me. “I hope mixing the beer with your meds doesn’t make you puke. Hey, slow down. You promised you’d make it last. Men, you really can’t believe them, not when it comes to beer.”
“It’s been a long time,” I said, licking beer foam off my mouth. “I just couldn’t help myself. The edge is off now.” I heaved a thankful sigh and took a smaller drink, realizing that she wasn’t likely to get me another beer. At least the terror of that nightmare was deep below the surface again, not sitting right there on my shoulder, waiting to whisper in my ear again. I had about a quarter of a can left. I rested it on my stomach.
Midge had moved next to me and now she was taking my pulse.
“My neighbor, Mr. Kowalski, waters my plants when I’m out of town or in the hospital, like now. He also keeps things dusted. He’s a retired plumber, older than the paint on my great-aunt Silvia’s house, and real sharp. James Quinlan—he’s an FBI agent—he sings to his African violets. Healthiest critters you’ve ever seen. His wife wonders when she’ll wake up some morning to find some plants cozying up to her in bed. Oh shit, Midge, I want to go home.”
She lightly cupped my face against her palm. “I know, Mac. Soon now. Your pulse is just fine. Now, let me take your blood pressure.” She didn’t tell me what it was, but she hummed under her breath, something from Verdi, I think, and that meant it was good. “You need to go back to sleep, Mac. Is your stomach happy with the beer? No nausea?”
I took the last pull of beer, kept the burp in my throat, and gave her a big smile. “I’m fine. I owe you, Midge, big time.”
“I’ll collect sometime, don’t you worry. Your plants sound great. Hey, how about I get Mrs. Luther for you?”
I whimpered, and she left me alone, grinning and waving at me from the doorway. In the next instant, Jilly’s face slammed back into my mind.
“You’ve got to face it, Mac,” I said very quietly to myself in the still night, looking toward the window that gave onto the nearly empty parking lot. “All right. Let’s just say it out loud. Was that a dream or some kind of prophecy? Is Jilly in some sort of trouble?”
No, that was bullshit. I knew bullshit.
I didn’t go back to sleep. Truth was I was too scared. I wished I had another beer. Midge dropped by at four A.M., frowned at me, and shoved a sleeping pill down my throat.
At least I didn’t dream for the three hours they gave me before the guy with the blood cart came by, shook my bruised shoulder to wake me up, and shoved a needle in my vein. He never paused in his talk—I think it was about the Redskins—slapped down a Band-Aid hard over the hole in my arm, and whistled as he pushed his torture cart out of my room. His name was Ted and he was, I thought, what the shrinks call a situational sadist.
At ten o’clock that morning, I simply couldn’t wait any longer. I had to know. I dialed Jilly’s number in Edgerton, Oregon. Her husband, Paul, answered the phone on the second ring.
“Jilly,” I said, and knew my voice wasn’t steady. “Paul, how’s Jilly?”

Silence.
“Paul?”
I heard a shuddering breath, then, “She’s in a coma, Mac.”
I felt an odd settling deep inside me, the slow unwrapping of the package whose contents I already knew. I hadn’t wanted this, but it hadn’t really surprised me at all. I prayed as I asked, “Will she live?”
I could hear Paul fiddling with the phone cord, probably twisting it over and over his hand. Finally he said in a dead voice, “Nobody wants to even take a guess, Mac. The doctors did a CAT scan and an MRI. They say there’s hardly any damage to her brain, just some tiny hemorrhages and some swelling, but nothing to account for the coma. They just don’t know. They hope she’ll come out of it really soon. Bottom line, we have to wait and see. First you getting blown up in some godforsaken place, and now Jilly in this ridiculous accident.”
“What happened?” But I knew, yeah, I knew.
“Her car went over a cliff on the coast road last night, just after midnight. She was driving the new Porsche that I gave her for Christmas. She’d be dead if a highway patrolman hadn’t been passing by. He saw the whole thing, said she just seemed to let the car drift, then speeded up through the railing. He said the Porsche made a perfect nosedive into the water. The water isn’t more than fifteen to twenty feet where she went over. The Porsche headlights were still on, thank God, and the driver’s side window was open. He got her out on his first try, a pure miracle, he said. No one can believe he managed it, that she’s still alive. I’ll call you as soon as something changes—either way. I’m sorry, Mac, real sorry. Are you feeling better?”
“Yes, much better,” I said. “Thank you, Paul. I’ll be in touch.” I laid the receiver gently back into its cradle. Paul had evidently been too upset even to wonder why I’d called him specifically about Jilly, at seven o’clock in the morning, West Coast time, the very morning after the accident. I wondered when Paul would think of it, wondered when he’d call me, asking about it.
At that moment, I didn’t have a clue what I’d tell him.




CHAPTER TWO
Mac, for God’s sake, what are you doing out of bed? No way the doctors said you could leave. Just look at you. You don’t look so hot. Your face is as gray as dingy old curtains.”
Lacy Savich, known to everyone in the Bureau as “Sherlock,” began shoving my chest lightly, pushing me back toward the bed. I’d managed to get my legs into a pair of jeans and had been in the middle of fighting with a long-sleeved shirt when she came in.
“Back into bed, Mac. You’re not going anywhere. How’d you get those jeans on?” Sherlock tucked herself under my armpit, trying to turn me around, trying to force me down on that damned bed.
I stopped and she couldn’t move me. “Listen, I’m all right, Sherlock. Let me go. I don’t want you under my bare arm. I haven’t had a shower yet.”
“You’re not that ripe. I’m not moving until you at least sit down and tell me what’s going on.”
“Okay, I’ll sit,” I said, and truth be told, it was a good thing I planned to sit quickly, though not on that bed. “Oh, all right. If you insist, Sherlock.” I smiled down at her. She was a small woman with a head of thick, curly red hair, confined this morning at the back of her neck with a gold clip. She had the whitest skin and the prettiest smile that was warm and sweet unless she was pissed, when she could chew metal if it came right down to it. We’d come into the Bureau at the same time, all of two years ago now.
She managed a surprising amount of my weight, walking lock-step, veering sideways so she could push me down onto a hospital chair. Once I was seated I grinned up at her, remembering the two of us going up the ropes in our final physical exam at the Academy. I hadn’t known if she’d be able to do it or not, and I hadn’t been about to leave her. I’d hung beside her, encouraging her, calling her names, insulting her at a fine clip until she finally made it all the way up the rope with those skinny arms of hers. Sherlock didn’t have a lot of upper-body strength, but she had something a whole lot better—guts and heart. She was more fond of me than I probably deserved.
“You’re going to talk to me. The doctors are shaking their heads. They’ve already called your boss and I’ll betcha they’ll be here ready to roll you into the floor if you take so much as one step toward that door. Here’s reinforcements. Dillon, come here and help me figure out what’s eating Mac. Look, he’s even got his pants on.”
Dillon Savich raised a dark brow at that, his expression saying quite clearly to me, The shit better have his pants on.
I settled back in the chair. What difference did five minutes make? I’d still be out of here soon enough. Besides, it was best that some of my friends knew what was going on.

“Look, guys, I’ve got to go home and pack. I’ve got to fly out to Oregon. My sister was in an accident last night. She’s in a coma. I can’t stay here.”
Sherlock knelt beside the chair and took one of my big hands between hers. “Jilly? She’s in a coma? What happened?”
I closed my eyes against immediate memories of that demented dream, or whatever it had been. “I called Oregon early this morning,” I said. “Her husband Paul told me.”
Sherlock cocked her head to one side and studied me for a moment. Then she asked, “Why’d you call her?”
Sherlock not only had heart and guts, she had this brain that could accelerate electrons.
Savich was still standing by the open doorway, looking fit and big and tough. His eyes were on his wife, Sherlock, who was just looking up at me, waiting for me to strip open my guts for her, which I was about to do. No contest.
“Just sit back and close your eyes, Mac, that’s right. I won’t let anyone bother you. I wish I had some of Dillon’s private reserve whiskey from Kentucky. It would mellow you out quicker than Sean can get Dillon up with his best yell.”
“That didn’t make a whole lot of sense, Sherlock, but let me tell you that Midge brought me a beer last night,” I said. “I didn’t puke. It tasted really good.” An understatement. I couldn’t imagine sex being better than that one Bud Light.
“I’m so happy for you,” Sherlock said, and patted my cheek. And waited. I watched her look over at her husband, standing there just inside the hospital room, all calm and relaxed, his arms crossed over his chest. It was a pity that there weren’t more like him at the Bureau, instead of the clone bureaucrats who were too afraid to do anything that hadn’t been sanctioned for at least a decade. I hated it when I saw it, prayed I wouldn’t turn out to be like that in the years to come. Maybe I had a chance not to be, in the Counter-Terrorism section. The bureaucrats did their thing in Washington, but in the field the rules fell away. You were on your own, or at least you were if you were on the ground with a terrorist group in Tunisia.
“A dream,” I said finally. “It started with a dream last night. I dreamed about drowning, or about someone drowning. I think it was Jilly.” I told them everything I could remember, which was nearly all of it. I shrugged and said, “That’s why I called so early this morning. I found out the dream, or whatever it was, had happened. She’s in a coma.” What is that going to mean? I wondered yet again. Will she live but be a vegetable? Will we have to decide whether or not to unplug her?
“I’m scared,” I said, looking at Sherlock. “More scared than I’ve ever been in my life. Facing those terrorists with only a .450 Magnum Express wasn’t even in the same ballpark. Getting blown into the air in that car explosion didn’t come close to this, trust me.”
“You wasted two of them, Mac,” Savich said, “including the leader, and you would have been blown into a thousand pieces if it hadn’t been for a bit of luck—the angle of the blast was sharper than they intended—and a well-placed sand dune.”
I paused a moment, then nodded. “That I understand, but I don’t understand this dream; it’s just plain scary. I felt her hit the water. I felt pain, then nothing, like I was dead.
“I was with her, or I was her, or something. It’s crazy, but I can’t pretend it didn’t happen. I’ve got to go to Oregon. Not next week or even in two days. I’ve got to go today.”

Because Sherlock was right here with me, because I was so scared I wanted to howl and cry at the same time, I leaned over and pulled Sherlock up against my good side. One skinny little arm came around my neck. I felt tears clog my throat, but I wasn’t about to let them out. I’d never live that one down, even if neither of them told a single soul. No, I just held her close, felt that soft hair of hers tease my nose. I looked over at Savich. The two of them had been married a year and a half. I’d been Sherlock’s Man of Honor at their wedding. Savich was well known and well liked in the Bureau. Both Savich and Sherlock were in the CAU, the Criminal Apprehension Unit, headed by Savich, who’d created the unit some three years before. I managed to get myself together and said, “You’ve got a good one here, Savich.”
“Yeah, on top of everything else, she gave me the neatest little kid in all of Washington. You haven’t seen Sean since he was a month old, Mac. It’s time you did. He’s pushing five months.”
“I’ll get over as soon as I can.”
“See that you do. Hey, Sherlock, you okay? Don’t worry about Mac. He’ll go to Oregon and see what the hell’s going on. We’ll be here if he needs backup, not more than a five-hour plane ride away.
“Mac, are you sure you’re ready to climb back onto your horse? You still look a bit on the weedy side. How about coming to stay with us for a couple of days before you take off? We’ll put you next to the baby’s room. Too bad you can’t breast-feed. That would make up for us having to take care of you.”
 
As it turned out, I ended up staying at the hospital for another day and a half until, frankly, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I spoke to Paul twice a day. There was no change in Jilly’s condition. The doctors were still saying there was nothing they could do but just wait and see. Kevin and his boys were in Germany, and my sister Gwen, a buyer for Macy’s, was in New York. I told them I’d keep them posted as often as I could.
I flew west that Friday, on an early morning flight from Washington Dulles. I rented a light blue Ford Taurus at the Portland International Airport without much hassle, which was always a pleasant surprise in my experience.
It was a beautiful day, not a hint of humidity, no rain clouds, a mild seventy degrees with a light breeze. I’d always liked the West Coast, especially Oregon with its raw, wild mountains and deep-cut gorges with rapids roaring through them. And the ocean, sweeping against the coast for some three hundred miles, all of it savage and magnificent.
I took my time, knowing my physical limits, not wanting to feel like I was going to fall down in a dead heap. I stopped at a Wendy’s in Tufton, a little town near the coast. I saw the sign to Edgerton off Highway 101 an hour and a half later. There was only a spur west, 101W, a narrow paved road that ran four miles to the ocean. Unlike the scores of towns that were bisected by the coast highway, Edgerton was luckily situated west when they’d decided to take the highway more inland to the east. There were a few signs advertising three bed and breakfasts. The BUTTERCUP B&B sign was the biggest, shaped like a psychedelic flower and painted purple and yellow, announcing that it was right on the edge of the cliff, and showed a gothic structure that looked bleak and menacing on the billboard. If I remembered correctly, Paul had told me once that the folk here in Edgerton called it the Psycho B&B. There was another sign for a small diner called The Edwardian, claiming to have the best British cuisine, something I thought must be an oxymoron, based on my culinary experience during my year at the London School of Economics.
I remembered there had once been a small hotel on the narrow strip of beach at Edgerton, but it had been washed away during a winter storm in 1974. I tried to imagine such a thing and couldn’t. I remembered the movie where a tsunami at least a million feet high had taken out Manhattan, and grinned. I remembered wondering if the Indians would be interested in buying back the island after that. I stuck my head out the window and smelled the ocean, tart and clean and salty. I loved the smell, felt something expand inside me anytime I was close to the sea. I sucked in that wonderful sticky, salty air. That really deep breath hurt me just a bit, nothing close to what it would have done if I’d tried it a week ago.
I slowed the Ford down to navigate a deep pothole. My brother-in-law, Paul Bartlett, Jilly’s husband, was a man I didn’t know all that well even though he and Jilly had been married for eight years now. They’d wed right after she’d gotten her master’s degree in pharmacology. Paul had finished his Ph.D. the year before. He’d grown up in Edgerton, gone back east to Harvard. He’d always seemed to me a bit standoffish, a bit of a cold fish, but who really knew what another person was like? I remembered Jilly telling me how great sex with him was. No cold fish I knew of was into that.
I’d been surprised when six months before, Jilly had called to tell me that she and Paul were moving back to Edgerton, leaving Philadelphia and the pharmaceutical firm—VioTech—where both of them had spent the past six years of their professional lives. “Paul isn’t happy here,” she’d said. “They won’t let him continue with his research. He’s really into it, Mac.” But what about you? I’d asked her. There’d been a brief pause, then she’d said, “My clock is running out, Mac. We want a child. I’m going to lie low for a while and we’re going to try to get me pregnant. We’ve discussed this thoroughly and we’re sure. We’re going back to The Edge.” I smiled a bit, thinking of that name. She’d told me a long time ago, before she and Paul were married, that Edgerton had been discovered by an English naval lieutenant, Davies Edgerton, way back toward the end of the eighteenth century. The name had been corrupted over the years by the locals to the point that most of its denizens now just called it The Edge.
I was nearly there. The four-mile drive to the ocean was rough, and that was why the engineers had swung the highway to the east. There were deep ravines and hillocks, a wide gully with a bridge over it, some stunted pine and oak trees, and at least a dozen potholes that looked like they hadn’t seen maintenance since World War II. There was little greenery yet, too early in the spring. A sign said EDGERTON—FIFTY FEET ABOVE SEA LEVEL AND 602 RESIDENTS. My favorite resident was in the Tallshon Community Hospital, some ten miles north of Edgerton, in a coma.
Jilly, I thought, my fingers tightening on the steering wheel, did you go off that damned road on purpose? If you did, why?




CHAPTER THREE

I  was deep inside myself and it was comforting. When I first realized I wasn’t dead, I was shocked. How could I have survived? I’d whipped the Porsche right off the cliff, hanging, hanging, before it plunged clean as a stabbing knife through that black, still water. 
Then I didn’t remember anything at all. 
I couldn’t feel my body and perhaps that was a good thing. I knew there were people around me, whispering as people do around those badly hurt, but I couldn’t make out their words. It was odd, but they weren’t really there, just hovering, insubstantial shadows. Like the shadows, I was here too, but not really. If only I could have heard and understood what they were saying. Now that would have been delicious. 
At last I was alone. Completely alone. Laura wasn’t here with me. Laura, I prayed, had gotten her revenge when I’d screamed like a madwoman and driven off the cliff. If she had come back with me, I thought I’d simply make myself stop breathing. 
People came and went. I had no particular interest in any of them. I suppose they examined me and did things to me, but nothing really mattered at all. 
Then suddenly everything changed. My brother Ford walked through the door and I saw him clearly. He was real, he had substance and an expression that was so filled with fear that I would have given quite a lot to be able to reassure him, but of course I couldn’t. He was big and good-looking, my little brother, better-looking even than our father, who’d been a lady killer, our mother had always said fondly. Mother and Father were dead, weren’t they? 
Ford didn’t look quite himself. Perhaps not as buff, not as commanding, not as massive. Hadn’t he been hurt or something? I didn’t know, couldn’t grasp much of anything. But Ford was here, I was sure of that. I also knew that I was the only one who called him Ford and not Mac. He’d never been Mac to me. 
How was this possible? He was here and I could see him, but I couldn’t make out any of the others. 
If I could have shouted to him, I would have. But I couldn’t move, couldn’t really feel anything at all except this quiet joy that my brother had come when I needed him. 
I was shocked again when I heard him say close to my face, “Jilly, my God, Jilly, I can’t bear this. What happened?” 
I clearly heard his words, understood them. I was even more shocked when I felt—actually felt—his big hands covering one of mine; I’m not sure which one. I felt a shot of warmth from him, and the warmth stayed with me. It was remarkable. I didn’t know what to think. How had Ford come so clearly to me when none of the others had? Why Ford and no one else? 
“I know you can’t answer me, Jilly, but perhaps somewhere deep inside, you can hear me.” 
Oh, yes, I wanted to tell him, I can hear you, yes I can. I loved his voice: deep, resonant, and mesmerizing. I think I’d told him once how much his voice warmed me to my toes. He’d told me it was his FBI interviewing voice, but that wasn’t right. He’d always had that intimate, soothing voice. 
He sat down beside me, always talking, deeply and slowly, never letting go of my hand, and the warmth of his hand was dizzying. How I wished that I could at least squeeze his fingers. 
“I was with you, Jilly,” he said, and I nearly stopped breathing. 
What did he mean? 
With me where? 
“I was with you that night. Scared the shit out of me. I woke up in the hospital sweating my toenails off, so scared I thought I’d die. I went over the cliff with you, Jilly. I believed at first that I died with you, but neither of us died. That highway patrolman saved you. Now I’ve got to find out how this could have happened. Damnation, I wish I knew if you could hear me.” 
Ford paused, still staring down at me, and I wished with everything in me that I could give him some sort of sign, but I couldn’t. I was just a lump lying there in that hospital bed that was probably very uncomfortable, if I could have felt it. I wasn’t anything really but my brain and one of my hands that he was holding. 
What did he mean that he’d been there with me going over the cliff? That didn’t make any sense, not that anything happening right now made any sense. 
A white shadowy figure came into my line of vision. Ford patted my hand, pressed it down against the bed. He walked to the figure and said, “Paul, I just arrived. I was talking to Jilly.” 
Paul. He was here in my room. I couldn’t understand what he was saying to Ford, but from Ford’s long silence, he must have been saying quite a lot. He and Ford moved away from me and I couldn’t even hear Ford speaking anymore. I wanted more than anything for Paul to leave, but he didn’t. What was he saying to Ford? I wanted my brother back. He was my only connection to what was real, what was out there beyond myself. 
After a while I gave up and went to sleep. Before I slept I prayed that Ford wouldn’t leave me here alone, that he would come back to me. I felt great sorrow for my Porsche, lying there at the bottom of the ocean, fish swimming through it. 
I pulled the Ford into one of the six empty parking spaces in front of the Buttercup Bed and Breakfast, a whimsical name for the ugly, gothic Victorian house that was hanging nearly off the edge of the cliff. There couldn’t have been more than twenty feet between the house and a thick stone wall that you could jump off of directly down to a narrow strip of rocky beach a good forty feet below. 
Just as whimsical was the name of the main street in Edgerton—Fifth Avenue. The one time I’d been here before, I’d laughed my head off. Fifth Avenue, with four parallel streets running on either side of it, dead-ending at the cliffs, bisecting streets running north and south a good distance each way. 
Nothing much had changed as far as I could see. 
There were small cottages dating from the 1920s lined up like pastel boxes along Fifth Avenue. Ranch-style homes from the sixties sprawled, with larger plots of land, along the back streets. Wood and glass contemporary homes, the immigrant style from California, perched on higher ground lining the cliffs, while others dotted the shallow valleys that dipped away from the water. There were still a few odd shacks and cottages tucked in among the thick stands of spruce, cedar, and western hemlock. 
I went into the Buttercup B&B and was told by a thin woman who sported a line of black hair above her upper lip that they had no vacancies. I thought about all the empty parking spaces out front, saw absolutely no one at all in the house, and said to the woman who was standing behind a stretch of shiny mahogany, looking wary and stubborn, “Busy time of year, hmm?” 
“There’s a convention in town,” she said, turned pink, and studied the wall behind my left shoulder, papered with huge Victorian cabbage roses. 
“A convention in Edgerton? Maybe they moved the Rose Bowl up here?” 
“Oh, no, these aren’t florists, they’re, well, most of them are dentists, orthodontists, I believe, from all over the country. Sorry, sir.” 
I wondered what was considered the low season in Edgerton as I walked back to my car. Why hadn’t the woman wanted me to stay there? Had it gotten around already that an FBI guy was in town? Nobody wanted a cop hanging around? It seemed to me that I was the safest customer to have sleeping in your house. 
I turned left off Fifth Avenue and drove north up Liverpool Street, a steep winding road that ran parallel to 101 for a good ten miles before swerving eastward to join up once again with the highway. There were new houses along this stretch, spread far apart, most tucked discreetly out of sight from the chance runner or driver. At a particularly lovely spot, I saw a small hill that rose up some fifty yards back from the cliff. The hill was covered with spruce and cedar. At its base there sat a large dark red brick house. Except for a narrow driveway, the house was surrounded by dozens of trees, the outer perimeter trees partially stunted, leaning inward, battered by storms off the sea. 
It was 12 Liverpool, Paul and Jilly’s house. It couldn’t have been built more than three or four years before. If I hadn’t been looking for it I wouldn’t have seen it. 
I was surprised how much it looked like their home back in Philadelphia. It was then I saw a police car parked across the street from the house. 
I pulled into the empty driveway, wondering how much longer Paul would be at the hospital. I walked to the cop car, a white four-door Chrysler with green lettering on the side: SHERIFF . 
I stuck my head in the open passenger window. “What’s up? You here to see Paul?” 
She was a woman in her early thirties, wearing a beautifully pressed tan uniform, a wide black leather belt at her waist, a 9mm SIG Sauer Model 220, a sweet automatic pistol I knew very well, holstered to the belt. She said, “Yes. And just who might you be?” 


“I’m Ford MacDougal, Jilly’s brother, from Washington, D.C. I’m here to see her, and find out what happened to her.” 
“You’re the FBI agent?” 
There was deep suspicion in her voice. “Word gets around fast,” I said. I stuck my hand through the open window. “Just call me Mac.” 
She was wearing black leather driving gloves that felt very cool and soft to the touch when she clasped my hand. “I’m Maggie Sheffield, sheriff here in Edgerton. I want to find out what happened to Jilly as well. Did you just come from the hospital?” At my nod, she said, “No change?” 
“No. I left Paul there with her. He’s pretty upset.” 
“No wonder. It’s got to be hell for him. It’s not every day that a man’s wife drives off a cliff, ends up in the hospital rather than the morgue, and leaves her Porsche twenty feet underwater.” 
She sounded like she wanted to cry. About Jilly or about the Porsche? 
“You’ve driven Jilly’s car?” 
“Yeah, once. Funny thing is that I never speed unless I have to, which isn’t often. But I got behind the wheel, looked out the windshield, and my foot just hit the gas pedal. I was doing eighty before I even realized it. I was grateful there were no cops around.” She smiled and looked away from me for a moment. “Jilly was so excited about that car. She’d drive it down Fifth Avenue, hooting and shouting and honking the horn. She’d swerve it from one side of the street to the other. People would come out of the grocery store, their houses, laughing, betting with her that she’d wreck the car with her shenanigans.” 
“She did.” 


“Yes, but it wasn’t because of her having fun like a crazy teenager. It was something else entirely.” Her voice had lightened up just a bit, but now it was low and suspicious again. To my surprise, she suddenly smacked the steering wheel with her gloved fist. “It’s just plain nuts. Rob Morrison, the state cop who pulled her out, said she speeded up as she went toward the cliff. It’s a pretty sharp incline at that particular spot, so that means she had to push down on the gas, like she wanted to go over. But that doesn’t make any sense at all. Jilly wouldn’t have tried to kill herself.” She paused a moment, frowning over the steering wheel into the forest across the street. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any ideas about this?” 
I should have just said no, because I didn’t want this sheriff to think I was crazy, but what came out of my mouth was “Yes, I do. It’s just that I don’t understand my ideas either.” 
She laughed. It was an honest laugh that filled the car. “I think you’ll need to explain that. Listen, you’re a Fed when all’s said and done. Sure you’re Jilly’s brother, but you’re a Fed first. What’s going on here?” 
“All that’s true, but I’m on leave from the FBI. I’m here as Jilly’s brother, nothing more. I’m not going to throw my weight around, Sheriff.” My stomach growled. “Tell you what. Paul’s still at the hospital. Actually I’m going to stay here with him since the Buttercup B and B is filled up with the orthodontist convention. It’s time for lunch and I’m starving.” 
“Orthodontist convention, huh? That’s how Arlene got rid of you? The woman’s got no imagination.” 
“She tried. I think I frightened her. Is it because I’m an outsider? A Fed?” 
“Oh, yes. Arlene Hicks doesn’t want you anywhere around her fine establishment. She’s weird that way about cops.” 
“Word got around really fast.” 
“Yeah. Paul told Benny Pickle down at the gun shop that you were coming. That’s all it took. Benny’s got the biggest mouth west of the Cascades.” 
“But what’s wrong with being a Fed? I’m clean, I’m polite, I don’t spit. I wouldn’t run out without paying my bill.” 
“Arlene doesn’t even like me hanging around, and I’m a friendly face. You’re not. She probably believes you’re as bad as the IRS. You’re from Washington, right? Place of sin and corruption.” 
“You’ve got a good point there. Maybe Arlene’s on to something.” 
She waved that away. “Okay. You’re here, Mac, and you want to find out what happened to Jilly. I want the same thing. It makes sense that we join forces, at least a bit. The thing is, are you willing to play level with me?” 
I arched an eyebrow. “I hadn’t really thought about playing with anybody. But if I do play, it’s usually level. Any reason why it shouldn’t be?” 
“You’re a Fed. You’re a big footer. You’re used to taking over, used to making local cops your gofers. I’m not a gofer.” 
“I told you, I’m not here as a Fed. I’m here only as Jilly’s brother. Like you, I want to know what happened. Actually I’m pleased that as the local cop you haven’t just kissed the whole thing off—attempted suicide—and called in a shrink. 
“Sure, I’ll play level with you. Do you know anything I should know? Is there any reason to believe Jilly didn’t go over that cliff on purpose? You want to start sharing right now?” 


She seemed to relax a bit. “When were you hurt and how?” 
“How do you know I was hurt? Do I still look like week-old oatmeal?” 
She cocked her head to one side, fully facing me, looking me over. I realized that she was younger than I’d first thought, probably late twenties. It was impossible to be really sure because she was wearing the dark glasses favored by highway patrol officers to intimidate the folk they stopped. I could see my reflection in the lenses. Her hair was thick, dark reddish-brown and curly, plaited into a thick French braid and pulled back up on top of her head, wound around itself and fastened with a clip carved as a totem pole. She was wearing pale coral lipstick, the shade my British girlfriend Caroline had favored. But Caroline, a clothing designer, had never looked as tough or self-reliant as this woman. 
Of course she knew I was studying her, and she let me, saying finally, “I’ve always hated oatmeal. Fortunately, you don’t resemble that at all, but you don’t move all that easily, you know? You walk like you’re twenty years older than you are. There are faint bruises along the left side of your face. You favor your right arm and you’re a bit crabbed over, like you’re worried you’ll hurt your ribs. What happened to you?” 
“I got in the way of a car bomb.” 
“I didn’t hear about any federal guys being blown up.” 
“I was over in Tunisia. Bad place. You get hot sand in your mouth when you talk. The people I had to deal with weren’t what you’d call very good-natured.” I’d just told this woman, a perfect stranger, all sorts of stuff that wasn’t any layperson’s business, a local cop’s least of all. Well, I was playing level, I was sharing, as politically correct folk would say. Even thinking that soppy word made me wince. If she knew anything at all, my spurt of openness—something I hoped wouldn’t happen again—should help me worm it out of her. 
“I’ll take you to The Edwardian for lunch. It sounds like an English gentlemen’s club, but it isn’t. The food isn’t great, but there’s a lot of it, and you look like you could use the calories. You dropped what, a good fifteen pounds?” 
“Yeah, about that,” I said. It was only two o’clock in the afternoon and I wanted a soft bed, a dark room, and no interruptions for about three hours. 
“Follow me. Fifteen minutes?” 
“Thanks,” I said. 
I watched her turn the key in the ignition and smoothly do a U-turn on Liverpool Street. 
Some twenty minutes later, once I’d ordered meat loaf, mashed potatoes, and green beans, and she’d ordered a huge chicken salad from Mr. Pete, a grizzled old varmint who was the only waiter for all ten patrons at The Edwardian at the moment, I leaned back against the hard wooden back of the booth and said, “I visited here about five years ago, as I said. I’d just gotten back from London, and Paul and Jilly invited me out here to meet his parents. I remember this place well. Nothing seems to have changed. How long have you been the sheriff?” 
“Going on a year and a half now. The mayor of Edgerton is Miss Geraldine Tucker. Evidently she was going through a feminist phase, said she’d missed it when it first came around, and decided what the town needed was a female sheriff. I was a cop in Eugene at the time and had run into some bad trouble. I wanted out of there. This seemed a perfect opportunity.” She shrugged. “I have one deputy and a secretary and about a dozen volunteers whenever I put out the call, which hasn’t happened since I’ve been on the job. There’s little crime, as you’d expect, just parking or speeding tickets, kids raising occasional hell, a couple of burglaries a month, probably by transients, normal stuff like that. There has been a rise in domestic cases recently, but nothing like it was in Eugene.” She gave me a look that clearly said, How much more level can you get?  
I smiled at her and said, “What happened in Eugene?” 
Her lips were suddenly as thin as the soup an old guy was eating at the next table. “I think I’ll keep that to myself, if you don’t mind.” 
“Not at all. Hey, I’m just hoping that the meat loaf will stick to my ribs. They need all the padding they can get right now. What did you want to talk to Paul about?” 
Before she could answer, an old man sauntered up, holding an Oakland A’s baseball cap between his hands, big hands I saw, gnarly and veined but still strong. He had a full head of white curly hair, tobacco-stained teeth, and he was smiling at me. I put him in his seventies, a man who’d spent many years working hard. 
“Charlie,” Maggie said, leaning forward to take his hand. “How’s tricks? You seen anything interesting I should know about?” 
“Yes,” he said, his voice all scratchy and thin as old drapes. “But it can wait. Is this the young feller from Washington?” 
Maggie introduced us. He was Charlie Duck, a local who’d been here fifteen years. He nodded, never taking my hand, just twirling that Oakland A’s baseball cap around and around in his hands. “You’re all tied up now, Mac, but later, when you’ve got some time, I wouldn’t mind having a talk with you.” 
“Sure,” I said, and wondered what kind of tall tales I’d be hearing. 


He nodded, all solemn, and sauntered back to a booth where he sat down, alone. 
“You see, not everybody doesn’t like me.” 
“Charlie’s a real neat old guy. You’ll enjoy him if you two get together.” 
I said again, “What did you want to talk to Paul about?” 
Maggie picked up her fork and began to weave it through her fingers, just like the old man had done with that baseball cap. She’d pulled off her driving gloves. She had elegant white hands, short nails, calluses on her thumb pads. “Just talk,” she said. “I still can’t believe how lucky Jilly was. Rob Morrison, the highway patrolman who saved her life, came in third in the Iron Man Triathlon over in Kona last year. That means a two-mile swim, a hundred miles on a bike, then twenty-six point two miles of running. He’s in awesome shape. Anyone else, and they’d probably still be trying to get her out of the Porsche. The luck involved, it still boggles the mind.” 
I felt both grateful and envious. “The Iron Man. I had a friend who tried that. He made it to Kona, but he got cramps in the marathon leg. I want to meet this guy. I wish I had something more to give him than just my heartfelt thanks.” 
“After lunch.” She picked up her glass of iced tea, just delivered by Mr. Pete, now wearing a bright red apron and chewing on a toothpick. He called her Ms. Sheriff. “Rob is working nights right now, sleeping during the day. He should be awake soon. I want to hear him go through what happened again so I’ll take you with me. You very slickly asked me why I wanted to talk to Paul.” She shrugged a bit. “I want to know who or what sent Jilly over that cliff. If anyone should know, it’s Paul.” 
I couldn’t face that, not just yet. “They’ve only been here about five and a half months. Paul grew up here, you know.” 
“Yes, but he has no more relatives here. His parents died about three years ago in a private plane crash over the Sierras near Tahoe. They were big-time skiers. Their bodies were never recovered, which is odd since most of the time planes that go down are found pretty quick. But not this time. 
“Paul’s uncle died of cancer about two years ago, and his cousins are all scattered across the country. 
“Why’d he come back here? No offense, but it’s the middle of nowhere and there isn’t, frankly, much of anything here to interest two big-time researchers, which Jilly told me they both were.” 
My salad was delivered, a huge bowl filled with lettuce, red peppers, boiled potato chunks, and green beans, all topped with a heap of ranch dressing. I thought it looked wonderful. “Go ahead, get started,” she said, and I forked down a big bite. “It isn’t bad,” I said, closed my eyes, and shoveled down six more bites. “Much better. When Jilly called me six months or so ago, she told me that VioTech—the pharmaceutical company where both of them worked—didn’t want Paul to continue with the project he was involved in. Jilly said he was pissed and wanted to come back here and continue his work.” 
“What about Jilly? What were her plans?” 
“She said her clock was running out. She wanted to have a kid.” 
“Jilly said that?” Maggie Sheffield was just swiping butter on a dinner roll. She stopped cold and stared at me, shaking her head even as she said, “Oh, no, that’s impossible.” 
“Why?” 
“If she told me once, she told me half a dozen times, that neither she nor Paul had ever wanted rugrats. She said they were too selfish for too long a time now to think about changing to accommodate a child.” 
Well then, she’d obviously changed her mind since she’d spoken to me about it. 
“Meatloaf’s all gone,” Mr. Pete announced, as if he was pleased as punch about it. “Pierre didn’t make enough. It got eaten mostly by the breakfast crowd. How about some nice fish ’n’ chips smothered in onion rings?” 
All that fat swimming around in my arteries didn’t sound like such a bad thing at that moment. 





CHAPTER FOUR

R ob Morrison lived in a small wooden clapboard house tucked in among a good dozen spruce trees about two miles south of town. A narrow dirt road, posted as Penzance Street, snaked through the valleys and hills, and his house was at the end of the road. A wide gully lay just beyond. I turned when I got out of the car and stared over the western horizon. I felt a moment of deep envy. When Rob Morrison awoke in the morning, it was to an incredible view of the Pacific Ocean through the skinny spruce trees. It felt like being at the edge of the world. 
Maggie knocked on the unpainted oak door. “Rob? Come on, wake up. You’ll be on duty again in another four hours. Wake up.” 
I heard movement from within the house. Finally, a man’s deep voice called out, “Maggie, that you? What are you doing here? What’s going on? How’s Jilly?” 
“Open up, Rob, and I’ll tell you everything.” 
The door opened and a man about my age stood there, wearing only tight jeans with the top button open and a heavy morning beard. The sheriff had been right, this guy was in awesome shape. Thank God he’d been there at exactly the right moment. 
“Who are you?” 
I stuck out my hand. “Name’s Ford MacDougal. I’m Jilly’s brother. I want to thank you for saving her life.” 
“Rob Morrison,” the guy said and took my right hand in a very strong grip. “Yeah, hey, I’m sorry it ever happened. How is she?” 
“Jilly’s still in a coma,” Maggie said. 
“Can we talk?” I said. Rob stood back and waved us in. “Mr. Thorne was here just two days ago so the place is still as clean as a virgin’s memories.” 
Maggie said to me, “That means there isn’t anything of interest anywhere, particularly dirt.” 
“A blank slate,” I said. 
“An unsoiled blank slate. Right. I’m making coffee. Any for either of you?” At my nod, he said, “Black and strong as tar?” 
“That’s it.” 
“Maggie, Earl Grey tea for you?” 
She nodded. Both of us followed him through the painfully neat living room to the small kitchen just beyond. 
“Nice place,” I said. “Who’s Mr. Thorne?” 
Rob turned and smiled. “He’s my housekeeper. Comes twice a week, keeps me from living like a pig. A retired salmon fisherman from Alaska. He calls my place his petri dish.” 
We sat on bar stools at the kitchen counter that separated the kitchen from the small rectangular dining area in front of two wide windows looking toward the ocean. 
Soon the smell of coffee filled the air. I breathed in deeply. “The coffee at The Edwardian tasted like cheap watered-down instant.” 


“It was,” Rob said. “Mr. Pete loves instant, makes it with lukewarm water, but only when Pierre Montrose, the owner, isn’t there. I wouldn’t be surprised if he stirred it with his finger.” He poured the coffee and gently shoved a cup over to me. 
He poured a cup of hot water over a tea bag. He added a single bag of Equal, stirred it, and gave it to Maggie. 
We drank. I sighed deeply. “The best ritual in the world.” 
“Why don’t you go get a shirt on, Rob?” Maggie said. “Mac and I won’t move a muscle.” 
Rob just shrugged his superbly muscled shoulder. “Nah, I’ve got to take a shower. Let’s talk. I can get dressed after you guys leave.” 
I not only felt like a slab of cold oatmeal, I felt really pathetic. This guy could probably shove me over with one hand and walk away whistling. It was depressing as hell. At least the coffee was waking me up, aches and pains and all. I still wanted that nap, but with Rob Morrison sitting across from me, his legs crossed at the ankles, holding his coffee cup against his bare muscled belly, I wasn’t about to slouch or yawn. 
At least the guy had to have a housekeeper to keep from living like a slob in a cave. 
“Rob,” Maggie said, leaning forward, cupping the tea mug between her hands. “Tell us everything you can remember, every detail. I’m going to record it, okay?” 
“Yeah, sure, but you already know everything.” 
“Let’s do it again. I want it on record this time. Mac needs to hear it too.” Maggie made preliminary comments into the recorder. After a couple of false starts, Rob sat forward and said slowly and very clearly, “It was nearly midnight on Tuesday, April twenty-second. I was cruising north along the coast road. I didn’t see anybody or anything until I came around a deep curve and saw Jilly’s white Porsche in front of me. I saw the car go toward the railing. It didn’t slow, just kept going, right on through. Then the Porsche speeded up. I was right on its tail. When it went over the cliff I was there in just a couple of seconds. I saw the headlights through the water and dove in right at that spot. It went down about fifteen, sixteen feet, I’d estimate, before the car hit the sand and settled. The driver’s-side window was completely open. I managed to pull Jilly through the window with no loss of time since her seat belt wasn’t fastened. I kicked off the bottom and headed straight up. I estimate that she wasn’t underwater more than two minutes, tops. 
“I towed her to shore, made sure she was breathing. I climbed back up the cliff and radioed for an ambulance from my patrol car. They arrived about twelve minutes later and took her to the Tallshon Community Hospital. At least it was close by. 
“That’s it, Maggie. I can’t remember anything else.” 
“Did you recognize Jilly when you realized it was a white Porsche?” 
Rob nodded. “Oh, yeah, I’d know Jilly’s Porsche anywhere, just like everyone else in this town would.” 
“What did you think she was doing?” I asked. 
“I didn’t have a clue. I yelled and yelled at her but it didn’t do any good. It was like she didn’t even see me or hear me. Maybe she didn’t.” 
“Did you see anything or anyone else?” 
“No, no one.” 
Maggie said, “In your opinion, was Jilly Bartlett willfully driving the Porsche over the cliff?” 
“It looked that way to me,” Rob said. 
“Is there any doubt in your mind,” I said, “that Jilly was attempting to kill herself?” 


Rob Morrison raised weary eyes to my face. He rubbed his fist over the thick dark whiskers on his chin. “No,” he said finally, “I’m really sorry, but in my opinion, she was trying to kill herself.” 
“What about a mechanical problem that caused her to lose control?” 
“Her car’s still twenty feet under water, but I didn’t see any signs of mechanical problems. No exploding tires, no smoke coming from the hood, no skid marks, nothing like that. I’m sorry, Mac.” 
Half an hour later, Maggie and I were sitting in her car outside Paul and Jilly’s house. 
“You look ready to fold in on yourself,” she said. “Why don’t you rest for a while before Paul comes home?” 
“I don’t have a key to the house,” I said. “If it weren’t for the big tooth convention in town I’d be at the Buttercup B and B. So I didn’t think I’d be staying here with Paul.” 
“So no key?” 
“No key. I figured I’d just curl up on one of those chairs on their front porch.” 
“You’re too big to do much curling,” she said, and drummed her gloved fingers on her steering wheel. “Actually, since we’re sharing information, why don’t you just tell me your ideas about Jilly? You know, the ideas you told me you didn’t understand. Then you can head for that porch chair.” 
“You’ve got a good memory.” 
“Yes. What ideas, Mac?” 
“Even if I tell you, you’ll think I’m a nut case, or you’ll just dismiss it because I was in the hospital when it happened, and you’ll think it was a psychotic reaction to a drug.” 


“Try me.” 
I looked away from her, then inward, back to that night. “I was in the hospital. I dreamed about Jilly being in trouble that night. Somehow I was with her when she went over the cliff.” I wanted to laugh myself at what I’d just said, but I just shook my head. “You think I’m psychotic, right?” 
She said slowly, staring at me, “I don’t know what to believe. What did you do?” 
“The next morning I called Paul right away, found out that my dream had actually happened. I’ve got no clue as to why I hooked up to Jilly like that, none.” 
“Jesus,” she said. 
“I had to come here.” 
“You shouldn’t have left the hospital.” 
“There wasn’t a choice. As it was, I waited another two days. The longest two days of my life.” 
She didn’t say anything for a very long time. She rubbed her palm on her thigh. The crease in her tan pants was still sharp. The pants looked as fresh as if she’d just put them on. 
“And you and Jilly never had any sort of link before this?” 
I shook my head. “There are just us four kids now. Our folks have been dead for some time. Jilly’s three years older than me. I’m the youngest. We weren’t all that close really, both of us busy over the past several years, but that’s normal I guess. Then this damned dream happened. The thing is, I feel like something made Jilly go over that cliff—or someone. She was alone in that car, but she wasn’t, not really.” 
“That doesn’t make much sense.” 
“I know,” I said. “I know. At least it doesn’t yet. You want the kicker? At the end of the dream I heard a man yelling.” I drew a deep breath. “It sounded like Rob Morrison. I recognized his voice just now.” 
“Jesus.” 
“There’s no way I can just accept this as a suicide attempt, not unless Jilly tells me it was.” 
  
I sipped a rich Pinot Noir from the Gray Canyon vineyard in Napa Valley. 
“You like the wine?” Paul asked. 
“It’s darker than the deepest sin,” I said, gently swirling the wine in its crystal glass, watching it glide smoothly over the sides. “I met Rob Morrison today, the man who saved Jilly.” 
“Yes,” Paul said. “I met Rob just after Jilly and I moved here. He gave me a speeding ticket. I hear you also spent time with Maggie Sheffield.” 
“Yeah. I don’t know what to think of her just yet, but she seemed okay, once she got over her gut suspicions of me as an FBI agent.” 
Paul sat forward, his hands clenching. “Watch out for her, Mac.” 
“What does that mean?” 
Paul shrugged his shoulders. “Please don’t think that I’m being harsh or a woman hater. I’ll just come out with it. She’s a bitch, a ball-buster.” 
“I didn’t get that impression at all.” I cut another piece of the thick sirloin steak. It was even better than the lettuce and green bean salad at The Edwardian. “She wants to find out why Jilly went over that cliff. I appreciate that. You should too. What’d she do to you? Give you a speeding ticket like Morrison?” 
“No, nothing like that. She wants to blame me for Jilly’s accident. She’s never liked me, believes I’m not good enough for Jilly. I don’t appreciate that at all.” 


It was my turn to shrug. “She didn’t say a word about you, Paul. She was waiting here in her car when I drove up. She wanted to talk to you.” 
“I’d have her fired if I could talk Geraldine into it. The woman’s a menace. She doesn’t like men in general, always giving them grief. Have you seen that damned gun she wears on her belt? It’s ridiculous. Edgerton is a small, peaceful little town. No one—man or woman—should be wearing a damned gun, but she does. Of course, I already spoke to her at the hospital after Jilly was admitted.” 
“It’s not odd at all for a cop—male or female—to want to question someone more than once,” I said mildly, surprised that Paul would spew out that sexist crap. I’d gotten no hint at all that she didn’t like men. “In the excitement and stress of the moment, people tend to forget things. I’ll bet even you will be able to tell her more now than you did then.” 
“About what, for God’s sake? Jilly went over that damned cliff and I don’t know why. She was a little depressed, but everyone’s down once in a while. That’s it, Mac. There’s nothing more.” 
I took the last bite of my steak, sat back in my chair, rubbed my belly, and took another sip of my Pinot Noir. Paul looked pale, his skin drawn tight over his cheekbones. He looked ill, frightened. Or maybe I was just seeing myself in Paul. Lord knew I looked sick enough. “Are you certain there’s nothing else, Paul? What was Jilly depressed about? Was she taking any medication for the depression? Was she seeing anyone professionally?” 
Paul laughed, a tight, constipated laugh. “Just listen to you. SuperCop with his load of questions. No, she wasn’t. I’m exhausted, Mac. I don’t want to talk anymore. There’s nothing more to say. I’m going to bed.” He shoved back his chair and stood up. “Good night. I hope you don’t mind the double bed in the guest room. It’ll be a bit on the short side for you.” 
“I’ll do just fine, Paul. I slept some this afternoon on that big front porch chair of yours. I think I’ll go to the hospital to see Jilly. Good night.” 
Ford was here again, holding my hand like he had before. The warmth of his hand was indescribable, just like before. Thank God I hadn’t just imagined it that first time. I didn’t want to lose my brain the way I’d lost my body. 
But when was before? 
It could have been this morning or last year for all I knew. It was odd, but I had no sense of time at all. I knew what it was, but it had no meaning to me. 
There were other shadowy creatures behind Ford, then finally they left, and we were alone. 
“Jilly,” he said, and I wanted to cry with the sheer relief of hearing his voice, but I didn’t know if this body I couldn’t feel was even capable of yielding up tears. 
I wanted to ask him if they’d gotten my Porsche out of the ocean. 
Ford said, “Sweetheart, I don’t know if you can hear me or not. I hope somehow that you can. I spoke to Kevin and Gwen and gave them an update. They send their love and their prayers. 
“Now, Jilly, tell me about why you were depressed.” 
Depressed? What was this about being depressed? I’ve never been depressed in my life. Who said anything about being fucking depressed? I yelled it at Ford, but naturally, he didn’t hear me because my words were only bouncing about inside my skull. 
“I’ve got to find out why you drove your Porsche off that cliff, Jilly. I find it hard to believe that you were depressed. I can’t remember when you were ever depressed, even when you were a teenager and Lester Harvey dumped you for Susan, that friend of yours who had the big breasts. I remember you just shook your head, said he was a worthless shit, and moved on. 
“But things change. We haven’t seen all that much of each other in the past five years or so. You’ve been with Paul. Dammit, Jilly, what happened to you?” 
Ford was leaning his forehead on my hand. I could feel the soft whistle of his breath against my skin. I wasn’t depressed, I wanted to tell him. He wanted to know what had happened to me so I said, “Listen, Ford, do you like sex? I didn’t used to like it all that much, but then something happened. A wonderful something.” 
I wondered if my mouth was curving at all into a smile. Probably not. I heard Ford’s quiet, steady breathing. He was asleep. Why had he fallen asleep? Then I remembered something about him being sick. Had he been injured somehow? I seemed to remember that. 
I wish I could have run my fingers through his hair. Ford had lovely hair, all dark and longer than the FBI would like it to be. But it was his eyes I’d always liked best. Dark blue eyes, just like Mom’s, at least I think they were like Mom’s, she’d been dead for so very long. Yes, his eyes were deep and mellow and too intense on occasion. I remember hearing he was dating a woman named Dolores from Washington, D.C. Every time I thought of her name I pictured a Spanish flamenco dancer in my mind. I wonder if she liked sex with Ford. 
When it comes down to it, who cares? I’m here, a prisoner, and Paul’s alive, free to do whatever he wants. But it’s not Paul I’m afraid of, goodness, never Paul. It’s Laura. She was dangerous, wasn’t she? I knew she’d betrayed me. She’d gotten into my head and nearly killed me. Oh, Ford, if she comes back, I won’t be able to bear it. I’ll die. 
I’m lying here, just floating about, and I think of Laura. Laura, who betrayed me. Always Laura. 
I woke up with a start some hours later at the touch of a nurse’s hand on my shoulder. I raised my head, looked at her face, and said, “Always Laura. Laura betrayed her.” 
She arched her right eyebrow, sleek and black. “Laura? Who’s Laura? Are you okay?” 
I looked down at Jilly, silent, pale, her skin nearly translucent. “I’m fine,” I said. Who was Laura? I looked up again at the nurse. She was very short, a tiny bird of a woman, and her voice was soft and sweet as a child’s. I nodded at her, then looked at Jilly, whose features were barely visible in the dim light from the corridor. Evidently someone had come into the room, seen me asleep on Jilly’s hand, and turned off the lights. 
“It’s time to turn her over,” the nurse said quietly, “and to massage her. Bedsores will come eventually if we don’t take care now.” 


“Tell me,” I said, watching her untie the back of Jilly’s hospital gown, “what you know about coma. The doctors spoke to me at some length, but it was difficult to understand exactly what to expect.” 
She began to rub thick white cream into Jilly’s shoulders and back. “Remember that movie with Steven Seagal a while back where he’d been in a coma for seven years, then awakened?” 
I nodded, remembering how much I’d admired Steven Seagal when I was a boy. 
The nurse said, “He had a long beard and he was weak, had to practice to get his strength back, and of course he did. He was jumping around, maiming folk after just a week or so. Well, that’s Hollywood. Actually, if a person’s in a coma for longer than, say, a few days, the risk increases dramatically that something will be seriously wrong when and if the person ever comes out of it. I’m sorry to tell you if you don’t know, but all sorts of brain damage is possible—retardation, inability to walk, to talk—any number of dreadful things. 
“Most of the time, people come out of a coma very quickly, and they’re usually okay. If Mrs. Bartlett comes out of this in, say, the next day or two, her chances are good that there won’t be any terrible damage; but it’s very possible there will be some. We just don’t know. We make assumptions and predictions based on statistics, but in the end, everyone is different. We can hope and pray, and little else. 
“In Mrs. Bartlett’s case, there was no major damage they could see on any of her test results. Actually, she really shouldn’t be in a coma at all. That just goes to show that there’s so much we don’t know about this sort of thing. I’m sorry, Mr. MacDougal, there’s nothing else to say about it.” 


She’d given me a lot to think about. I fell asleep again, my head next to Jilly’s hand. I dreamed about Maggie Sheffield. She was screaming that Paul was a bastard and she was going to run him out of Edgerton. 





CHAPTER FIVE
When I drove back into the driveway at 12 Liverpool Street at ten o’clock the following morning, I saw Maggie Sheffield’s car parked across the street as it had been the day before, but she wasn’t in it.
I heard her say as I walked quietly into the living room, “Paul, I called the hospital on my way over here. Mrs. Himmel told me there was no change. She said that Mac was still with Jilly, had been since last night.”
I heard Paul grunt.
“Mac spends a lot more time there than you do, Paul. How’s that?”
“Go to hell.”
Paul didn’t sound particularly pissed off at such a question, just incredibly tired. Personally, if she’d said that to me, I would have been tempted to slug her. I walked into the living room, a long narrow great room that ran the entire front of the house, facing the ocean. It was all windows across the front; where there had to be walls to hold up the house, they were stark white. Large square white pavers covered the floor, and all the furniture was black. It was a minimalist designer’s wet dream—no compromises with kitsch or newspapers or photos anywhere. Just all these clean stark lines that set my teeth on edge. I couldn’t imagine cozying up with a good book in here or setting a nice big TV set in the corner and watching football. Actually, I didn’t want to be anywhere near this room when I could help it. It was a testament—not to living, but to someone’s idea of perfection. Even the paintings, all of the dozen or so abstracts, were made up of paint slashes, primarily black and white, lined up like perfect little soldiers along a long white wall. I couldn’t imagine how anyone could live in this sterile space, particularly Jilly. I remembered Jilly’s room growing up—bright teal blues and oranges and greens. Of course she’d also had punk-rocker posters on the walls. People changed, but this much? Was this all Paul’s doing?
I said to Maggie, who was seated on a long black leather sofa, a small notebook open on her lap, “Sheriff, I hope you’re well.” She was wearing her tan uniform, running shoes on her feet. For just an instant, I saw her without the tan uniform, just as she’d been in my dream the night before. Her hair was ruthlessly pulled back, fastened with one of those things that my FBI friend Sherlock called a banana clip. Sherlock had a rainbow of colors in her banana clips.
“Mac,” she said, rising. “I’m just fine. How’s Jilly?”
“The same. No change.”
“I’m sorry. How are you feeling?”
“Fine, no problem.”
“You’re looking a lot better, not quite so ready for the grave as yesterday. Come sit down, Mac. I just need to go over a few more things with Paul.”
Paul hadn’t stirred. He was seated forward in a black tufted leather chair, his hands clasped between his knees. He appeared to be studying a white paver at his feet. “There’s a small scratch,” he said.
“Scratch? What scratch?” Maggie asked.
“There,” Paul said. “Right there, in the top right corner. I wonder how that could have happened.”
“Tell you what, Paul,” I said, not joking at all, “I’ll get a load of newspapers and we can pile them up over the scratch.”
“Yeah, Mac, sure. You’re a philistine. You’ve got a messy, unsophisticated soul. Come join the fun. Let’s get this over with. I’ve got to get back to work.”
“Jilly told me that was why you left Philadelphia and VioTech—you wanted to continue work on this project and they wanted you to stop.”
“That’s right.”
“What’s the project?” I asked, walking over a black-and-white geometrical carpet to stand by one of the large glass windows that looked out at the ocean.
“It’s all about the fountain of youth. I’m developing a pill that will reverse the aging process.”
“My God, Paul,” Maggie said, nearly falling off the sofa, “that’s just incredible! Why wouldn’t they want you to continue on that? That would be worth not just a fortune, it would be worth the world.”
Paul laughed at her. “Everyone bites big time on that one. Everyone wants youth back.” He touched his receding hairline. “I’d rather come up with a pill to regrow hair myself.”
“If Jean-Luc Picard on Star Trek is any indication, we still won’t have a pill to grow hair even in the twenty-fourth century. You’re out of luck, Paul.”
“What are you really working on then, Paul?” I asked.
“Look, it’s privileged information and it’s really none of your business, either of you. It’s got nothing to do with Jilly. Now please get off my back.”
Maggie sat back down on the sofa and clicked her ballpoint pen. “I want to know what you and Jilly did last Tuesday night. Think back. It’s dinnertime. Did you eat in or go out?”
“For God’s sake, Maggie, why do you want to know what we did for dinner?”
“Did you eat in, Paul?” I asked, still standing in front of the window, my arms crossed over my chest.
“Yes, we did. We broiled halibut, squeezed on lemon. Jilly made garlic toast. I tossed a spinach salad. We ate. I had work to do after dinner. Jilly said she was going to drive around, nothing unusual in that. She loved driving the Porsche. She left here about nine o’clock.”
“Rob Morrison said she went over the cliff at about midnight. That’s three hours, Paul. That’s an awfully long time to drive around.”
“I went to work. I fell asleep at my desk, even left my computer on. If Jilly came back and left again, I wouldn’t know. If she stayed out the full three hours, I wouldn’t know that either. All I know is she left at nine.”
“What was her mood at dinner?”
“Maggie, you know Jilly. She’s never serious, always joking around. She told me a Viagra joke, I remember that.”
“So what is it you’re working on, Paul?” Maggie said. “You want to clone little Paul Bartletts?”
“No, Maggie, I wouldn’t want to clone myself until I figure out how to regrow hair.” He looked over at me. “Now you’re a possibility. You’ve got good genes, Mac. The Germans would have approved of you, or the FBI. You interested?”

“So you put the FBI right in there with the Nazis, do you?” Why was he stonewalling? But how could a drug he was developing have anything to do with Jilly driving over a cliff?
Paul just shrugged. “Lots of parallels, as I see it.”
I let it go, just shrugged. “Well, maybe I’ll consider it three lifetimes from now if I turn real weird, but probably not. So you’re saying that during dinner Jilly seemed perfectly normal?”
“Yes. She ate lightly. She wanted to lose five pounds.”
Maggie said, “Was she taking any weight-loss pills?”
“Not that I know of. I’ll check in the medicine cabinet and see what’s there.”
“Okay.”
“Is it true you made love to Jilly every day, Paul?”
I’d swear that Paul turned red to his receding hairline. “What the hell kind of question is that, Mac? Why is that your business?”
“In February, Jilly told me about her love life. She’d never spoken so frankly about sex with you before that. Thinking back on it, something was off. She spoke about a number of things, going from one subject to the next, without pause, without emphasis on anything.”
“What did she say, Mac?”
I looked at Maggie. In that moment, I would have sworn she had more than just a professional interest in what was going on here. Well, why not give her details? I said, “She spoke about her new dress, how Paul made love to her all the time, how she loved her Porsche, and she spoke about a brother and sister, Cal and Cotter Tarcher. Everything she said was in the same tone of voice, almost without emotion. Now, in hindsight, it wasn’t quite right.”
The doorbell rang.

Paul jumped to his feet. “Oh, God, what if something’s happened to Jilly?”
He ran out of the living room. Maggie said to me, “I realize you don’t want to hear this, Mac, but there was talk. Just maybe it wasn’t Paul she was having all that sex with.”
I wanted to punch her. Jilly screwing around? I’d never believe that. Not Jilly. I didn’t have time to question Maggie about it before Paul returned to the living room. Standing beside him in the doorway was a small girl—no, a woman—perhaps twenty-five. She had dark brown hair, thick and curly, pulled back with two plastic clips. Her skin was whiter than a pair of my boxer shorts fresh out of the drier. No freckles. She wore glasses with rounded gold frames. She was wearing jeans that were too loose on her and a white shirt, probably a man’s, that hung halfway down her legs and was rolled up to her forearms.
“Hello, Cal,” Maggie said, rising slowly. “What brings you here?”
Good grief. Cal Tarcher, in the flesh. The girl who was going to be jealous of Jilly’s new dress. Sister of Cotter, the vicious bully.
I watched Cal raise her head, look furtively toward Paul, and say, “My father sent me. I’m glad you’re here, Maggie. All of you are invited to our house tomorrow night.” She looked toward me. “Are you Jilly’s brother?”
“Yes. I’m Ford MacDougal.”
“I’m Cal Tarcher. Is Jilly all right?”
“She’s still the same. In a coma.”
“I’m so sorry. I went to see her yesterday afternoon. The nurse told me to talk to Jilly, just talk about anything—the weather, the latest Denzel Washington movie—whatever. Anyway, the party. Will all of you come?”

“Of course we’ll come,” Paul said, a hint of impatience in his voice. “Your father commands and we struggle to be first in line.”
“It’s not like that, Paul,” Cal said, without looking at any of us.
Cal looked over Paul’s right shoulder, toward a painting with two long diagonal slashes of stark black paint slapped on dead-white canvas. “We’re all very worried about Jilly, Paul. Dad hopes you’ll be able to make time and come to our house for at least a little while tomorrow night. He really wants to meet Jilly’s brother. Maggie, do you know if Rob is working tomorrow night?”
“That’s a loaded question. What makes you think I know his schedule?”
Cal Tarcher shrugged. “You’re both law officers.”
“Yeah, right.”
Cal Tarcher was very uncomfortable with this, probably embarrassed. What was going on here? I felt as though I’d been dumped in the middle of a play and I didn’t have a clue what the plot was. “I’ll call him,” Cal said in a low voice. Then she raised her head and looked directly at Maggie. “It’s just that he’s more likely to come if you ask him. He’ll do whatever you ask. You know he doesn’t like me. He thinks I’m stupid.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Cal,” Paul said. “Rob doesn’t dislike anyone. It would take too much mental energy and he’s got to conserve all he’s got. I’ll call him for you, all right?”
“Thank you, Paul. I’m off to invite Miss Geraldine. She’s had a bad cold, but she’s better now. I’m taking some homemade coffee cake to her. My father admires her so very much, you know.”
“Beats me why,” Paul said. He added to me, “Miss Geraldine Tucker is our mayor and a retired high school math teacher. She also heads up the Edgerton Citizen Coalition, better known as the BITEASS League. Its members range in age from in vitro to ninety-three—that’s Mother Marco, who still owns the Union 76 gas station downtown.
“And no, there’s no correlation between the letters and the name of the group. Didn’t your dad come up with that, Cal?”
“It was my mom, actually.”
“Your mother? Elaine?” There was surprise and disbelief in Maggie’s voice.
“Why, yes,” Cal said. “My mom’s got a great sense of humor. She’s also very smart. Actually you, Mr. MacDougal, are the only one coming who isn’t a member of the League.”
I said, “You need to come up with words to fit the letters.”
“People have tried,” Paul said. “Is that all, Cal? We’re really busy here. Maggie is acting like I’m responsible, like I drove Jilly off that cliff. She’s asking all sorts of questions.”
Maggie waved her ballpoint pen at him, before turning back to Cal Tarcher. “Before you go, Cal, did you happen to see Jilly last Tuesday evening?”
“There was lots of fog that night,” Cal said, looking, I thought, at her Bally shoes. “I remember Cotter’s date canceling because she didn’t want to drive in it.”
“Jilly went over about midnight,” I said. “Was there fog then?”
“No,” Maggie said. “It was nearly gone then.” She added, “It’s very changeable around here—the fog flits through like a bride’s veil or it settles thick as a blanket, then all of a sudden it vanishes. It was like that last Tuesday night. Cotter’s date was driving to your house?”

Cal nodded. She was, I saw, finally making eye contact with me. “Cotter likes his dates to pick him up,” she said, seeing my raised eyebrow. “He says it makes women feel powerful if they’re the ones driving. If they get annoyed with him they can just drop him off and leave him on the side of the road, no harm done.”
“So did you see Jilly or not?” Maggie asked. She didn’t like Cal Tarcher, I thought, looking from one woman to the other. I wondered why. Cal Tarcher seemed perfectly harmless to me, just painfully shy, just the opposite of Maggie, and that was perhaps why she didn’t like her. Cal Tarcher made her impatient.
“Yes, I saw her,” Cal said. She took two steps toward the door. It seemed that now she wanted to get out of there. “It was around nine-thirty. She was driving her Porsche down Fifth Avenue, playing her car stereo real loud. I was eating a late dinner at The Edwardian. There were maybe ten, twelve people there. We all got up and went outside to wave to Jilly. She was singing at the top of her lungs.”
“What was she singing?” I asked.
“Songs from the musical Oklahoma. And laughing. Yes, I remember she was laughing. She shouted at everyone, told them she was going to go serenade all the dead folk in the cemetery. Then she did a U-turn and headed back east on Fifth Avenue.”
“That’s what everyone else said, more or less.” Maggie added, “The cemetery is just south of the main part of town, really close to the ocean, so it’s possible that’s what she did. But then, much later, she was driving north up the coast road.”
I remembered that Rob Morrison lived south of town. No, I thought, Jilly wouldn’t break her marriage vows, not Jilly. She wanted to have a kid. She wouldn’t screw around with anyone else. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to leave it alone. I’d have to ask Maggie.
“Maybe she went to the cemetery and something happened to her,” Cal said.
“Like what?” Maggie said, her words bitten out.
“I don’t know,” Cal said slowly, ducking eye contact with every one of us. “But sometimes you can see odd shadows there, hear things, soft-sounding things. The trees whisper to each other, I’ve always thought. The hemlocks always seem to be crowding in toward the graves. You can imagine that their roots are twisted around a lot of the older caskets, maybe cracking them open, maybe releasing—” Cal shrugged. Then she tried to smile. “No, that’s silly, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Maggie said. “Very silly. Dead people don’t hold any interest, and that’s all there is at the cemetery. Just moldy old bones. Now, Cal, Mac here doesn’t know you’re an artist and you have flights of fancy. Stop acting weird. You know you’re not, really.”
“I still wouldn’t want to go there at night,” Cal said. “Even if I was drunk. It’s a creepy place.”
“Are you saying that Jilly seemed drunk when you saw her at nine-thirty?” I asked.
Cal was silent. Maggie said, “Nobody else said anything about her being drunk. Just high spirits, Mr. Pete said, and that was just Jilly. I asked the doctors at the hospital after they’d done tests on Jilly. Her blood alcohol level was consistent with a couple of glasses of wine. And the toxicology screen was negative. So forget the drunk thing. Now, Cal, you didn’t see her after that?”
Cal shook her head. She took a step toward the door. I stepped forward. “Maggie, why don’t you and Paul continue your chat. I’ll walk Miss Tarcher to her car.”
I thought she was going to make a mad dash for the front door to escape me. What was wrong with the woman?
“Wait, Cal,” I said, and pitched my voice low, filled with cool authority, the perfect FBI voice. She reacted instantly to that voice and came to a dead halt. I cupped her elbow in my right hand and went outside with her.
It was a cool, very clear morning, just a light breeze to ruffle the hair on your head. I breathed in the ocean smell, still new in my lungs.
I didn’t say anything until we reached her car, a light blue BMW Roadster, its top down. She was looking at her feet again, walking quickly, eager to get away from me. I lightly touched her shoulder when she opened the car door and said, “Hold on a minute, Miss Tarcher. What’s wrong? Who are you so afraid of?”
For the first time, she looked up at me with a straightforward look, no eye-shifting. I saw that her eyes were a pale blue behind the glasses, with shades of gray. Cool eyes, intelligent. And something else I couldn’t pinpoint. She straightened, her shoulders going back. She wasn’t as short as I’d thought. In fact she suddenly looked tall, standing there with a very conscious arrogance. Her voice was as cool and intelligent as her eyes. “That, Mr. MacDougal, is none of your business. Good day to you. I will see you tomorrow night, unless you decide to leave town before then.” She looked back toward the house for a moment, and added, “Who cares?”
“I do,” I said.
She gave me an indifferent nod, climbed into her Beemer and was around the curve in Liverpool Street in just under ten seconds. She didn’t look back.
Cal Tarcher seemed to be two distinct, two very different people. It drove me nuts not to know anything or anyone, not to be able to root about to put things together.

I stood staring out over the ocean. The water was calm, placid, reaching into an endless horizon. There was one lone fishing boat out some two hundred yards from land. I could make out two people from this distance, sitting motionless in the boat. I sighed and turned slowly to walk back to the house.
Maggie was putting her cell phone back in her jacket pocket as she came running down the stairs. “See you later, Mac,” she said. “Doc Lambert just called to tell me someone struck Charlie Duck on the head. Thank God Charlie lives right next door to Doc Lambert. Charlie managed to crawl over just before he fell unconscious. Doc said it didn’t look good. I’m heading over there now.”
“He’s the old guy I met at The Edwardian yesterday at lunch. I remember he wanted to talk to me. Who would hit him? Jesus, Maggie, that doesn’t make sense.”
“I agree. I’m out of here. See you later.”
I hoped the old guy would be all right, but serious head wounds seldom turned out well. I wondered what he’d wanted to talk to me about. I wondered why anyone would hit him on the head.




CHAPTER SIX
I picked up two sandwiches from Grace’s Deli on Fifth Avenue and brought them back to Liverpool Street. I rousted Paul out of his lab and we sat down at the dining room table at twelve-thirty.
Paul set a cold can of Coors in front of each of us. “I accomplished next to nothing,” he said as he sat down. “I can’t seem to think, to solve the easiest problems.” He peeled back the foil on his sandwich. “Ah, rare roast beef, my favorite. How’d you know that, Mac?”
“I remembered Jilly telling me some time ago. She said you would only eat it half-cooked and slathered with mayonnaise. The woman at the deli knew exactly how you liked it.”
Paul’s face became still. “I can’t believe Jilly’s not here, telling me I’m a jerk because I forgot to do something she’d asked me to do, telling me to leave her alone because she’s working and who says my work’s more important than hers? She could be yelling at me one minute, then she’d just start laughing, lean over, and bite my ear. Jesus, Mac, it’s hard.”

“Paul, who’s Laura?”
I thought Paul was going to have a heart attack. He jerked and spilled his beer onto the back of his hand and wrist. He didn’t curse, didn’t say anything at all, just looked down at the beer dripping off his hand onto the shining mahogany tabletop.
I handed Paul his paper napkin. When he’d finished mopping up, I said again, “Paul, tell me about Laura. Who is she?”
Paul took a bite of his sandwich, chewed slowly, not looking at me, just chewed. He swallowed, took a long pull of beer, then said finally, “Laura? There isn’t any Laura.”
Paul Bartlett was thirty-six, skinny as a post, at home in preppy clothes—this morning a dark green Ralph Lauren T-shirt and khaki slacks, light tan Italian loafers with tassels.
He was a genius, Jilly had always said, simply a genius. Well, that could be, I thought, but he was a lousy liar. I wasn’t about to let this slide. “Laura, Paul. Tell me about her. It’s important.”
“Why would Laura be important to this? How the hell do you even know her name?”
“I heard it from Jilly,” I said. I wasn’t about to tell him that I’d come suddenly awake at the hospital, my face on Jilly’s hand, saying Laura’s name aloud. It sounded too off the wall. I leaned back in my chair and added easily, “She mentioned Laura’s name. Didn’t say anything else about her—just said her name.”
Did Paul look relieved? I realized I’d blown it. I never should have told him that the woman’s name was all I knew. I was an idiot. I was supposed to be trained to lie and bluff well. I was losing it. But why did Paul feel he had to lie? And then of course I realized what Jilly had meant. Laura had betrayed her with her husband, Paul.

Paul took another bite of his sandwich. Some of the mayonnaise oozed out the sides and fell to the napkin. He chewed slowly, buying time, I knew, an old ploy to gain time to think, to make the other person begin to question himself. He said finally, after a long stretch of silence, “She’s not important, just a woman who lives in Salem. I don’t even know if that’s the Laura Jilly mentioned. As far as I ever knew, Jilly never even met Laura, never even heard of her. I don’t understand why she’d say her name.” He sipped his beer, his hand steady as a rock now.
“How did you meet her? What’s her last name?”
“More questions, Mac, about a person Jilly only mentioned in passing? What’s this all about?”
“Jilly said to me, ‘Laura betrayed me.’ What did she mean, Paul?”
Paul looked like I’d socked him in the jaw. He shook his head as if to clear it and said, “All right, dammit. There was a Laura, but I haven’t seen her in several months. I broke it off. I just lost my head for a while there, but then I realized that I loved Jilly, that I didn’t want to lose her. I haven’t seen Laura since March.”
“Laura was your lover then?”
“You find that hard to believe, Mac? You look at me and you see a nerd who’s a decade older than you are, and not a thing like you? No bulging muscles? No big macho cop with broad shoulders and a full head of hair who goes chasing after terrorists, for God’s sake? The only thing good you can say about me is that I’m at least an evolved nerd since I attracted your sister.”
I forced myself to take another bite of my tuna salad sandwich. So both this Laura and Paul had betrayed Jilly. I wanted to jump over the table and tear Paul Bartlett’s head off. I made myself chew slowly, just as Paul had done. It gave me time to cool down. What I needed most of all was control. I said after just a moment, no anger at all in my voice, “Let’s get something perfectly straight here, Paul. I find it hard to believe you’d sleep with another woman because you’re a married man, supposedly a happily married man. A married man isn’t supposed to screw around on his wife.”
“Shit, I’m sorry.” Paul rubbed his fingers through his light brown hair. “I didn’t mean all that, Mac. I’m upset, you can see that.”
“What’s Laura’s last name?”
“Scott. Laura Scott. She’s a reference librarian at the public library in Salem. I met her there.”
“Why were you at the Salem Public Library?”
Paul just shrugged. “They’ve got great science reference materials. I do some research there once in a while.”
“How did Jilly find out about you sleeping with Laura?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t tell her. Of course Laura knows Jilly. They’re friends.”
“So Jilly went to the Salem Public Library too?”
“Yes, she liked to go there. Don’t ask me why, but she did. Look, Mac, Laura is shy, withdrawn. She wouldn’t have told Jilly. I just can’t imagine how she found out. The two of them, they’re opposites. Jilly is beautiful, talented, outgoing, like all of you—you, Gwen, and Kevin. She never just plain walks, she struts. She oozes confidence, is immensely sure of herself. She believes she’s the best. Laura isn’t any of those things. She’s so self-effacing she could be a shadow.”
“Why did you sleep with her, Paul, if she’s so damned self-effacing?”
Paul looked down at the remains of his roast beef sandwich. “What is that old saw about having steak all the time? Maybe I just needed a change from Jilly for a while.”
“Is Laura Scott still in Salem?”
“I don’t know. She was upset when I told her it was over. I don’t know if she stayed or not. Why does it matter? I tell you, Jilly should never have found out about her. Maybe I dreamed about her and happened to say her name, with Jilly overhearing. But it doesn’t matter. It’s not important, Mac. It wasn’t important as of over a month ago.”
I didn’t let on to Paul that it was more than important to me. Jilly had known that Laura had betrayed her. Laura was so much in Jilly’s mind that I’d somehow picked it up from Jilly when I’d been with her in the hospital. Was Laura the reason Jilly had driven her Porsche over the cliff?
An hour later, I was on the highway heading to Salem.
 
Salem, the capital of Oregon, sits in the heart of the Willamette Valley, on the banks of the Willamette River. It’s only forty-three miles southwest of Portland, just a short hop as the natives say. I remembered Jilly telling me once, on her third glass of white wine, that its Indian name, Chemeketa, meant “place of rest” and had been translated into the biblical name of Salem, from the Hebrew shalom, meaning “peace.”
When I reached Salem, I pulled off the road into a small park and dialed 411. There was no Laura Scott listed in the Salem phone directory. There was one unlisted number for an L. P. Scott. I asked for the main number of the Salem Public Library. Ten minutes later I found the big concrete building between Liberty Street and Commercial. It was only a short drive from Willamette University, just south of downtown. On the north side there was a big open courtyard that connected the library to City Hall. Too close to the bureaucrats for my taste. Once inside, you forgot how ugly the outside was. It was airy, lots of lights, the floor covered with a turquoise carpeting. The shelves were orange. Not what I would have picked, but it would keep students awake. I walked to the circulation desk and asked if a Ms. Scott worked there.
“Ms. Scott is our senior reference librarian,” a man of Middle Eastern extraction told me in a thick accent, pointing to the right corner of the main floor. I thanked him and headed in the direction of his finger.
I paused a moment beside the Renaissance art section and looked at the woman who was speaking quietly to a high school student with bad skin. He looked ridiculous to a man of my advanced years with his pants pulled down to nearly the bottom of his butt, bagging to his knees and beyond.
The student moved away, ambling toward the magazine section. I got my first good look at Laura Scott. Paul had said she was painfully shy and withdrawn, that she disappeared, like a shadow. My first thought was: Is the idiot blind? Truth was, I took one look at her and felt a bolt of lust so strong I had to lean against the nineteenth-century English history section. How could he say that she was nondescript? She was slender, tall, and even though her suit was too long and a dull shade of olive green, it simply didn’t matter. She’d look great in a potato sack. Her hair was made up of many shades of brown, from dark brown to a lighter brown to an ash blond. It was all coiled up and smashed close to her head with lots of clips, but I could tell that it was long and thick. Lovely hair. I wanted to throw all those clips in the wastebasket under her desk. I understood how Paul had taken one look at her and lost his head. But why had he said she was plain? Had he said it so she’d hold no interest for me? So I’d dismiss her?
Actually, Laura Scott looked restrained, very professional, particularly with her hair scraped back like that, and she shimmered. I leaned against the English history section again. Shimmered? Jesus, I was losing it. Was her unremarkable presentation to the world calculated? To keep men in line around her? Well, it evidently hadn’t worked with Paul.
It wasn’t working with me. I said to myself three times: She and Paul betrayed Jilly. I said it a fourth time to make sure it got through.
I waited until the high school student in his low-slung jeans disappeared behind an orange shelf, a magazine in his hand.
I approached her slowly and said, “High school students today—sometimes I just want to grab their jeans and give them a good yank. It wouldn’t take much. That boy you were speaking to, I think if he coughed his jeans would be around his knees.”
Her face was smooth and young and she didn’t change expression for about three seconds. She just stared at me blankly, bland as rice pudding, as if she hadn’t heard me. Then she looked to where the boy was leaning down to pick another magazine off the shelf, the crotch of his pants literally between his knees. She looked back up at me and after another three seconds, to my surprise, she threw back her head and laughed, a big full laugh. That laugh broke through the silence like a drum roll.
The Middle Eastern guy at the circulation desk looked over, his mouth opening, his surprise evident even from across the room.

What was coming out of her mouth wasn’t at all a nondescript laugh. It was full and deep and delightful. I smiled at her and stuck out my hand. “Hello, my name’s Ford MacDougal. I’m new in town, just started teaching at Willamette University. Political science, primarily Europe, nineteenth century. I just wanted to see what sorts of public resources the students had off-campus. I like the orange shelves and the turquoise carpeting.”
“Hello. Is it Mr. or Dr.?”
“Oh, it’s Dr. MacDougal, but I’ve always thought that sounded phony, at least off campus. To me, a doctor means doing proctology exams. I can’t handle that thought. I’d much rather talk about the Latvian drug wars.”
Again, she didn’t move, didn’t change expression for a good three seconds. Then she opened her mouth and a short ribald laugh came out. This time, she clapped her hands over her mouth and just stared up at me. She got herself together. “I’m sorry,” she said, nearly gasping with the effort not to laugh. “I’m not like this, normally. I’m really very serious. I never laugh.” She cleared her throat, straightened her suit lapels, and said, “Very well, I’ll just call you Mr. MacDougal. My name’s Laura Scott. I’m the head reference librarian here.”
“You’ve got a great laugh,” I said as we shook hands. She was strong, her hands narrow, her fingers long, nails well manicured.
“How long have you worked here?”
“Nearly six months. I’m originally from New York, came out here to go to Willamette. I graduated with a degree in library science. This is my first job here on the West Coast. The only bad thing about working here is the less-than-princely salary they pay me. It barely keeps me in cat food for Grubster—he’s my sweetheart alley cat. There’s Nolan too. He’s got quite an appetite. Oh, he’s my bird.”
I’d heard every word she’d said. Grubster and Nolan. I liked pets. It was just that I couldn’t keep from looking at her mouth. She had a full mouth, a bit of red lipstick left, beautiful. I cleared my throat. I was acting like a teenager. “You’re right,” I said, “money’s always a bitch. Lucky for me, since I eat a lot, I don’t have to share my Cheerios with a Grubster or Nolan. I just have to worry about feeding myself. The university is hard up too. My office has a view since I came in as a full professor, but the heating system is so antiquated you can hear the steam whistle when it comes out of those ancient pipes.”
She blinked this time, rapidly, at least half a dozen times. She didn’t burst into laughter, but she did giggle. I’d made her laugh. It felt good. Evidently, she found me amusing.
I’d come here ready to play a role, to get the truth out of this woman, to charm her, whatever. Instead, I wanted to scoop her up and take her to Tahiti. I hated this.
“Do you have plans for dinner?” At her pause, I added, “As I said, I’m new here in town and don’t know a soul. I realize you could be worried that I’m another Jack the Ripper from London, so maybe we could just stay around here. That way I couldn’t kidnap you or mug you or do anything else to you that you might not think appropriate. You know, fun stuff that isn’t supposed to happen when you’ve only known someone an hour. How about the Amadeus Café I saw on the lower level?”
She looked over at the large institutional clock on the wall just above all the medieval reference books. She smiled up at me and nodded. “I know a great place just down the street. Not the Amadeus—I eat there everyday.”

An hour later, after a solitary tour of the Salem Public Library, we walked down Liberty Street to the Mai Thai, which turned out to be an excellent restaurant even though it was so dark and dusty I was afraid to order any meat dish off the menu.
She’d taken her hair down before we’d left the library. I wanted my face and my hands in her hair. She was leaning toward me, her long hair falling over her left shoulder. Laura Scott hadn’t shown me a single shy, withdrawn bone. She was open, responding to me with laughter and jokes, making me feel like I had to be the most fascinating guy in the known universe. She’d just turned twenty-eight in March, she said. She was single, lived in a condo right on the river, played tennis and racquetball, and loved to horseback ride. Her favorite stable was just five miles out of town.
She was at ease with me. I didn’t want that to stop.
For myself, I made up a wonderful academic life, replete with stories that friends and siblings had told me of their college experiences over the years. She was down to the last few bites of her chicken satay when I knew the party was over. I was here for a reason, not to flirt and start a relationship with this fascinating woman. I said easily, watching her as closely as a snake watches a mongoose, “I have relatives down in Edgerton, a little town on the coast of Oregon, just an hour from here.”
She kept chewing her chicken, but I saw the change in her, instantly. Shit, I thought. Her eyes, to this point rather vague and soft, were sharp, attentive behind her glasses. But she didn’t say anything.
“My cousin—Rob Morrison—is a cop. He says everyone calls the town The Edge. He’s got a little house very close to the cliffs. You look out the window and think you’re on a boat. If you keep staring at the water, pretty soon it feels like you’re really on a boat rocking back and forth. Have you ever heard of the place? Do you know anyone from there?”
Would she lie?
“Yes,” she said, “I have, and yes, I do.”
I nearly fell out of the booth I was so surprised she’d admit it, to me, a perfect stranger. Well, maybe that was why she’d admitted it—I was a perfect stranger. There was no reason to distrust me.
I said, “Do you know my cousin?”
“Rob Morrison? No, I don’t believe I’ve ever met him.”
“You wouldn’t forget him if you had—he’s a triathlete, a hunk.”
She sighed deeply, her hands over her breast, and rolled her eyes. No one in the known universe could ever believe her to be nondescript. She sparkled. “No, sorry. I know the Bartletts—Jilly and Paul Bartlett.”
“Small world,” I said, wondering if my voice was shaking. “I know them as well.” I took a bite of coconut soup and said, “You’re a bit younger than Jilly, so you didn’t go to school together. How did you two meet?”
“We met about five months ago when she was here in Salem, at the library. We got to talking. She was looking for articles on infertility. I asked her about using the Internet, offered to show her how to go about it in the library, but she said that computers were beyond her. I saw her once or twice a week ever since then, sometimes here and sometimes in Edgerton. I met Paul about three months ago for the first time.”
I sat back against the dark red vinyl of the booth. I picked up my fork and fiddled with it. Jilly told Laura that she didn’t know anything about computers? Why had she told Laura that lie? Jilly was a whiz at computers, always had been. And what was this about infertility? Finally, I said, “So Jilly was your friend.”
“Yes.”
“You weren’t Paul Bartlett’s mistress?”
She cocked her head to one side, sending her beautiful hair spilling over her left shoulder nearly to her plate. “What is this, Mr. MacDougal? Did Jilly send you here? What’s going on?”
“Ms. Scott, I lied to you. I’m not a professor at Willamette University. I don’t know a thing about Latvian drug wars. I came into the library specifically to meet you. My name is Ford MacDougal; I didn’t lie about that. I’m Jilly’s brother. She’s in the Tallshon Community Hospital, in a coma.”
She dropped her thick-bowled white spoon into her soup. She turned perfectly white. I thought she was going to pass out. I was halfway out of the booth when I managed to stop myself. She was fine. I was the one who was the mess.
“I’m sorry I lied to you but I’d do it again no matter what I felt about you.” If my boss heard me say that, he’d have laughed his head off.
She got hold of herself. “My God, Jilly’s in a coma? That’s crazy. No, it’s impossible.”
“Why?”
“I just saw her Tuesday night over in Edgerton.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

I  hadn’t felt so stupid since my high school English class when Mrs. Zigler told me Wuthering Heights wasn’t a fancy district of London. 
I stared blankly at Laura Scott, and eventually my mouth moved. “You were with Jilly and Paul on Tuesday night?” 
“Yes, it was a party of sorts, at least that’s how they billed it. I had to leave so I don’t know what happened after I was out of there.” 
“Who all was at this party?” 
“Well, it was just Paul, Jilly, and I. I understand that other people were supposed to be coming by. When I left it wasn’t very late. You see, Grubster—my cat—is on medication and I had to get home to give him a pill. But that’s not important. Tell me about Jilly. What happened to her? Is she going to be all right?” 
“She’s in a coma. No one knows much of anything about her chances for recovery.” 
“But what happened?” 
“She drove her Porsche off a cliff, landed in twenty feet of water, and a cop managed to pull her out. She told me a short time ago that you’d betrayed her. What did she mean by that?” 
She shook her head, sending her hair perilously close again to her chicken satay. “What a strange thing for her to say. That’s why you came to meet me? To see if I’d somehow betrayed your sister? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just don’t know.” She was suddenly very still, staring down at her dinner plate. “It just doesn’t make sense. She was an excellent driver. I can’t believe it. She was laughing the last time I saw her. Did someone force her off that cliff? Was it an accident? Was she hit by someone?” 
Even I, the cop, hadn’t first thought that someone forced her off the cliff. Why had Laura? “No, she went flying off a cliff some ten miles north of Edgerton just before the junction east back to 101. It would appear that she was trying to kill herself.” 
“How could she possibly have survived that?” 
“As I said, a cop saw her go over and managed to pull her out before she drowned. No one disagrees that it was a miracle.” 
Laura Scott slowly rose and stared down at the platters still piled high with Thai food. She shook her head and stuck her hand in her purse. She pulled a fifty-dollar bill out of a very fat wallet and dropped it beside her soup bowl. She said, not looking at me, “She was always driving that car too fast, hooting and hollering, yelling at the top of her lungs. She liked danger, she told me. She said driving the Porsche at a hundred miles an hour was like flying, only without having to wear a parachute. Jilly wouldn’t try to kill herself. She lost control of that damned Porsche. I want to see her. You said she was in Tallshon?” 


“Yes, that’s where she is.” I rose to stand beside her. I lightly touched my fingers to her forearm, holding her still for a moment. “Before we go anywhere, tell me the truth, Laura. Are you or were you sleeping with Paul?” 
She looked up at me like I’d lost my mind. “No,” she said, “of course I wouldn’t sleep with Paul. That’s ridiculous.” 
I realized I was still touching my fingers to her forearm. I didn’t stop. I didn’t want to lose the connection to her. “Paul says you were his lover up until last month. Then he said he broke it off. And Jilly told me you had betrayed her.” 
She shook off my hand. I thought for a moment that she was going to smack me, but at the last moment she held herself back. “No, I didn’t sleep with Paul. He lied. Why? I don’t know. As for Jilly claiming I betrayed her, I don’t know what she meant.” 
“Why would Paul lie?” 
“Ask him, damn you. I’m going to see Jilly.” 
“I’ll drive you.” 
“No,” she said. “You’ve done quite enough.” 
I couldn’t believe it. Laura was here, standing beside Ford. I saw her as clearly as I saw Ford. I couldn’t believe it was that betraying bitch, Laura. But it was. She was here and I saw her. She was saying something to Ford. What was she telling him? 
I felt my flesh crawling, felt bile rise in my throat, felt the fear begin to wash through me, and yet I felt nothing at all. I was apart from her now and she couldn’t hurt me. She was coming closer, and she was saying my name over and over. Why did I still feel the fear so strongly? 
I wanted to scream that I would kill her, but I couldn’t. Why in God’s name was she here with me? How could she still have the power to terrify me? It shouldn’t be happening. She should have been long gone by now, nothing more than a stupid memory. She was reaching out her hand to touch me as she spoke to Ford. I couldn’t stand it. 
“Her eyes are open. Look at that. Her eyes are open!” 
“They usually are,” Ford said. “It doesn’t mean anything.” 
I felt her fingers touch my shoulder. Her fingers were cold as death. 
I screamed. 
I whirled around so fast I nearly landed on my butt. My heart was pounding out of my chest. I was at Jilly’s side in an instant, shouting over my shoulder, “Laura, get the nurses, quick. And the doctors too. My God, hurry! Move it!” 
I gathered Jilly up in my arms and pressed her tightly to me, trying to hold her steady. She was heaving against me, flailing her head from side to side, and she was screaming—screams that came out like low harsh bleating sounds. It sounded like someone was torturing her. She ran out of strength fast and slumped against me. I was relieved because I was afraid she would hurt herself. Very gently, I laid her back against the pillow. “Jilly,” I said as I leaned down and kissed the tip of her nose. “No, don’t close your eyes. Keep looking at me. Stay awake. Don’t fall back asleep. You might not wake up again. Jilly, you’ve got to stay awake. Do you understand?” 
“Yes, I can hear you, Ford,” she said to me. Her voice was wispy, thin as a piece of paper, almost too faint for me to hear. 


I patted her cheek, stroking my fingers through her hair. She felt alive, solid, back with me. I felt ready to burst with relief. “Good.” I leaned closer. “Listen to me, Jilly. You were in a coma for four days. You’ve come out of it. You’ll be just fine now. Jilly, keep your eyes open. Blink at me. Yes, that’s good. Can you see me clearly?” 
“Yes, Ford. I’m so glad you’re here.” 
Her brain was all right, I was sure of it. Jilly was back with me, all of her. There was awareness in her eyes and she was staring hard at me, willing herself to be here, and she was. “You’re the only one who still calls me Ford,” I said, and kissed her cheek. 
“You’ve never been Mac to me. I’m so thirsty.” I quickly poured water from the carafe into the small glass on the table beside her bed and held her up while she sipped. I wiped the water off her chin when she finished drinking. She cleared her throat, swallowed a couple of times, and said, “When you first walked through that door I couldn’t believe it. You were real, unlike all the others. To have you here was wonderful. I felt so alone.” 
I wasn’t really surprised that she’d seen me, that she’d heard every word I’d said, seen the expressions on my face. Actually she could have told me what I’d eaten for breakfast, that she’d tasted it right along with me, and I wouldn’t have doubted her for a moment. I said only, “I was real? Unlike the others? What do you mean exactly?” 
“Oh, yes,” she said, and managed a small smile. “You were very real. The others weren’t. Everyone else who came in here was a white shadowy thing, but not you, Ford, not you. You were all here. You touched my hand and I felt warmth. Thank you.” 
I wasn’t surprised, but I did wonder if I hadn’t gone off the deep end after the car bomb in Tunisia. Psychic communication with my sister? I wondered what the FBI profilers would say about that. 
I heard shouting and running feet. Two nurses and a doctor all tried to squeeze through the doorway and into the room at the same time. I nearly laughed, remembering the Three Stooges. 
Things quickly degenerated from there. 
  
Dr. Sam Coates had a 1930s black pencil-thin mustache and a bald head. He said, “We’ll be running lots more tests, but given how she appears now, I’m just about ready to say she’s pulled through this with no physical or mental deficit.” He sounded all cool and professional, but I could tell he was pleased beyond anything, the nurses too. They were hopping about beside him, nodding, smiling, looking ready to burst into song, probably the “Hallelujah” chorus. Dr. Coates continued, gesticulating with his hands, unable, I guess, to keep himself quiet, just like the nurses. “It really is a miracle, you know, Mr. MacDougal. No other way to say it. A miracle and we were all here to witness it. I’ve seen this complete recovery before with a drug overdose, but not after a head trauma. I’d begun to believe she wouldn’t wake up.” 
He stuck out his hand and I obligingly shook it. I was grateful to all of them. Jilly’s room was filled with people. Maggie and Paul had arrived not fifteen minutes before. I watched Dr. Coates shake Paul’s hand. He nodded to Laura Scott and said to Maggie, “Sheriff. Now, I suggest all of you go home. Mrs. Bartlett will sleep soundly until morning. Go home.” 
“But what if she doesn’t wake up again?” I asked, terrified when I’d seen Jilly close her eyes, her head falling to the side. 


“Not to worry,” Dr. Coates said. “Trust me on this. A coma’s like a nightmare. Once you wake up, it’s over. Memories of the nightmare or the coma might remain but it rarely comes back. Really.” 
Maggie said, “You’re wrong about that, Doctor. Nightmares do come back.” 
Dr. Coates just shrugged. “Sorry, I’ll have to dig up another analogy.” 
“It’s still great news,” Maggie said, and shook his hand again. She said to Laura, “Why don’t you come home with me? It’s pretty late.” 
“No, thank you, Sheriff,” Laura said. “My cat needs his medication. Also I have to work tomorrow.” She walked to Paul, and I wondered if she was going to hit him. But she didn’t. She just frowned at him for a moment, then stepped back. I watched her walk out of the room. I was right behind her. I said over my shoulder to the doctor, “I’ll be back in a moment.” 
I waited until Paul and Maggie were out of hearing distance, then I gave Laura’s hand a tug and stopped her. I pulled her over to a window. “You said you weren’t sleeping with Paul. Either you are a remarkable actress and liar, or you’re really not sleeping with him.” 
“I’m a decent actress and liar when I have to be. One more time, Mac. I didn’t sleep with Paul. I can’t imagine sleeping with Paul.” 
I believed her and that raised more questions. 
“Ask Paul.” 
“Yes, I will.” I forced myself to walk away from her. I stopped to look out the window at the cloud-strewn dead sky. A stand of spruce stood beside the parking lot, thick leaves rustling. The wind was rising. It was pitch-black out there. 
I heard her walking toward me. I could feel her. She vibrated with life. I wondered what she’d feel like if I touched her, really touched her. 
“Good night, Mac. I’m glad Jilly woke up.” She lightly patted my cheek, turned, and walked away. I watched her push open the exit door and ease through a small crowd of off-duty hospital personnel and a couple of late visitors. I couldn’t stop myself. I came up behind her, my hand out to stop her when she suddenly turned back to me and said, “I understand from the sheriff that you’re FBI. You’re a big federal cop. She said you were here to help find out what happened to Jilly that night. Ask her. Find out what happened. Then tell me, please. You might consider believing me about Paul. Actually, truth be told, the only man I’ve met in the past year or so that I’d even consider going to bed with is you. Good night. Grubster is waiting for his pill. Nolan has probably torn the bars off his cage.” 
“He’s sure been on those pills a long time,” I called after her. 
“Now you’re a veterinarian? Give it up, Mac. I’ll be back tomorrow to see Jilly.” 
“Why didn’t Paul call you to tell you what had happened to Jilly?” 
“I don’t know,” she shouted back, not turning. She kept walking. “Ask him. He’s your damned brother-in-law. Don’t you know him?” 
I let her go. What else could I do? I watched her walk to her car without another word, without a backward glance at me. She was looking down as she walked, her shoulders slumped. I stood in the middle of the parking lot, staring after her until her Toyota turned out of the gated opening and disappeared into the night. 
I found Paul in Jilly’s room, sitting beside her bed, holding her hand. “I wish they’d kept her awake,” he said. “It’s like she’s back in a coma. It’s like she’s gone again. I don’t care what Dr. Coates said. I don’t think any of them know much of anything. Why didn’t you stop them, Mac?” 
“She had a killer headache, Paul. They hadn’t expected her to fall asleep so quickly, but Dr. Coates said it wasn’t anything to worry about. Knowing the hospital routine, they’ll be here to give her a shot in the butt at about three A .M .” 
“Yeah,” Paul said, looking up at me. “You’d know, wouldn’t you? How long were you in the naval hospital in Bethesda? Two, three weeks?” 
“Too long, however long it was,” I said, knowing that it was exactly eighteen days and eight hours. “I don’t like to think about it. Jilly’s awake now, Paul. Everything will be all right.” He looked so painfully hopeful that I dropped my hand to his shoulder and squeezed. “Jilly’s back with us. She’ll tell us exactly what happened. It’s over now, Paul.” He looked like he was going to cry. For the life of me, I couldn’t bring myself to demand that he explain Laura. 
“Well, you look tired yourself, Mac. It’s been a long day. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard. Why don’t you have the doctors here check you out?” 
I declined and sent Paul home. He looked ready to pitch forward onto his face. I’d nail him about Laura tomorrow. I wanted to know about the damned party on Tuesday night, the same night Jilly drove her Porsche off the cliff. 
I realized that I didn’t have to know any more about anything right now. Who cared what Paul had told me, what Laura had told me? It didn’t matter. Jilly would live. She was the only reason I was here. 
I was so tired my eyes hurt but I was too restless to sleep. I ended up wandering the hospital corridors, looking into every room that had windows, except for the morgue in the basement. I had a tough time dealing with the morgue anytime, but now, not a chance. 
I went back to Jilly’s room a little after one A .M ., still wide awake, still restless. I sat down at the small table in front of the window, pulled out my notebook, and began to write. I wrote down what people had told me. I wrote down some of the questions I still had. 
I laid down my pen. I shook my head. My written questions sounded like a soap opera. Was Jilly sleeping with some other guy? Who is Laura Scott, really?  
I wrote one final question: Jilly’s awake. What the hell am I still doing here?  
When Jilly awoke at two A .M . I was in a semi-stupor, feeling a strong pull from my cracked ribs because I was stretched out in a long deep chair pulled from the doctors’ lounge, alongside her bed. I was holding her hand. 
“Ford?” 
It was her voice and it sounded to me like old knotted threads, ready to unravel at the first pull. She spoke again, and I knew she’d heard the weakness in her own voice and was concentrating on sounding stronger. “Ford?” 
I gave her a big smile, which I didn’t know if she could even see because the room was shadowy, with only a lamp in the far corner of the room lowered to dim. But my eyes were used to it. I could see her clearly. “Jilly, hi.” I squeezed her hand, leaned up and kissed her forehead. 
“You stayed with me?” 
“Yeah. Paul looked ready to drop so I sent him on home. You want me to call the nurse?” 
“Oh, no, I just want to lie here and be alive and start to believe it. The headache’s gone. I just feel sort of weak, nothing more.” 


I gave her more water and rubbed my knuckles over her smooth cheek. “I was with you, Jilly. I was with you when you went over the cliff, when you hit the water. I felt that huge impact.” 
She said nothing, just looked up at me, waiting. 
“I was in the hospital myself, remember?” 
She nodded. “The car bomb explosion, in Tunisia.” 
“Yes. That dream or vision—whatever—was more than real. I came awake and I couldn’t breathe. It scared me shitless, Jilly. What I can’t figure out is why you hooked up with me. How you were able to connect to my mind. Were you thinking about me at all at the time?” 
She shook her head. “You told me about this already, Ford. I heard you clearly, that first time you came to see me. Do you believe me?” 
“Of course I believe you. I’d be pretty stupid if I didn’t, since I was with you in the Porsche, going over that bloody cliff.” 
“It’s all very confusing, Ford.” 
“Jilly, the truth now. Were you thinking about Laura?” 
I thought she’d pass out. She turned utterly white, her breath wheezed out, and she was shaking her head back and forth on the pillow. “You brought her here. She was with you. I saw her as clearly as I always saw you. No one else, Ford, just you. And then Laura was with you, and I saw her clearly too. And I started screaming—” 
“And you came out of the coma screaming,” I said slowly, my eyes never leaving her face. “You saw Laura and you couldn’t bear to have her here, and then you woke up. Was she the one who brought you out of it?” 
I didn’t think she was going to answer me, then she whispered, “I had to get away from her, that’s all I know. I just couldn’t believe she was still here. What were you doing with her?” 


Only the truth, I thought, but what was the truth? There were so many lies swirling about that I couldn’t be certain exactly where the truth lay, but I could at least tell her what I thought of things. “When I was here yesterday, I fell asleep holding your hand.” 
“I know. I saw you.” 
“We’ll talk more about that later. I awoke suddenly and heard you saying that Laura had betrayed you. At dinner last night I asked Paul about Laura, said that you’d told me about her. It took a while, but he finally admitted that he’d had an affair with her, once he admitted that she actually existed. Then he said he’d broken it off. He told me she wasn’t important. He didn’t believe that you knew about it. But you see, I knew that you had at least heard her name. I wanted to see her, so I went to the public library in Salem.” 
Suddenly, Jilly was nearly gasping for breath. She was wheezing. “Ford, you’ve got to believe me. Stay away from her. She’s very dangerous.” 
And I was thinking: I’ve never met anyone less dangerous in my life. What was going on here? 
“Did she sleep with Paul?” 
Jilly shook her head, her skin so pale I thought she would faint. Then she nodded. Was it a yes or a no or just more confusion? In any case, she was tired, upset, and I backed off. I patted her hand and covered her with a light blanket. I stood and felt my body creak. “You’re exhausted. It’s very late. I’ll let you rest awhile. Let me get the nurse.” 
I watched her for a moment, seeing the waves of fatigue wash over her, dragging her under into oblivion. The nurse could wait. All my questions could wait. She needed sleep. I turned to see Nurse Himmel standing in the open doorway. 


“Don’t worry. I won’t wake her up again. That’s what you were coming to tell me, wasn’t it?” 
I nodded and stepped back so she could come into the room. I liked Nurse Himmel. She was short, built solid as a Humvee, and she’d always been kind to me, and to Jilly. Like Midge, Mrs. Himmel would have brought me a beer. 
“She’s sleeping, Mr. MacDougal,” Mrs. Himmel said quietly as she gently pulled the blanket up to Jilly’s neck. “She’s just fine. Her pulse and oxygen level are normal. Goodness, it’s wonderful to see a recovery like this. She’ll be up and walking around soon. Now you should go home and sleep in your bed. You’re looking just a bit slack in the jaw.” 
“You’re right, my jaw could use a rest.” 
She just smiled at me. 
Whatever. I knew she was right. It was just that there was so much Jilly had to tell me. It could wait. It would be stupid if I got myself laid flat again. The people I called friends would never let me live it down. I could hear Quinlan, another FBI agent, calling me a wimp in that easy dark voice of his. I drove into Paul and Jilly’s driveway twenty minutes later. I shucked off my clothes, down to my boxer shorts, and was in bed only five minutes after that. 
I dreamed I was a waiter in a nightclub, with a white towel over my arm, carrying a tray of drinks, but I couldn’t remember who had ordered them. I just kept walking around this huge room, looking and looking, not knowing, and I was getting frantic. There were dozens of customer drink-tables, all of them circular, people crowded around them. There was Jilly, tap-dancing from one table to the next. She was dancing like a pro. People were whistling and clapping. She was also stark naked except for her black tap shoes. A man whose face I couldn’t see clearly was running after her, holding a long cloak toward her, waving it at her actually. 
When I woke up it was nearly nine o’clock the next morning. I hadn’t slept so soundly since before I’d been blasted in Tunisia. For the first time I felt nearly back to normal. I stretched, flexed my muscles, even smiled at myself while I shaved. I didn’t look like oatmeal anymore, thank God. 
Paul wasn’t home. I imagined he’d gone to the hospital to be with Jilly. I could speak to him there. 
I was at the hospital a half hour later. 





CHAPTER EIGHT
As I was turning the corner to the third-floor waiting room, I heard Maggie Sheffield’s voice. “I can only tell you, Cotter, that someone hit Charlie Duck over the head and he died shortly after he managed to crawl over to Doc Lambert’s house.”
“You’ve got no clues? Nothing?”
“I’ll just tell you that it’s the damnedest thing, this murder of a harmless old man. It’s not like this is Salem or Portland, for God’s sake. This is Edgerton, small-town USA. I don’t know if a murder has ever happened here before, but someone killed Charlie Duck and then ransacked his house.”
I came into the waiting room to see the sheriff speaking to a young man I’d never seen before. He was about my age, on the short side, built like a bull—obviously a weightlifter—with a manner and look that were dangerous. Strange that a guy would think that, but it was true. I disliked him on sight.
“Cotter Tarcher,” the man said and nodded to me. “You’re Jilly’s brother?”

“That’s right. Ford MacDougal. And you’re Cal’s brother?”
“Yes. I forgot you met Cal. She went over to Paul’s house and caught all of you there. You’re coming to the party tonight? It’s Miss Geraldine’s birthday and we always celebrate every year. My folks decided that we’d go ahead, despite Charlie Duck’s death.”
“It was murder, Cotter,” Maggie said.
“To be honest, I forgot all about it,” I said. “Jilly’s awake. I’ve been thinking about her.” Cotter Tarcher looked dark from his dirt-black hair to the heavy growth of beard on his cheeks. I bet that women sensed danger in him and were drawn to it. At the same time they’d be wary, if they had half a brain. Cal had said that he let the women he dated do the driving, to make them feel like they had the power. It was a smart move on his part, the prick. He would need to mellow them out. I remembered that Jilly didn’t like him either.
“Of course,” Cotter said easily. “I saw Jilly just a little while ago. She’s looking really good. She got one of the nurse’s aides to wash her hair. She looks normal. It’s amazing.”
I said to Maggie, “I heard you talking about Charlie Duck. It really is a shock for a little town like Edgerton. Did you bring in the crime-lab people from Portland? They’re top-notch. The medical examiner—Ted Leppra—is one of the best M.E.s on the West Coast.”
She shook her head. “I know how he died. He got bashed on the head, his brain filled up with blood and smashed bone, and that was the end of him. I don’t see any need for an M.E. to translate that for me in medicalese—it’s a waste of time.
“Poor old Charlie. He’s been here for at least fifteen years. The funeral’s on Tuesday. Everyone will be there at the League’s Christian church.”
“The League?” I asked.
Maggie said, “The BITEASS League, remember? Since everyone in town is a member, the League keeps up one central place of worship. Different religions can have the building at different times. In the case of funerals, it’s an interdenominational service. Representatives from all the religious groups will take a few moments to speak. Since old Charlie was an agnostic, everyone will get equal time. If he’d been a Baptist, say, they’d get the lion’s share of the time. Come if you can, Mac. You can meet the rest of the folk in town.
“Or are you heading back to Washington? Since Jilly’s awake again, there’s no reason for you to stay, is there? Has she told you about what happened Tuesday night? Does it match your dream?”
“I’m going to speak to her about it right now,” I said, wishing Maggie hadn’t said anything about it in front of Cotter Tarcher. But in the long run I couldn’t see that it would make any difference. Who cared if anybody thought I was nuts? As for Tarcher, he hadn’t acted like an ass, at least not yet.
“I hope she’ll talk to you,” Maggie said to me. “When I was in there this morning, she claimed she didn’t remember a thing. She acted shocked when I told her we were worried because it looked to Rob like she’d driven over the cliff on purpose. She didn’t say another word. If there’s something more, maybe she’ll tell you, Mac.”
I said, “Maybe nothing’s going on, Maggie.”
“I hope you’re right. I’m just worried she might try to hurt herself again.”
Cotter looked back and forth at each of us. “Try to drop by tonight, Mac. My parents would like to meet you.” He shook my hand, harder than necessary, nodded to Maggie, gave me a look that said he could whip my ass anytime, and left. He was easy to dislike, on spec.
“Maggie,” I said. “Were you invited over to Paul and Jilly’s house on Tuesday night?”
“No. Why?”
“Laura Scott told me Paul and Jilly were expecting other people. She had to leave early, so she didn’t know how many people or who they were.”
Why did I have to know? It didn’t matter. What mattered was speaking to Jilly, making sure that she was okay now, that she wasn’t depressed or bent on trying to kill herself again.
I thought about Laura, about how I’d never before met a woman who drew me instantly as she had. No, I wasn’t going back to Washington just yet. There was the Tarcher party tonight. It should prove interesting.
“Mac, before you go see Jilly, there’s something else about Charlie Duck’s murder, something that’s really weird. I didn’t want to say anything about it in front of Cotter, but hey, you’re a cop too.”
“You know something?”
“Yeah, but I don’t know if it means anything. Someone killed Charlie, then ransacked his house. I’ve had my guy dust for fingerprints. I’ve made a search myself. I didn’t find anything, nothing that might have been of interest to anyone. Whatever the murderer was looking for, he probably found it. He took the murder weapon with him.”
She drew a deep breath. “Maybe you can help me figure this out. After Doc Lambert called me, he said that Charlie regained consciousness just a moment before he died.”
My heart speeded up, I don’t know why. I waited.
“Doc Lambert said Charlie was real frantic, mumbled a whole lot of stuff, but the only thing he could really make out was ‘a big wallop, too much, then they got me.’ Doc Lambert said he died then. Does that make any sense to you?”
“Have the M.E. in Portland do an autopsy,” I said. “Do it right now.”
“Why?”
“Because I’ve got this feeling, a real burning in my gut, that this wasn’t a random killing and burglary. Charlie Duck wanted to speak to you. He wanted to speak to me. I wish he’d done it yesterday, but he didn’t, obviously because he didn’t think he was in any danger. But he was. Someone walloped him, it was too much, then they killed him.”
“Mac, you make it sound like some sort of B movie. You know, the murdered guy trying to tell someone who it was who killed him? It doesn’t happen like that in real life.”
“Who was Charlie Duck?”
“He was a retired cop from Chicago. More than fifteen years ago.”
My heart speeded up again. “Look, Maggie, Jilly goes over a cliff. Someone murders a retired cop. Maybe the two don’t have anything to do with each other, but I’d rather know for sure than guess about it.”
“Surely his death can’t have anything to do with Jilly driving off that cliff. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Have the M.E. do an autopsy. His name’s Ted Leppra. Call him now, Maggie. Get it done.”
A big wallop, too much, then they got me.
What was going on here?
Jilly was alone. She was reading a newspaper. When she saw me, she grew very still. I was at her side in two big steps. “What’s wrong?”

She smiled up at me and laid the newspaper aside. “Nothing at all, Ford. I’m looking human again, don’t you think? Did you come to tell me good-bye?”
“No, I came to talk to you.”
Again she grew still, as if she didn’t want to see me, didn’t want to talk to me. Why?
“Jilly, you’re my sister. I’ve known you all my life. I love you. If you tried to commit suicide, just tell me why. I’ll do what I can to help. I want to help. Please talk to me.”
I knew her well enough to see the lie in her eyes and quickly added, “No, don’t tell me you can’t remember, like you told Maggie. Tell me the truth. Did you try to kill yourself, Jilly?”
“No, Ford, I’d never try to do such a ridiculous thing. Truth of it was that I lost control of my Porsche. I was singing as loud as I could, driving much too fast, and I lost control coming around a corner. That’s it, Ford, I swear.”
“Rob Morrison said you speeded up when you drove toward that cliff.”
“He’s wrong,” Jilly said. “Absolutely wrong. I lost control. Maybe I hit the gas when I went through the railing, I don’t remember. I suppose it’s possible.
“Ford, I’m all right, truly. Go home now. You’re still not back to one hundred percent. Better yet, take another week off and go down to Lake Tahoe and get some fishing in. You know you’d really like that.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Well, if I don’t see you again, take care of yourself. You, Kevin, Gwen, and I—we’ll get together at Gwen’s in New York at Christmas.”
It was a tradition, one we’d missed this past year and thus the get-together in February. I leaned down and hugged her hard against me. “I love you, Jilly,” I said.

“I love you too, Ford. Don’t worry about me anymore. Be sure to call Kevin and Gwen, tell them everything is all right.”
 
The Tarcher house sat on a cul-de-sac at the end of Brooklyn Heights Avenue. It clearly dominated the other three or four pretenders set far apart from one another, separated by spruce and hemlock. The mansion was a good three times larger than Paul and Jilly’s place, and looked like an honest-to-God Victorian transplant straight from San Francisco. Its basic color was cream, but there were another four or five accent colors used on the various window frames and sills, door frames, balcony railings, arches, cornices, and various other whimsical things whose names I didn’t know. It looked like a huge, fascinating, over-the-edge birthday cake. It had been designed by people with lots of money and an equal amount of imagination.
Four young guys dressed in red shirts and black pants were valeting all the guests’ cars. By the time Paul and I pulled up in his Ford Explorer, there must have been thirty cars parked all along both sides of the winding avenue. It looked like the whole town had turned out for the event.
Jilly had wanted to come. She wanted everyone to see she was back in action again, even though her Porsche wasn’t. She told me she’d already gotten a towing service to figure out if they could get her Porsche out of the ocean. I’d said fine, you can come if you can walk without assistance from here to the end of the hall. She made eight steps and drooped. But she was fine, according to all the tests Dr. Coates had done on her since early that morning. I’d asked him if he was coming to the Tarchers’ party and he’d said he wouldn’t miss it unless a set of triplets was ready to slip out. My sister Gwen, who’d had three kids, none of whom, I was sure, had just slipped out, would have slugged him.
I turned to Paul as we stepped out of the Explorer in front of the Tarcher house. “Tell me about Tarcher, Paul.”
“His full name’s Alyssum Tarcher, and don’t ask me where he got the weird name. He’s been here some thirty years and he’s filthy rich. I wouldn’t be surprised if he owns half the state. Everybody here owes him, probably without exception. Nothing happens in this town that isn’t run by him first. The mayor, Miss Geraldine, is at his beck and call. She’ll do anything he wants. Actually, most of us will.”
“Did you have to ask his permission to move back out here from Pennsylvania?”
“As a matter of fact, he helped me come back,” Paul said, all cool and formal. “No secret there. He’s invested in my current project. He sold Jilly and me our house.”
“Ah,” I said. So that’s how he and Jilly were surviving. But that beautiful house and Jilly’s Porsche were far above the survival line. “This is the fountain of youth formula?”
“Good try,” Paul said, slamming his door. “Jesus, Mac, I’m so relieved that Jilly lost control of the Porsche. If she’d tried to kill herself, I don’t know what I would have done.”
“Me either.”
One of the young valets dashed up, out of breath, gave Paul a big purple ticket, and drove the Explorer away. “Some house, huh?”
“Incredible,” I said, climbing up the deep half-dozen front steps. Lights and mellow chamber music poured out of the house. When we walked into the huge vestibule, I paused a moment, just breathing in the incredible smell of the house. It smelled like standing in the middle of a deep forest with a sliver of sunlight on your face—a hint of flowers, of water-drenched moss, of trees and light, pure air. I inhaled deeply as I turned to see a tall, hawknosed man walk toward us. It was, I had no doubt, Alyssum Tarcher, the patriarch of Edgerton, Oregon.
I am six feet, two inches tall, one hundred eighty-five pounds before the car bombing. He was at least two inches taller than me but not any heavier. He was probably around sixty years old, his hair thick, mixed black and white. He was a strong, vigorous man, no paunch, no softness on him. He looked potent. His son, Cotter, was standing behind him—thick-necked and dark, he looked like a thug. It was quite a contrast. He’d probably just shaved, but there was a hint of dark growth on his cheeks. He cracked his knuckles, his eyes studying my face.
“Ford MacDougal?”
Alyssum Tarcher’s voice was as deep and rich as the smoothest Kentucky bourbon.
“Yes, sir,” I said. He stuck out his hand and I shook it. An artist’s hands, I thought, slender, narrow, long-fingered. Too smooth.
“You and Jilly don’t look a thing like each other,” Alyssum Tarcher said, looking through to my molecules, I thought. This was a dangerous man. Far more dangerous than his bully of a son.
“No,” I said. “We don’t.”
“Of course you’re both fine-looking young people and your general coloring’s the same. You’ve met my son, Cotter?”
I shook Cotter’s hand and smiled down at him, content to wait to let him begin the pissing contest, which he did, quickly. I managed to twist my hand slightly so that I had better leverage than him. I looked him straight in the eye and proceeded to crush his fingers. I let his hand go when I saw the strain around his mouth. I think Paul was the only one who noticed the locker-room behavior. As for Cotter, oddly enough, he looked both homicidally furious and curiously absorbed. He slowly rubbed his hand, staring at me. It was as if he was trying to get inside my head, trying to see how he could best go about smashing me. I knew I’d made an enemy, didn’t really care, but I did wonder what he was thinking now. I hadn’t met up with a verifiable sociopath in at least six months.
Cotter never looked away from me. I turned when I heard Alyssum Tarcher say, “Well, Paul, now that Jilly’s back with us, you can get to work again. I understand all this has been hard on you, but now, finally, everything will be all right.”
“Yes,” Paul said. “Jilly wanted to come tonight, but she couldn’t walk more than a few steps. Mac and I left her nearly asleep and disappointed. She wants me to assure everyone that she didn’t go over that cliff on purpose. She lost control of the Porsche. She also swears that she won’t go a hundred miles an hour around any more curves as long as she lives. She sends her love.”
“That’s a relief,” Alyssum Tarcher said. He picked up two flutes of champagne from a waiter’s tray and handed one to me and one to Paul. Then he picked up one for himself, raised it, and said, “To the future. May our project succeed beyond our wildest imaginings.”
“I’ll drink to that,” Paul said.
Neither Cotter nor I said anything, merely sipped the champagne, nasty stuff, I’d always thought, remembering fondly the Bud Light Midge had brought me in the middle of the night. Her husband, Doug, was a lucky man. I placed the flute back on the waiter’s tray. Alyssum had a dark brow raised, but I didn’t give a shit.

Paul said, “It’s a real tragedy about Charlie Duck getting killed. Not something you’d expect to have happen in a great town like Edgerton.”
“Bad, bad thing,” Alyssum Tarcher said, nodding that leonine head of his. “Everyone’s been talking about it, trying to figure out who could have done such a thing, and why.”
“He was a nosy old man,” Cotter said. “He was always pissing people off when he pried into their business.”
“A stranger went to his house and killed him, a random thing,” said Tarcher. “It must have been. No one in Edgerton would have hurt a hair on his head.”
“He didn’t have much hair left,” Paul said. He received a strained smile from Tarcher.
I turned to see Rob Morrison, looking like a hunk from Southern California in a black T-shirt, black slacks, and a black sports jacket, speaking to Maggie Sheffield. It was the first time I’d seen her out of uniform. She was a knockout. A red dress on a woman, especially one without much front or back, has an amazing effect. Her hair was piled up on top of her head and she was wearing three-inch heels. I had an urge to walk up to her, bite her earlobe, and go from there. Then I saw Rob Morrison’s hand on her back, very low on her bare back. Very proprietary.
“Hello, Mac. You look very nice in that dark suit.”
I turned to see Cal Tarcher, dressed like a frump in a long skirt with a black, high-neck, long-sleeved silk blouse and ballet flats. At least the skirt and blouse fit her, more or less. Her red hair was flat against her head, pulled back and tied with a black ribbon at the base of her neck. Her glasses had black frames. Well, at least she was color coordinated. “Hi, yourself,” I said. I wondered what had happened to that young woman I’d seen briefly outside Paul and Jilly’s house, the one who’d suddenly looked taller and arrogant and cold as ice. We were back to little miss prim and dowdy.
“I saw you staring at Maggie. She looks beautiful, doesn’t she?”
“Oh, yes. I like a woman out of uniform. Maybe soon you can get out of your uniform. Maybe you could try a red dress like that.”
The cold, arrogant young woman flashed across her face, then smoothed away. “Have you met my mother, Elaine?”
“No, not yet. The originator of BITEASS?”
“Yes,” she said, and seemed delighted that I remembered. “I hear that Jilly is just fine now. I tried to get to the hospital today but what with the party, I didn’t have time. Mother had me running around all day long. You wouldn’t believe how much food is going to be consumed tonight. Can you believe someone killed poor old Charlie Duck?”
“No, I can’t.”
“You hungry?”
“I can’t wait to attack the food. Oh yeah, do you know if Paul slept around on Jilly?” I watched her eyes widen behind her glasses. Just shock at what I’d said? It wasn’t exactly acceptable party talk. Or was it surprise that I knew that? I realized then that I just had to let it go. Jilly was fine. There was no damned crime here, except for the random murder of Charlie Duck.
“Paul loves Jilly,” Cal said after a moment. “He wouldn’t ever sleep with another woman. Besides, Paul’s too skinny. He does enjoy sex, that’s what Jilly told me. She said he was really good.”
“Were you jealous of Jilly, Cal?”




CHAPTER NINE
She didn’t skip a beat, just said in a very nice, indifferent voice, “Not at all. I liked Jilly. She was always so gay, always singing. Would you like a beer?”
I stared down at her a moment, waiting her out, but she beat me in that staring contest. Finally, I nodded.
“Let’s go to the kitchen. Cotter and I keep our stash hidden behind Father’s mango supply. My mother hates mangoes so we have to hide the beer where she won’t see it. She disapproves of beer, you know. It’s low-class.”
I followed her through the crowd of at least fifty people, all different ages, dressed to the hilt, all of them seeming to be enjoying themselves, digging into an incredible array of food—from oysters Rockefeller to trays of chilled fish smothered in limes to heaping platters of pesto pasta dotted with sun-dried tomatoes—set out on a wide table at least twenty feet long.
The kitchen was the command center. Cal didn’t slow, just wove her way through the caterers to a huge refrigerator, opened it, and leaned inside. She was in there awhile, scrounging around. She came out holding two Coors. “Cotter’s already been here. This is the end. We’ve got another six-pack out in the garage if we really get thirsty.”
“This is great,” I said, popped the lid, toasted her without saying anything, and drank. I loved beer.
“How old is Cotter?”
“He’s twenty-eight, two years older than me. I know, I only look like I’m eighteen, but I’m not. You’re also wondering what we’re both doing still living at home at our age.”
“I did wonder. But I’m not rude enough to ask.”
“You were rude enough to ask me if I was jealous of Jilly. Why’d you even think of such a thing?”
“I heard something, I guess. Why are you and Cotter still living at home?”
She laughed, drank more of her beer, and led the way from the noisy, chaotic kitchen to a small back room, a library from the look of it. It was empty, dark. Cal shut the door and turned on a small Tiffany desk light.
She set the beer down on a desktop, then turned to face me. “Well, Jilly was wrong. I’m not jealous of her. Actually, I want to paint her. She just keeps putting me off.”
“Paul and Maggie said you were an artist. What do you paint?”
“I usually do landscapes, but people’s faces fascinate me. Jilly has incredible bones. I want to paint them, and her eyes. Her eyes are the key to her. It’s the same with you, Mac. You have beautiful eyes. Dark, stormy blue, romantic eyes.”
“Don’t make my beer go down the wrong way.”
She stopped then, shook herself, and gave me a bright smile, a really fake smile. “How are you feeling? You’re looking stronger and more fit than you did yesterday.”
“I feel fine.”

“Cotter lives at home because Father wants him to. He wants Cotter to learn all about his business holdings. He did allow Cotter to leave the state to go to UCLA, even pushed him. Cotter got his undergraduate degree in business and then an MBA, all in four years. The thing is, though, I don’t believe Father will ever think Cotter competent enough to take over. He’ll just have to die before Cotter can get anywhere. Then, of course, it would be moot. But Cotter thinks our father will live forever.”
“So Cotter wants out?”
“No, Cotter wants to run everything. I’ve told him he’s too short. It would help if he’d wear elevator shoes. Tall men, like our father, like you, get all the respect. Cotter’s too dark as well. He looks like a gangster.”
“What did Cotter say to that?” I asked, fascinated.
“I believe he ordered some elevator shoes from a catalogue. He might wear them now for all I know. He still looks like a thug though. No way he can ever change that.”
“You’re very informative all of a sudden, Miss Tarcher. What’s Cal stand for?”
“You don’t want to know, trust me.” She took two steps toward me and very slowly laid her open palms on my chest. “It stands for Calista. I like you, Mac.”
I closed my hands over hers and lightly tugged them away. “Thank you. Actually, Calista isn’t bad, but I like Cal better. It sounds more natural. I don’t know what to think of you, Cal. I think that the picture you present to the world and how the world responds to that picture must amuse you tremendously.”
She drew her hands free of mine and backed up until she was leaning against the desk.
“Don’t bother to deny it. I saw the real you yesterday. You forgot to hide yourself for a moment there when I walked you to your car. I saw arrogance in you, certainty. I have this feeling that you’re laughing at the whole town, that you think they’re all fools. Maybe you are jealous of Jilly. Or maybe she’s seen the real you and she’s jealous of you. What do you think?”
“Is this the FBI speaking?” There was amusement in her voice and a smile on her mouth.
“Nope.”
“You a profiler?”
“I’m in Counter-Terrorism. Jilly is very beautiful. Why would she be jealous of you?”
Cal just shook her head, the abrupt movement clearly telling me that she was tired of this game. Standing there in the shadows cast by the Tiffany lamp, she said suddenly, “Please don’t move. I just want to sketch you. Is that okay?”
I was too startled to say anything. She dashed out of the room, leaving me there alone with two nearly empty Coors cans.
She came back into the room a couple of minutes later, holding a large sketch pad and a thick charcoal pencil in her hand. “Don’t move, please,” she said, walking quickly toward the desk.
I nodded. I looked at her as she flipped open the sketch pad, flipped through several pages, and propped the pad up on her thighs. Her face changed completely. There wasn’t a hint of frump. I saw an intense woman who bristled with focus. This was a strong woman. I started to raise my hand, but she said, “No, Mac, don’t move, please.”
“I’ve never had anyone sketch me before. Can I at least talk?”
“Yes,” she said, not really paying any attention to me, just drawing on the paper.

“Why do you dress like this?”
“Shut up.”
“You said I could talk. The jeans you wore yesterday, they were huge, baggy. You were wearing a man’s shirt. Why, Cal? Why were you hiding yourself?”
“I want men to desire me for my brain.”
I laughed, I couldn’t help myself. I tried to think of a less controversial question and said, “Do you think Maggie is sleeping with Rob Morrison?”
Her charcoal stopped cold in mid-stroke. She stared at me, her lips pursed. “He’s so beautiful he could sleep with any woman he wanted. Why not Maggie?” She began sketching again, more quickly now, her strokes deep and fast, rather like really good sex, I thought.
She stopped suddenly, the charcoal pencil poised over the paper, and she stared at me. She was breathing hard. Her hands were shaking, her lips slightly parted.
“Done?” I asked, looking at her hands.
She didn’t say anything, just set down the charcoal and the pad and flipped off the lamp.
“Mac,” she said, in a voice low and harsh, and she jumped me.
I tried for about three and a half seconds to pull her off me, then a good wallop of lust changed my mind and I gave it up. She kissed me all over my face, ran her hands over my chest, then down, unzipping my slacks, and then her hands were inside my shorts. I nearly lost it when her fingers went around me. I felt a wildness in her, a frenzy, and in her fingers. Dear God, it had been too long and I was a mess. I pulled on her clothes, ripping her blouse, but she didn’t seem to care. She pushed me down onto the carpet, climbed on top of me, and straightened over me. I could see her outline, her head thrown back, her throat white and smooth. I could hear her breathing—like someone running a race—hard and deep, jerking with effort.
“Cal,” I said, trying to hold her still for just a moment. “Cal, listen to me. I don’t have any condoms.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m healthy. You’re an FBI agent. I’m on the pill.”
In the next instant, she’d pulled down her panties, kicked off her ballet slippers, and spread her legs. She straddled me, and brought me up and into her. I went in high and deep and I could feel her, every slick bit of her, and I groaned with the effort of not coming right then. “No,” I said, “no.” I lifted her off me, nearly throwing her onto her back. I watched her raise her hand, jerk off her glasses, and toss them across the room. She stopped cold then, just staring up at me. “I don’t understand,” she said.
“You don’t have to,” I said, and brought her up to my mouth. I wondered a few seconds later why the entire household didn’t come rushing into the room, she screamed so loudly. I managed to fit my hand over her mouth, felt her hot breath lacing through my fingers, felt her cries nearly liquid against my skin. When she collapsed, all boneless, I came into her, wild and hard. I didn’t stay long, I couldn’t.
It always takes me a while to get my brain back together. I didn’t really want to this time; I didn’t want to think about any consequences. I just wanted to keep floating free, not thinking, just mellowing, drifting away. Eventually she moved and then I did. She was wide awake, looking up at me in the shadowy light. “You came down on me,” she said, unexpectedly.
I still tasted her, a lingering scent of dark promises and bone-deep lust. It was amazing, that taste of hers, and it made me hard again. “Yes,” I said, and managed to slide off to her side. I leaned down on my elbow, and kissed her mouth. I kissed her several times, lazy kisses, and I said against her lips, “You draw a picture and it makes you horny?”
“Not usually,” she said, kissing me back, all the while stroking her fingers over my jaw and back into my hair. It was like she was drawing me all over again. “But you, Mac, you were different. I sketched your mouth, then your jaw, and it was all over for me.” She sighed and curled onto her side facing me. “That was very nice, Mac. Come into me again.”
“All right,” I said. This time didn’t last much longer than the first time, and I was ready this time to muffle her cries when she climaxed. I knew her scent, the taste of her, would stay with me for a while. I’d learned two very important things about Cal Tarcher: She really liked making love, and she had long thin legs that fit nicely around my neck.
I found out she wasn’t much for conversation either, which I appreciated since I didn’t have a thing to say. She kissed me once more, patted my cheek, and rose. I watched her blot herself with kleenex, watched her dress and slide her glasses up her nose. She left the small room first to go upstairs and straighten herself up, she told me. I moved more slowly. I finished my beer, now warm, and tossed it in the wastebasket beside the desk. I zipped up my pants, found a bathroom just down the hall, and tried to wipe the just-fucked look off my face. It was difficult because it had felt so good, still felt good. So good if she’d been there I would have asked for more.
When I went back into the huge great room, confident that I looked normal again, except for the lingering glazed stupor in my eyes, the first person I saw was Maggie Sheffield, standing right in front of me. She frowned a moment, then looked me up and down. Then she smiled. “Well, Mac, who just put you out of your misery?”
It was impossible. There was no way she could tell what I’d been doing. No way.
“You want to dance, Maggie?”
“I wonder,” she said, tapping her fingertips on her cheek, her head cocked to one side.
“All right. No dance. I’d like to meet Elaine Tarcher,” I said. “Could you introduce me?”
“Why not? Come along, Mac, that’s Elaine over there, in the midst of that group of men. She’s a middle-aged femme fatale. I think she’s ridiculous with all her little coyness, a little pathetic actually. She’s old enough to be my mother.”
The first thought in my brain when I saw Elaine Tarcher up close was that if she wanted to jump me, I wouldn’t have hesitated any longer than I’d hesitated with her daughter. The woman wasn’t anywhere near her husband’s age. I knew she had to be at least in her late forties, given Cotter’s age, but still, she just didn’t look it. There wasn’t anything pathetic about her. I had nothing against cosmetic surgery, if that’s what she used to stop the march of gravity. If so, Elaine Tarcher had an excellent cosmetic surgeon. She looked to be in her thirties, no older. She was wearing a black cocktail dress, sheer black panty hose, and black high heels. She had Cal’s rich brown hair, short and styled in a mussed-up fashion that made her look very natural and, at the same time, eminently sophisticated. At least half a dozen men were standing around her in a circle, and she let them admire her. I heard her laugh, a charming sound, full and deep and very personal. I didn’t agree at all with Maggie that any of her moves were ridiculous.

I heard Alyssum Tarcher call out Maggie’s name. She shrugged, pressed my hand, and left me. I stood there observing Elaine Tarcher’s magic.
“Everyone thinks my mother is just a silly, useless ornament, but it’s not true.”
I smiled down at Cal Tarcher, who’d come up behind me. I couldn’t see any just-had-sex signs on her face. She was back in her frump mode, neat as could be, her glasses firmly in place. She had changed her blouse since I’d ripped hers. This one was just as bland.
“Introduce me, Cal.”
She looked up at me, silent for a moment, and said, “I wish you weren’t staying with Paul.”
I felt her lurching upward, bringing me deeper inside her body, and swallowed hard. “I agree, but there’s nothing to be done for it.”
“Old Charlie Duck adored my mother. She’ll be one of the main speakers at his funeral tomorrow. I hope you’ll be there? That’s all she’s talking about tonight, his murder. She’s really mad about it.”
“Oh, yes, I won’t miss it. Perhaps Jilly can come as well.”
“When are you going to leave? To go back to Washington.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I’ll stay on a couple more days. I thought of Laura and felt a hard dash of guilt for having sex with Cal. I shouldn’t, I knew that, but it was still there.
I met Elaine Tarcher, all of her gathered admirers, and Miss Geraldine, the leader of the town League and the mayor of Edgerton. She was a well-dressed old bat with a sharp tongue and faded blue eyes that I bet never missed a thing. She said, “Well, boy, I understand you came to see what happened to your sister. Well, I’ll tell you what happened. She was going around a corner in that Porsche of hers and lost control. I’ve told Jilly a dozen times to be careful, but she just sings and dances away. She’s fine now, I hear. That’s good.”
“That’s exactly what Jilly said happened,” I said.
“How long are you staying in Edgerton?”
“You’ll make Mr. MacDougal feel unwelcome, Geraldine, and he’s not,” Elaine Tarcher said. She’d not said anything up to now. She’d been studying me, assessing me, calmly. There was nothing at all flirtatious in her manner. I wondered if she was seeing me as a possible mate for her daughter. I saw her group of friends fade back when her husband came over.
Alyssum nodded to his wife, then kissed Miss Geraldine’s parchment cheek. “You’ve met our guest here, Geraldine?”
“He appears to be a good boy. Or maybe he’s just tall and good-looking and nothing else interesting. I’ve heard he wants to solve the puzzle of our key letters.”
“I’ve been working on it,” I said.
“So did Charlie Duck,” Elaine Tarcher said. “He told me just a couple of days ago that he was getting real close. I know I never should have thought it up since I didn’t have anything to go with it, and I’ve thought and thought, but without reportable results.”
“BITEASS—not easy,” Alyssum said. He was impatient with this nonsense, I could see. Where was that prick, Cotter?
“Edgerton Town League,” said Elaine. “That would have been better. Simpler. Short and to the point.”
“Not as clever,” said Miss Geraldine. “I’ve always admired clever. Don’t worry, Elaine. I’m counting on our nice-looking fellow here. So you’re with the FBI. Is that right?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I also heard you were in the hospital until just before you came here.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m just fine now.”
“Are you some sort of hero?”
“No way, ma’am, just in the wrong spot at the wrong time. How about Better Information Through Elucidation And Sober Selection?”
“That’s not bad,” Elaine said, nodding. God, she’d taken me seriously. No, I saw a flicker of amusement in her eyes.
“It doesn’t mean anything,” Alyssum said. “It’s just nonsense.”
Elaine Tarcher gave me a sweet smile. “Keep working on it, Mac. Do you mind if I call you Mac? Good. It’s a nice solid name. Poor Cal, now she’s got a burden to bear—”
“Please, Mother, don’t.”
“All right, dear. I forgot.”
“Maybe,” I said, “if you could tell me the purpose of the BITEASS League, I could come up with something better.”
I know I didn’t imagine it. Elaine Tarcher shot a look toward Miss Geraldine, who just smiled and said, “We do a bit of everything, Mac. I originally organized the League to force a local chemical plant to clean up its waste. With Alyssum’s help, we got them to do it. We discovered we had clout. With an entire town focusing on one specific problem, we could accomplish quite a lot. Now we use it whenever anyone in town needs help or there’s another problem common to all of us. Nothing more than that. It’s worked very well.”

“Usually we’re just a big social club,” Elaine said. “Tomorrow we’ll hold a wake for poor Charlie. The funeral will be the next day. We want to give him a good send-off.”
“Poor old man,” Cal said.
“It’s time for Geraldine to cut her birthday cake,” Alyssum Tarcher said.
I walked with them to the long table where a large three-tiered cake sat, weighted down by more candles than I could count.
“Don’t think we’re insulting her,” Cal said. “Geraldine always insists that the number of candles equal the number of years.”
I saw Paul out of the corner of my eye, cutting through the crowds of people to get to me.
“What’s the matter, Paul?”
“Mac, I just got a call from the hospital. Jilly’s gone. They don’t know where she is. Do you know anything? Did she tell you where she was going?”




CHAPTER TEN
It was after midnight when we’d all come back to Jilly’s room. I stared down at her bed. It looked like Jilly had simply stood up, lightly smoothed her hand over the covers, and left the hospital room.
“She had no clothes,” I said as I touched my hand to her pillowcase. “She couldn’t have just walked out of here in her hospital nightgown.”
Paul said, “She asked me to bring her clothes this afternoon. I did. I didn’t want to make her feel like she was some sort of prisoner. Believe me, she never said she was planning on walking out of here.”
“This is weird,” Rob Morrison said, walking into the hospital room. “Was she even strong enough to walk out of here?”
“Yes,” Maggie said. “She was getting stronger by the minute. Her muscles hadn’t given out on her. She was only here for four days, Rob. Does anyone here know anything?”
“Nobody saw a thing,” Rob said, rubbing his hand across the back of his neck. His neck cracked. “Man, this doesn’t make any sense. Why would she leave? Why didn’t she say anything to the nurses? She’s got to be here somewhere. I’ve rounded up everyone I could find to search the hospital, top to bottom. Two of the security guys have established grids in the parking lot and the grounds and are walking them off. They won’t miss her even if she’s hiding under a car.”
“I’m talking to everyone,” Maggie said. “Someone must have seen her leave. She’s not a ghost.”
Paul said suddenly, “Maybe somebody took her.” It was the first time he’d said anything like that since we’d all run out of the Tarcher party more than three hours before.
I turned slowly to face Paul. “Why would anyone take Jilly?”
“I don’t know,” Paul said. “But somebody may have been afraid she’d remember everything that happened Tuesday night. She was gone for three hours, dammit. Where did she go? What did she do?” He added on a whisper, “Maybe it was Laura. I don’t understand what was going on between Jilly and Laura anymore. Who else would have done it?”
I pictured Laura in my mind and I couldn’t begin to believe she could have done anything like that. But Jilly had said that Laura had betrayed her, that Laura was dangerous.
“Fine,” I said. I took Paul’s arm and pulled him out of Jilly’s room as I said, “Excuse us, Maggie, Rob, but I’ve got to clear something up with Paul, and it just can’t wait.”
“Maybe Laura took her,” Paul said again once we were in the empty hospital corridor.
“Let’s say that Laura did take her. Did she have a gun to her head? Maybe Laura was carrying her over her shoulder? That means that someone must have seen Laura with her. It’s ridiculous, Paul, just plain ridiculous. Now, I dragged you out here because I want the truth out of you and I want it now. Did you sleep with Laura?”
“All right, so I didn’t sleep with her,” he said, and my nerd brother-in-law actually flushed up to his eyebrows.
“Why would you tell a lie like that about an innocent woman?”
“I wanted to sleep with her, but she turned me down. I wanted to get even.”
“That doesn’t make sense, Paul. You never knew I’d even meet Laura Scott. How would that be getting even?”
“It wouldn’t. Look, Mac, I wanted to sleep with her. It was a fantasy, nothing more really, just lay off. It’s not something I’m proud of doing, but I did it. Now I’m undoing it.”
I said slowly, “Jilly told me that Laura had betrayed her. If you didn’t sleep with Laura, if you made it all up, then what did Jilly mean?”
Paul shrugged. “I guess Jilly must have believed that Laura was my lover.”
“I suppose you made some comments that Jilly might have misinterpreted?” I wanted to slug him. It was hard not to.
“Look, Mac, Jilly and I were married for eight years. You can’t be married that long and not have some problems. We had our share.”
“According to Jilly in February when I saw her, you and she were in the sack all the time, having a fine time.”
“Yeah, well, sex isn’t everything.”
“Paul, was Laura at your house last Tuesday night?”
“Of course she wasn’t there. Why would she be? I already told you, Mac, it was just Jilly and me and the halibut we broiled. What the hell does that matter anyway? I’m going back to Jilly’s room.”
I watched him until he disappeared around the corner at the end of the hall. I heard Maggie speaking to Rob as they walked out of Jilly’s room, over the security guards’ voices, all of them talking over one another, making no sense really.
Mrs. Himmel caught sight of me and waved me down. I saw at least half a dozen hospital personnel milling about behind her. She was wringing her hands. I’d never seen Mrs. Himmel flustered before. She looked like she was going to burst into tears. Her pallor worried me. “Mrs. Himmel,” I said, gently touching her shoulder.
“Oh, Mr. MacDougal, it’s all my fault. Oh, God, Mrs. Bartlett is gone and it’s my fault.”
I pulled out my firm, very matter-of-fact voice that sometimes worked to calm things down. “Let’s go someplace quiet, Mrs. Himmel. I need your help.” I followed her to the nurses’ lounge. There were two nurses inside, drinking coffee. I heard one of them say, “People said that she’d tried to kill herself. Well, now she just left to do it right this time.”
The other nurse jumped to her feet when she saw me. “Oh, Mr. MacDougal.”
“Excuse us, please. Mrs. Himmel and I need to be alone for a moment.”
The nurses were out of there in under two seconds. I led Mrs. Himmel to an old brown vinyl sofa that had seen better days maybe three decades ago. “Tell me what happened,” I said, sitting down beside her.
She drew a deep breath, her fingers curling into a fist. I saw that she was a strong woman. Her biceps rippled as she clenched and unclenched her hands. She was regaining some healthy color, thank God. “Mrs. Bartlett was very quiet,” she said finally. “I just thought she had a lot on her mind, and no wonder. I’ve heard a lot of the stuff that’s been going on, so many questions, so much that people wanted her to tell them. I heard her say today that everything from that night was blurry. Well, I suppose that’s possible, but I really don’t think so.
“Oh damn, let me just get it off my chest. It is all my fault. If I hadn’t eaten shrimp for dinner, I would have been at my station just down from Mrs. Bartlett’s room or actually with her in her room, tending her, and nothing would have happened!”
“Shrimp?” I must have blinked because she leaned over and patted my hand. She was in control again. “How could you possibly know? I’ve had a bad reaction to shrimp in the past, but it looked so good that I wanted to eat just a little bit. Well, I did and it hit me really hard. I was in the bathroom most of the time, sicker than Mr. Peete down the hall who just had a chemo session. Because I wasn’t at my post, Mrs. Bartlett could have just walked out with no one stopping her or asking her questions, probably with no one even noticing her. And of course she had her own clothes. Dr. Bartlett brought her a suitcase this afternoon. She’d been fretting about it, you know, so he gave in and brought her the clothes she wanted.”
Paul could describe what Jilly was wearing.
“When we walked in here just a few minutes ago, I heard Brenda Flack, one of the ICU nurses, talking about Mrs. Bartlett leaving to kill herself. I hate to say this, Mr. MacDougal, but it’s possible.”
“No,” I said. “Jilly told me very clearly that she lost control of her car. She didn’t try to kill herself. I believe her. Why did she walk out of here without telling anyone? I don’t know. But count on it, I’m going to find out everything. Can you think of anything that happened today or this evening that wasn’t quite right?”
“Well, there was a phone call from that young lady who was here yesterday.”
“Laura Scott?”
“Yes, that’s her. She asked to speak to Mrs. Bartlett, but there was a foul-up and she never got through to her. But why would that be important? They were friends, weren’t they?”
At three in the morning we still had exactly zilch. No one had seen Jilly. No one had seen anyone carrying her out of the hospital or carrying much of anything, for that matter. Maggie Sheffield had an APB out on her. Since we had no clue about a car, there wasn’t much to say other than to give a description of Jilly, and from Paul, a description of the clothes she was wearing, a gray running outfit with black trim and black-and-white running shoes.
I put pressure on the phone company and found out that there’d been a phone call to Jilly’s room from the single pay phone on Fifth Avenue, downtown Edgerton, at 8:48 P.M. Laura’s call had come in about eight, but she hadn’t spoken to Jilly.
I found Paul sitting in the chair in Jilly’s room, his head in his hands.
I said, “Someone called Jilly from a pay phone in Edgerton earlier this evening.”
“There’s only one public phone,” Paul said. “It’s on Fifth Avenue, right in front of Grace’s Deli.”
I said, “Anyone could have ducked out of the party to go make the call. You included, Paul.”
“Yes,” he said, not looking at me. “Cotter disagrees with me. He thinks Jilly was pissed off that everyone had assumed she was trying to kill herself. She wanted to make all of us worry that she just might try it again. She wants to make us suffer. She’ll show up soon, laughing at us. Oh, yeah, Cotter was here earlier, helping look for her.”
I said, “Let’s get some sleep. It’s late. My brain’s scrambled. There’s nothing more we can do until morning. Come on, Paul, let’s go home.”
I wanted at least three hours’ sleep before I went to Salem to see Laura.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
It was just after seven the next morning when I pulled my car into a guest parking spot in front of a parkside condo complex. I got out and looked around. The complex didn’t look more than three or four years old, designed in a country French style, three condos to each building, all of them garnished with pale gray wooden siding. The park was quite pretty, all pine and spruce trees, and playgrounds for kids, and even a pond for ducks and lily pads. As I walked into the complex, I saw a swimming pool off to the left, a clubhouse, and a small golf course. I remembered Laura saying that the library didn’t pay much. That was interesting. This place wasn’t cheap.
Laura Scott opened the door and blinked at me as I said, “Nice digs.”
“Mac, what are you doing here?”
“Why didn’t you go to see Jilly yesterday? You told me you were going to visit her.”
She just shook her head at me. It made her long hair swing and lift. She was wearing nice-fitting jeans and a loose T-shirt, and running shoes on her feet. I thought she looked elegant and sexy.
“Come in, Mac. Would you like a cup of coffee? It’ll take me just a few minutes to brew.”
“Yeah,” I said and, having no choice, followed her into one of the most beautiful homes I’d ever been in. The foyer was small, tiled with country peach-shaded pavers and whimsical accent tiles of French country scenes. Off to the left was a beautiful oak staircase leading upstairs. I followed her through an archway into a living room that was octagonal-shaped, giving it complexity with lots of nooks and crannies. There were bright colors everywhere, window seats, small flashes of scarlet pillows, and richly colored South Seas–patterned material on a sectional sofa. There were lamps and chairs and small groupings and nearly every inch of the room was filled with something extravagant, brightly colored, and utterly useless. It coaxed you right in.
There were plants and flowers everywhere. A mynah bird stood on the back of a chair watching me. He squawked, then began poking under his wing feathers.
“That’s Nolan,” Laura said. “He doesn’t talk—which is probably a good thing—just squawks occasionally.”
“Squawk.”
“That’s his greeting.”
“Hi, Nolan.” I followed her through the dining room into a small kitchen that looked right out of Bon Appétit magazine. All in all, the condo was a good-sized place, not as big as my own house, but not bad.
“How many bedrooms?”
“Three upstairs and a study downstairs.”
I accepted a cup of coffee, shook my head at the offer of milk or sugar. “You’ve got a really nice place here, Laura.”

“Thank you.”
“Did I see a two-car garage for each condo?”
“Yes. Before you raise that sarcastic eyebrow of yours even higher, let me tell you that my uncle George left me this condo in his will. About eighteen months ago, just in case you wondered.”
As, of course, I had. It was at least something solid and real that I could check out. “So Uncle George lived here?”
She nodded and sipped her coffee. Her head was cocked to the side, sending her loose hair hanging like a shining curtain beside her face. I wanted to roll around in that hair of hers, smooth it over my hands, let it tumble over my face. I’d noticed immediately that she wasn’t wearing a bra. I noticed again, and swallowed.
I forced my libido back into its case and got back to what I’d come for. “I was thinking that the complex doesn’t look more than three years old.”
“That’s about right. My uncle George bought it when they’d just begun building. He died a year and a half ago. I’ll never forget the first time I walked in here. The place was painted dark colors and filled with heavy, old pieces. I just shoveled everything out and had the greatest time making it mine.” She motioned toward the living room, and I followed her back out.
“Squawk.”
“Nolan likes coffee but I only give him a tiny taste just before bedtime.”
I elected not to sit in the chair that was Nolan’s current hangout. I sat opposite Laura on a pale yellow silk-covered chair. There was a hand-painted wooden magazine holder beside the chair. I saw two suspense novels, a world atlas, and three travel books. No magazines or newspapers to be seen.

“I didn’t go see Jilly yesterday because I had to work. There was a meeting with the Board of Trustees in the afternoon and I had to make a presentation. I didn’t go last night because, frankly, I didn’t feel well. I’m going to see her this afternoon.”
Ill? Had she eaten some of Mrs. Himmel’s shrimp and spent the night in the bathroom?
“You look just fine now, Laura. The flu bug gone? Or was it food poisoning?”
“No, it was a bad headache. Not quite a migraine, but still unpleasant. Maybe it came from all the stress. I came home about four in the afternoon and slept on and off until this morning. I called the hospital just an hour ago to see how Jilly was doing, to see when I should come, but no one would tell me anything. Of course, it was only six o’clock. The most anyone would say was that Mrs. Bartlett was unavailable. Why are you here, Mac? Tell me what’s going on.”
“What was your presentation to the Board of Trustees about?”
Her mouth curved into a grin. “It was titled ‘The New Century’—on library economics in the first decade and what the library should do in order to survive.”
“I’m here because Jilly’s gone.”
She jumped to her feet, took two steps toward me, leaned down, and yelled in my face, “No! That’s impossible, she couldn’t have died. She just woke up. She was bloody fine, the doctor said so. I called her last night. The nurse I spoke to said she was doing very well.”
“You never actually spoke to Jilly last night?”
“No, there was some sort of screwup. One nurse answered the phone, then another picked it up instead of Jilly. What happened, Mac?”

“She’s not dead. She’s gone, just disappeared out of the hospital.”
She lurched back, knocking her coffee cup off the table. The cup shattered on the oak floor, the coffee snaking toward a small silk Persian rug. She made a small sound of distress in the back of her throat and stepped back, staring down at the coffee. I got up and moved the rug out of the way. Then I just couldn’t help myself. I took her left wrist and slowly pulled her against me. She resisted, then finally she came to me, wrapping her arms around my back. I said against her hair, “She’s not dead, Laura, but she is gone. I came because I wanted to know if you knew why she left the hospital.”
Laura was tall. She fit against me very nicely. I held her away from me. I had to or I’d never even be able to keep a modicum of objectivity.
“When?”
“About ten o’clock last night,” I said, taking a step back from her. “We don’t know where she is. I’d hoped you’d know.”
She hadn’t moved. She just stood there where I’d put her. “Why should I know? Naturally I don’t have any idea where she is. How could I possibly know? She’s really missing? Just a second, Mac. I’d better clean that up.”
I waited until she returned to the living room with a paper towel. She went down on her knees and wiped the floor clean. I said, “No one has a clue where she is. No one saw her leave, by herself or with anyone else.”
She was cleaning up the shards of the cup, wiping more spilled coffee off the oak floor. She sat back on her heels and looked up at me. “And you think I’m involved,” she said at last.
“I came here because I hoped you’d know. You called her last night.” I raised my hand to cut her off. “Yes, I know, you never really spoke to her. But hear this, Laura. Jilly didn’t like you. She might have been afraid of you. I know she believed you betrayed her somehow. I know she didn’t want to be anywhere near you. Surely you realize it was you being there that helped bring her out of the coma. She wanted to get away from you.
“Your story to me about meeting Jilly at your library—she was looking up articles on infertility of all things, you told me. I don’t buy that, Laura. To the best of my knowledge Jilly only realized she wanted to get pregnant about six months ago, at the outside. She wouldn’t even have started to worry there was a problem yet, would she?”
She rose slowly to her feet. She took a hard breath, her face set. “I’m not lying to you. That’s exactly how I met Jilly. I don’t personally know much of anything about infertility. How long does it take for someone to become concerned about not conceiving? I haven’t a clue. Maybe she’s been trying for quite a while and just didn’t tell you. That’s certainly possible, isn’t it? Jilly might not have been very well educated, but she wasn’t stupid.”
“You really believe Jilly was uneducated?”
“That’s what she told me. She said she barely scraped through high school, said that one of her teachers wanted to get in her pants and so he passed her, helped her graduate. She was always talking about how brilliant Paul was, what a genius he was, and how she was content to just be in the background and take care of him. I thought that was ridiculous, but it was what Jilly really believed, evidently what she really wanted. She said she wanted his child. She asked if I could begin to imagine how bright his child would be? Then she’d shudder and say that if the kid had her brains and her no-talent they’d all be in big trouble. I didn’t tell her that I think Paul is too skinny, doesn’t take proper care of himself, that he’s losing his hair, and that I hope he doesn’t pass that along to a kid.”
If she was lying, I’d never in my life heard anyone better. I said, “This is all pretty strange, Laura. I guess then Jilly never told you that she’s a scientist, a researcher with a master’s degree in pharmacology? That she’d completed all her course work for her Ph.D. but put it on hold because she was more interested in the projects she was doing than writing a silly thesis, her words?
“Why would she lie to you? Why would Paul back up her lie when you were with the both of them? Come on, Laura, if someone saw you last night, you’d better dredge him or her up because, frankly, I don’t believe you. There’s no proof of any crime yet, no proof that someone took Jilly from the hospital against her will, but as far as I’m concerned, I’d say you need an alibi.”
“Wh-what?”
I thought Laura was going to pass out. She turned utterly white and leaned at the last minute against a white wall, barely missing a mirror with a brightly colored frame. She was shaking her head slowly, back and forth. The thing was, I wanted to comfort her, to hold her and pat her back. I wanted to bury my face in that long straight hair of hers.
“Squawk.”
She looked wildly over at Nolan and spread her hands in front of her. “No, you’re making that up, Mac. Jilly told me she was a housewife, that she didn’t have a single skill. I always just laughed at her when she went off on those self-bashing kicks of hers. She was so very beautiful, you see, and she had this natural confidence that made everyone respond so eagerly and positively to her. She was bright, well spoken. I can’t believe it. A scientist? A master’s degree?” She looked suddenly as if she was going to cry. She was still shaking her head, her hair swinging. She looked shaken and confused. It couldn’t be an act, I told myself. No one was this good.
“I was sleeping all evening, all night. I was alone. Why did Jilly lie to me?”
I said, “Paul told me there was no party at all last Tuesday night, the night of Jilly’s supposed accident. He said that they ate dinner alone. He said that Jilly left at nine o’clock to drive around in her Porsche and he was in his laboratory, working.
“He also admitted, finally, that he hadn’t slept with you, that he’d wanted to but you weren’t interested.”
She looked like a blind person, feeling her way along the back of two chairs until she finally collapsed onto a section of the sofa. She lowered her head to her hands, her hair falling forward. “This is crazy,” she whispered through her hands. “I don’t understand any of it.”
“That makes two of us. But the fact remains that Jilly is gone. Vanished.” I had to attack straight on, I thought, whether I liked it or not. “I want to know where she is, Laura. I want to know how you convinced her to leave with you. I want to know how you managed to get out of the hospital without anyone spotting you.”
She looked up at me, eyes focused and hard. Her voice was fierce. No more shock or palpitations out of her. “Listen up, Mac. I didn’t lie to you, about any of it, the party included. I told you I had to leave early to give Grubster a pill. If there turned out not to be a party, that has nothing to do with me or with what Paul and Jilly told me.”
“Where is Grubster?” I asked, looking around. Who would have a cat around when Nolan was sitting quite at his ease on the back of a chair, looking at my coffee cup?
She shook her head as she rose from the sofa. “Now you don’t even believe I have a cat.” She left the living room. I heard her light steps up the stairs. When she returned a couple of minutes later she was carrying a huge tiger-striped cat. “This is Grubster. As you can see, he likes his food. He weighs eighteen pounds. He doesn’t move very quickly, unless it’s a matter of food. He’s nearly eight years old. He just looks at Nolan and yawns. Sometimes they just have staring contests. Sometimes Nolan even deigns to sit on his back and dig around behind his ears with his beak.”
“Squawk.”
Laura looked over at the bird. “Come here, Nolan, and say hello to Grubster.”
The cat yawned and curled up next to Laura on the sofa. The mynah bird hopped from chair back to sofa section until he was finally looking down at the cat. Grubster cocked an eye open and regarded the bird with complete indifference.
“Would you like some more coffee, Mac?”
I just nodded, staring from Grubster to Nolan. Someone was hanging me out to dry. Someone was playing a very big game with me and I didn’t have a notion yet about the rules. I didn’t know where the game left off and reality kicked back in. I also had no clue where Jilly had gone. Laura’s claim that she’d had a bad headache and slept throughout the night was a good one, one I couldn’t check out.
Laura handed me a new cup of coffee. Steam was snaking off the top of it. I took a sip. It was delicious. Maybe she’d tossed in a dash of Amaretto. I drank some more, trying to get my brain back on track. She handed me a chocolate chip cookie. She couldn’t have known they were my favorite. I ate two, to help soak up the dash of alcohol in the coffee, then said, as I watched her drink her own coffee, “When you were at Jilly and Paul’s last Tuesday night, what did you do after dinner?”
She took another drink of her coffee. “Very well. There were just the three of us. I got there about six-thirty. Jilly wanted fish. Paul made a salad, spinach, I think. I sliced and garlicked some bread. We ate, then listened to some music. Jilly and I even danced a couple of numbers. Paul drank a good bit. Jilly knew I couldn’t stay late because I had to work at the library the next morning and because Grubster needed meds. She told me that some other people were coming, but later, so I’d have to meet them another time. We’d have another party in Edgerton real soon, she said.”
I leaned forward in my chair. “Is this the truth, Laura?” She remained silent for a long time. I sipped more of my coffee, watching her.
“There’s more, isn’t there?”
She looked down at Grubster and began to scratch behind his ears. I could hear the cat purring from where I sat.
Finally she nodded. “Yes, there is more. I really don’t want to talk about it, but Jilly’s gone, and I know you won’t be happy until you know everything, even if it doesn’t have anything to do with what happened to Jilly.” She sucked in a hard breath. “When Jilly went to the kitchen, Paul grabbed my breasts and pushed me down on the sofa. He started kissing me, tried to shove his knee between my legs. Then he heard Jilly call out something from the kitchen, and he jumped back away from me. He was breathing real hard. I looked at him and told him he was a creep.
“When Jilly came back to the living room, I made up the story about Grubster needing medication earlier than he really did. I just wanted to get out of there. I didn’t want Jilly to realize what her precious husband had done, the jerk. She adored him. She worshiped him. She wanted to have a kid with him. God, it was awful.”
“And you never got the impression that Jilly was more than an infertile housewife?”
She shook her head, mute. “No. Neither of them ever said anything to make me believe what Jilly had told me wasn’t the truth.”
“Them’s all the facts?”
“Yes, them’s all the facts, the whole truth. I swear it.”
“All right. Tell me, Laura, what kind of fish did you have for dinner?”
“Fish?” Her face was blank. “I don’t particularly go for fish, so I really didn’t pay any attention. Maybe it was bass, or halibut.”
She’d gotten the fish right on the second guess. At least the rest of the meal was as Paul had described it to me, whatever good that did.
I felt suddenly so tired that I couldn’t seem to think two words ahead. It crashed over me, dragging me under. I stood up quickly and began pacing. It didn’t help. I felt like I was slogging through mud.
“Mac, what’s wrong?”
I just kept walking around her living room. “I’ve got to go,” I said. I needed to get out of there, breathe in some fresh air. What the hell was wrong with me? That was stupid, I knew exactly what was wrong. I’d been pushing my body too hard and now it was getting back at me. I hadn’t felt this dragging sort of fatigue for more than a week, until now. I knew that I should keep questioning her, but for the life of me I couldn’t think of anything else to ask.

“I’ll see you later, Laura,” I said and left. I heard her call my name, but I didn’t stop or look around. I heard Nolan give a final squawk toward my back.
I rolled all the windows down in the Taurus, turned the radio onto a rock ’n’ roll station, and cranked the volume up as high as it would go. I even stopped at a McDonald’s and got more hot coffee.
I sang “King of the Road,” and when I forgot the words, I hummed as loudly as I could. I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I kept banging my forehead against the steering wheel. Three or four times I went off the road and scared the shit out of myself before I managed to twist the car back. I nearly hit a truck, which would have smashed me six feet under. The sound of his horn zinged through my head. Fear cleared out my mind for a few minutes. Then it was back, this overpowering, brain-numbing fatigue.
I knew that I wasn’t going to make it back to Paul’s house. I was sweating, remembering how close I’d come to biting the big one with that truck. The hospital, I thought. Yes, I could make it to the hospital. It wasn’t more than six minutes away, maybe seven minutes. I managed to keep the car reasonably in my own lane. Only about half a dozen oncoming drivers honked at me. Finally, disbelieving that I’d really made it, I pulled into the Emergency Room parking area, clipping a bush on the way in. I watched my fingers try to turn the key off and fail. I felt like I was folding in on myself, that whatever strength I’d had until this minute was gone. I just let go because I didn’t really have any other choice.
Odd, but I heard a horn blasting in my eardrums. It was the last thing I remembered.




CHAPTER TWELVE
Mac. It’s time for you to wake up. Come on now, you can do it.”
I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want to open my eyes. The voice came again, low and insistent. I recognized that twangy voice vaguely, and I hated it. It made my head ache. Finally, I managed to get words out of my mouth. I said, “Go away.”
Twangy Voice said, “No can do, Mac. Open your eyes. Let me see that you’re alive.”
“Of course I’m alive,” I said, pissed now, wishing I could lift my arm and punch the voice out. “Just leave me the hell alone.”
I heard the man speaking to someone else. “Slap his cheeks,” a woman said. It was Mrs. Himmel.
Smack the man—that was a woman for you. “No,” I said. “Don’t hit me.”
“He’s coming around,” Twangy Voice said, and I swear I could feel his breath on my skin. Skin? What did that mean? I felt something cold touch my bare chest. I didn’t have my shirt on. How did that happen?

“Vitals are stable,” another man said. I didn’t recognize his voice at all. “Yeah, he’s coming back now.”
It pissed me off even more that this damned stranger would stick his oar in.
“Mind your own business,” I said. “Nobody asked you.”
Twangy Voice chuckled. “It will take him awhile to get back to normal. Just give him a few more minutes. He’s coming out of it just fine.”
“Yes,” I said. “Go away.” Then I opened my eyes and stared up at Dr. Sam Coates, Jilly’s doctor, Mr. Twangy Voice.
“Ah,” he said, smiling down at me. “You’re back. Can you understand me, Mac?”
“Yes, I can understand you. What’s going on? What are you doing here? Where’s my shirt?”
“It seems you managed to drive nearly into the Emergency Room itself before you collapsed. You smashed down the horn with your forehead. There were a dozen nurses, orderlies, security, patients, and doctors with you within two seconds.”
I remembered the loud noise. The horn blasting in my ear. “I’ve been pushing too hard, haven’t I? My body’s angry at me and finally just shut down?”
“Paul told us you’d been in a terrorist attack out of the country, and in the hospital until very recently. But no, this had nothing to do with any relapse. Actually, you had a high level of phenobarbital in your system. You’ve been out of it for about three hours now. Once we guessed the problem, we began treating you, but this kind of thing takes time. You’re going to feel groggy for a while.”
I thought about the likely treatment and nearly turned green. “Tell me you didn’t pump my stomach. I saw that done once and nearly puked.”

“Sorry, Mac, we had to. We didn’t have a choice. But hey, you were unconscious. We also put some activated charcoal in your stomach. There’s still some flecks of black above your mouth and a bit dried on your chest. Pretty gross, but it soaks up all the poison. Don’t worry about the IV and the oxygen. That’s just in case something goes wrong. We’ll keep them in for a while longer. Does your throat hurt?”
It did hurt. I nodded. My brain was finally kicking in again. “I was drugged, you said? With phenobarbital?”
“Yes. No one’s suggested yet that you were trying to kill yourself. Who gave you the drug, Mac?”
I looked up at Dr. Coates, then over at Mrs. Himmel, whose face was shocked and still, and at a man I didn’t know. “Well, damn,” I said.
A few seconds later, Dr. Coates knew I was very much awake because I had his wrist in a vise as I said, “This is important. The cops need to get to Laura Scott’s house in Salem. That’s where I was this morning. She may have tried to kill me.”
Dr. Coates wasn’t a young man, but he could move fast. He was out of the room in a flash. Mrs. Himmel patted my hand. “You’ll be all right now, Mac. Oh, this is Dr. Greenfield, he’s the one you told not to butt in.”
I looked at a skinny older guy who wore a thick black beard and sported a green and white dotted bow tie. “I’m alive,” I said. “Thanks.”
He said, “Your body’s still not fully recovered. That must have been some terrorist, er, incident.”
“Yeah, an incident.”
“You’re young and strong, Mr. MacDougal. You’ll pull through this just fine. I’ll leave you in good hands.” He turned on his heel, gave Mrs. Himmel a little salute, and left.

“He’s our resident guru,” Mrs. Himmel said. “Now you just rest, Mr. MacDougal. Why would this woman try to kill you?”
“I don’t know. I drove to Salem early this morning to speak to her. I’d like to think she had something to do with Jilly’s leaving the hospital last night, but I didn’t find out anything. I drank her coffee, then got really tired. I left.” I wanted to cry or howl, I didn’t know which. How could I have been so wrong about her?
“You almost didn’t make it back, Mac,” Dr. Coates said, coming back into the hospital room. “Why didn’t you just pull over and go to sleep?”
“I didn’t think of doing that, for some reason. I just thought about getting back. I guess I was blurry because stopping wasn’t an option in my mind.”
“Well, you made it back. Some of that road you were driving is tricky enough when you’re not drugged to the gills.”
“A truck nearly got me and the adrenaline surge bolstered me up for a few minutes. I was singing, shouting, anything to keep myself awake. I just couldn’t go over a cliff in the car, like Jilly. I had to make it back.” I drew a deep breath. “All right, what about Laura Scott?”
“Detective Minton Castanga will get back to us as soon as they get to her house and find out what’s going on. I got him when I mentioned the words attempted murder and FBI agent all in the same breath.”
“She could be long gone. If she wanted to kill me I don’t think she’d hang around.” Then I thought that if Laura had done it, she’d go to prison. I wondered: In prison for what? What has she done? It had to be something bad enough to make her believe she had to kill me.
Dr. Coates said, “As to that, there’s no way to know if her intent was to kill you, unless she’s caught and admits to it. You had a butt-load of the drug on board, but you probably would have survived the dose even without us. Your blood level was never that high, and you were never really unstable. They’ll have to find her and see what she says.”
I shook my head as I said, “I just don’t think they’re going to find her. She’s a very smart lady. She won’t be there and they’re not going to catch her.”
Dr. Coates listened to my chest again and Mrs. Himmel took my blood pressure. Then he said, “Oh, I nearly forgot. Dr. Paul Bartlett was here, pacing and upset, until finally we got him to go home. I’ll call him and he can bring back the sheriff and some of your other friends who were trying to pile into your room. Maggie did tell me she was going to call the FBI and tell them what happened.”
“Oh, no,” I said. “I don’t suppose you tried to talk her out of that?”
If Maggie did call the FBI, she would have gotten my supervisor, Big Carl Bardolino. I looked at the phone beside my bed. I didn’t see much choice now. I made the damned phone call and got put on hold by his secretary. Big Carl was a man I respected, a twenty-five-year veteran, a canny team player but not a yes-man, and I really didn’t want to talk to him about this.
“Yeah? Is this you, Mac? What the hell’s going on? I get this call from a sheriff out there in boondocks U.S.A. telling me about your getting yourself poisoned.”
“Yes, sir, that’s why I’m calling. I wanted to let you know that I’m fine. The local cops are on it. No need to worry.”
“Damnation, you got yourself involved with a woman, didn’t you? How many times have I told you young people that you’ve got to be careful about letting your hormones go on a rampage and getting you compromised. Or should I say poisoned?”
“Yes, sir, you’ve told all of us that at least half a dozen times. That isn’t exactly what happened.”
“Yeah, right. I can hear the truthfulness in your voice. You’re a lousy liar, Mac. How many times have I told all of you that only vigilance conquers lust?”
“At least half a dozen times.”
“Right. And none of you ever listens. I’m fifty-three years old, thankfully beyond all that sort of thing, but you’re not. You’re supposed to be on leave. You’re supposed to be taking care of yourself, not getting poisoned. How are you feeling? How’s your sister?”
“Well, she was in an accident and she’s okay, but she’s out of the hospital right now, and I’m not sure just where she is. I’m sorry the sheriff called you. I really don’t think the drug I took was meant for me. There really wasn’t any need to call you.”
“Mac, I’m going to ream you if you get yourself hurt, you understand me? The FBI is a team, not a bunch of hotdoggers doing their own thing.”
“I understand, sir. I’m not hotdogging. This is all about my sister, and where she’s gone. It’s not an official investigation. I’d appreciate it if you’d let me deal with it for now. I don’t see any need to call in the cavalry.”
He grunted. Finally, after I knew he’d chewed his unlit cigar nearly through, he said, “You will keep in touch with me, you understand?”
“Yes, sir. I understand.”
I was so thankful I fell asleep, the oxygen still up my nose and the IV still dripping into my arm.
 
I woke up to see another man I didn’t know staring down at me. His expression was thoughtful, and his long fingers stroked over his clean-shaven jaw. He had light hair, a narrow nose, and an obstinate look. He was dapper, no other way to say it, from his French-cuffed white shirt to his highly polished Italian loafers. I put him at about forty, on the lean side, probably a runner, with smart, dark eyes that had seen more than their share of the world. He didn’t look at all like a doctor.
When he saw that I was back among the living, he said quietly, in a lazy drawl that shrieked Alabama, “I’m Detective Minton Castanga from the Salem Police Department. I understand that your name is Ford MacDougal and you’re an FBI agent here to find your now-missing sister.”
“That’s it exactly.”
“Well, not all of it. You’re flat on your back because someone laced your coffee with phenobarbital.”
“Laura Scott,” I said. “Did you find her?”
“Oh, yes, I was at her condo within ten minutes of Dr. Coates’s phone call. However, she didn’t tell us a thing.”
“She’s very smart. I doubted you would find her.”
“You don’t understand, Agent MacDougal. Laura Scott was lying unconscious on the floor of her living room, a huge cat curled up on her back and a mynah bird squawking on the seat of a chair just a foot from her head.
I couldn’t take it in. “No,” I said, struggling up to my elbows. “She’s not dead. She isn’t dead, is she?”
He cocked his head to the side, and I could nearly see his mental wheels turning. “No, no, she’s not dead. She’s at Salem General Community Hospital. They’re still working on her, lavaging her stomach, the whole bit you went through with the nasogastric tube, the oxygen up the nose, and the rest. They said she’s going to make it.

“So, Agent MacDougal, she gave you coffee, you drank it, and she drank it as well, in front of you?”
“Yes.” I thought back. “She had only about a half a cup, at least while I was there. I got more of the phenobarbital than she did. I drank two cups.”
“Was anyone else there in the condo? Or was it just the two of you?”
“No, no one else that I saw. Just me, the bird, the cat, and Laura.”
“One of two possibilities, then,” he said, smiling down at me. It was a smile filled with irony and a good deal of understanding. “Someone wanted both of you dead, which doesn’t ring true unless that person knew you were going to visit her.”
“I didn’t tell anyone I was going to visit her.”
“All right then. It appears that you were an accident and it was Ms. Scott they were after.”
“But who would want to kill Laura?” Saying the words made me crazy with worry, and guilt. Because I’d blamed her.
“Not a clue yet. We have to wait to talk to her. You don’t think she did try to kill you and then gave herself just a bit of the drug to fool us?”
“No,” I said. “Absolutely not. Now that I’ve got my brain back in gear, I realize there was no reason for her to try to kill me. As far as I know she isn’t guilty of a thing. Don’t get me wrong, Detective, there’s lots of stuff going on here, stuff I haven’t figured out yet. My sister, primarily. Why she went off a cliff and now has vanished. I know she believed that Laura betrayed her. She didn’t want to see her. Perhaps she was even afraid of Laura. Or was that a lie? No matter how I slice it though, there’s no reason why Laura would try to kill me.”
“Maybe you were getting too close—to something, Agent MacDougal.” I heard the tinny ring of a cell phone. He excused himself and walked over to the windows. He pulled a small cell phone out of his jacket pocket and spoke quietly.
I couldn’t just lie there like a piece of meat, just like I had back in Bethesda for more than two weeks. Slowly, I slid my legs over the side of the bed. They’d left me stark naked. I looked around for anything to put around me.
Detective Castanga said from behind me, “Ms. Scott is waking up. Oh, yes, I had my forensics folk check over her condo. They found a bottle of phenobarbital in the medicine cabinet of the second bathroom. It didn’t have many pills left in it. It was prescribed to a George Grafton, and expired at least a year ago.”
George Grafton had been her uncle George who’d left her the condo in his will. But how did it get in the coffee?
I said it aloud. “Laura isn’t stupid. The more I think about it, the more certain I am that someone else did it. And whoever did it meant for Laura to die, just like you said.”
I stood slowly as I spoke, bringing the sheet and thin hospital blanket with me and wrapping them around my waist.
“Was Ms. Scott expecting anyone else to come see her?”
“Not that I know of.”
“I’m going to speak to Laura Scott, Agent MacDougal, but first I want you to fill me in on everything so I don’t have to start all over.”
I told him everything I’d heard, everything I’d verified and realized that there was precious little. For an attempted murder investigation, the tangible, solid facts in my pocket were pitifully few. “Bottom line, the first crime I can point to for certain is what just happened.”

Detective Castanga jotted some notes and asked a few questions, but mainly he just listened to me. I could feel the weight of his attention. He was good. He was just putting his notebook into his pocket when I heard a sharp indrawn breath from the doorway.
I looked up to see Maggie Sheffield in her sheriff’s uniform. She wasn’t looking at me. She was staring at Detective Minton Castanga.
“Hello, Margaret,” Detective Castanga said, taking a step toward her. He stopped cold at the look of mean dislike on her face, obvious even to me. “I wondered if I’d see you here.”
“Of course I’m here,” Maggie said. “I’m the damned sheriff. Where else would I be? The question is, what are you doing here?”
“We found Laura Scott on the floor of her living room, doped with phenobarbital, just like Agent MacDougal here. You’re looking well, Margaret.”
“Yes. So are you, Mint.”
Mint? Margaret? What was this all about? “You two know each other?”
Maggie Sheffield turned to face me as I stood beside my bed, a sheet and a single blanket knotted around my waist. “Hi, Mac. You’ve still got some impressive battle scars. You steady on your feet now?”
“I don’t know about how steady my feet are, but at least they’re holding me up.”
Detective Minton Castanga finally answered my question, as he gave Maggie a long, cool look. “Margaret was my wife at one time, Agent MacDougal.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Laura was in room 511 at Salem General Hospital. I stood quietly by her bed looking down at her. She was breathing smoothly and slowly. They still had the oxygen tubes in her nose and the saline IV in her arm. She was alive and would recover, just as I had. I was surprised that I’d never felt so thankful in my life as I was at that moment, except when Jilly woke up. Someone had smoothed down her hair and pushed it back from her face. All that beautiful hair was strewn over the hard hospital pillow. Unlike me, they’d put her in a hospital gown and pulled the light covers up to her shoulders.
I leaned down, lightly touched my palm to her cheek, and said, “Laura, I’ll tell you what they said over and over to me when I was lying helpless flat on my back. It’s time for you to wake up now. You’ve been sleeping long enough. Come on, come back to me.”
Her lips moved slightly, forming my name.
I leaned closer, without conscious plan, and lightly kissed her pale mouth. “That’s it. Yes, it’s Mac. I like the way you say my name. Say it again. Come on, Laura. Come back to me.”
“We were just coming in to wake her up again, but it sounds like you’re doing a fine job.” I turned to see a tall woman in a white coat. She smiled. “Just keep encouraging her to open her eyes. Are you her husband?”
“No,” I said, for the first time in my life thinking maybe that didn’t sound so bad. I’d known Laura two days. Funny how that didn’t seem to matter. “She’s a friend,” I said, smiling now. “I’m a friend.”
“I’m her doctor, Elsa Kiren. Do you want me or one of the nurses to spell you?”
I shook my head. “No, I’ll stay. I came out from under the same drug just a while ago. I know what’s going on in her head.”
“If you need any help, just call out,” Dr. Kiren said. “I’ll be close by.”
I turned back to Laura. I wondered if I’d been as pale as she was now before I’d come out of it. “Laura, listen to me now. I’ve been thinking about things and here’s the bottom line. Somebody drugged you. I was an innocent bystander. Now it’s time to wake up so we can figure this mess out. Come on.” I lightly slapped her cheek. “Someone tried to kill you, Laura, wake up.”
“Stop hitting me, you jerk.”
I grinned from ear to ear. “That’s right, it’s me, the jerk.” I slapped her lightly on her other cheek.
She growled deep in her throat, probably just like her cat. “After I leave you, I’ll go back to your condo and take care of Nolan and Grubster. You’ve got to tell me what to do for them. Wake up, Laura, think of your bird and your cat.”
Her eyes slowly opened. She looked at me without recognition, then I saw the light slowly rekindle in her eyes, saw memory return. I would swear that I could feel the exact moment that vivid intelligence of hers was under full sail again.
“Hi,” I said. “Keep dialing your mind back in, that’s it. It just takes time, but you’ll get there.”
“I don’t believe that you would drug me, Mac, but if you did, why?”
“Keep not believing it because I didn’t. Until a couple of hours ago, I was lying on my back, just like you are. Someone got both of us.”
That opened her eyes really wide. Any vagueness was now long gone. “My head hurts.”
“Yeah, I know. It lessens. Don’t worry about it, my headache’s nearly gone now. Who got us, Laura?”
“I don’t know. It had to be in the coffee. Both of us drank it, you more than me, if I remember correctly.”
I saw a shadowy movement off to my right and jerked around to see Detective Minton Castanga standing just inside the hospital room doorway.
I felt Laura tense, readying for battle, beneath my hand.
“He was here before but I was out of it. I don’t like him. Send him away, Mac.”
“I can’t. But don’t worry, Laura. This guy isn’t bad. He’s a cop, Detective Castanga, from the Salem PD. He’s here to find out who dropped us both in our tracks. Detective, this is Laura Scott.”
I straightened and turned to face him. “She just woke up again,” I said. “Come on over and she can talk to both of us at once.”
Detective Castanga stood on the other side of Laura’s bed. He studied her silently for a moment, then said in that soft, endless drawl, “It’s true I was here earlier. I stood right where I’m standing now, looking at you. I tried to imagine what you’d look like awake. I was off on all counts.” He smiled then. “I’m glad you made it, Ms. Scott. You really do need to talk to me this time.”
There was no expression whatsoever now on Laura’s face. She was still pale, but her eyes were bright, focused. I couldn’t begin to tell what she was thinking. She merely nodded her head very slightly and said finally, “All right, Detective.”
“Agent MacDougal told me he believed that both of you were alone at your condo, except for the bird and the cat. Is this correct?”
“That’s right. As far as I know, no one was lurking in a closet. If they were, they were certainly very quiet.”
“You’re right about the phenobarbital being in the coffee. It very probably came from an old prescription bottle in your medicine cabinet.”
“No, I don’t keep stuff like that. Oh, that’s right, you’re thinking about my uncle George.”
“That’s right. Why did you still have the pills?”
She shrugged. The covers slipped down just a bit. Without thinking, I pulled them back up and patted her cheek. She leaned her cheek against my hand.
“I don’t know,” she said. “They were just there. I’ve heard that phenobarbital is good if you really have a hard time going to sleep. I suppose I kept them just in case of insomnia. Not very bright of me, I suppose.”
Suddenly, in the blink of an eye, Detective Castanga’s Mr. Cool and Nice Guy was gone, and in his place was a hard-nosed son of a bitch whose voice and very stance were cold and sarcastic. “So, Ms. Scott, let me see if I get this right. Someone came into your house, rifled through your medicine cabinet, came up with the phenobarbital, stirred the stuff into your coffee, all without you ever seeing him or her?”
“I guess there’s no other conclusion, Detective.”

“Oh, yes there is. Seems just as likely to me that you’re the one doing the drugging and that you tried to cover yourself by drinking a bit yourself.”
I gave him a sharp look, but he was focused on Laura.
“From your tone I take it you want me to confess to feeding Mac the drug, then drugging myself. Or maybe you want us both to tell you it was a suicide pact between two lovers? Tell me, Detective, why would I want to kill Mac?”
“Because he knew something about you and he was going to take you down.” His voice was like nails now. He leaned down, right in her face. I would give him three more seconds of this bullshit.
“Sorry, Detective. I just don’t have any fatal secrets like that,” Laura said, and I could tell she was getting pissed. The three seconds were up. I was on the verge of interrupting this interrogation when she added in a voice as cold and sneering as Detective Castanga’s, “Get out of my face, Detective. My head hurts. I’m cold and I still feel groggy. My stomach feels like it’s caved in on itself, and you’re treating me like I’m a failed murderer who ended up really fouling things up. Go away. I have nothing more to say to you. Go do your job and stop squandering precious time.”
Detective Castanga slowly straightened. He was surprised, I could see it in the sudden twitch in his cheek, the slight hitch in his breathing.
“I think you tried to kill Mac, Ms. Scott. I’m going to prove it.”
“Yeah, right. Run along, Detective, and search out every dead end you can find. Waste the taxpayers’ money. You look like the type who would get off on that. That makes a lot more sense than finding out who drugged Mac and me. Cops like you make me want to spit.”

Detective Castanga, very suddenly, with no warning at all, turned from a bad-ass to a man trying not to laugh, and failing at it. He did laugh. He rubbed his hands together. “You’re very good, Ms. Scott. You’re a reference librarian? At the public library? Hard to believe. You just took me apart very cleanly and smoothly.” He was right. She’d sounded more hard-ass than he had.
Then Detective Castanga’s laughter dried up. “Okay, so you were the target, Ms. Scott. I’ll buy that now. Let’s get down to business. Mac, pull up a chair, you’re still looking pretty shaky. Hey, you were ready to belt me. Come on, she didn’t need you to ride in and save her from the nasty cop. Now, Ms. Scott, do you want a couple of aspirin?”
Laura got her aspirin, Dr. Kiren finished checking her again quickly, nodded, and left us. Detective Castanga sat down with an open notebook on his leg. As for myself, I was just trying to sit straight in the chair. “Talk,” he said to both of us. “You two seem joined at the hip. Tell me why someone wants Ms. Scott dead.”
Laura and I both remained silent as a tomb. Finally, I shrugged. “I already told you why I came here to Edgerton in the first place, Detective. It was all about my sister, Jilly. I just met Ms. Scott a couple of days ago.”
Detective Castanga didn’t believe me. He turned to Laura, a dark eyebrow cocked up a good inch.
“No, there’s no reason I can think of. I’m a reference librarian, for heaven’s sake.”
In that instant, I knew she was lying. It was clean and fast, but it was a lie.
As for Detective Castanga, I don’t know what he thought. He looked at her thoughtfully for a long time.
“It seems to me the shit hit the fan with your arrival, Mac. Give me names of people you’ve met in Edgerton.”

Laura was relieved at that, I could tell. I hauled out the names of everyone I’d met in Edgerton. After I finished, he looked up and said, “All right, you’ve given me about twelve names. I’m going to read this list out loud. Add or subtract anyone you want to. Let’s start with your heavyweight, Alyssum Tarcher. This guy is big bucks. His financial assets are far-reaching. He’s got lots of power with a lot of folk here in our state government, and even in Washington, I’m told. You’ve got him on the list along with all his family members.”
“Well, there’s no way around it,” I said. “Wait, obviously something else has happened since I came to Edgerton. There was Charlie Duck’s murder just a couple of days ago. Maggie can’t find a reason either for the attack, or for why his house was ransacked.” I shrugged, and because I was good, I looked him straight in the eye as I added, “She thinks it was just a random killing, and she may be right, but who knows?”
Detective Castanga said, sitting back in his seat, “Yeah, it was a real shame. He had quite a reputation back in the bad old days. The old guy was a retired cop.”
“Yeah, Maggie told me.”
“He left the Chicago PD a long time ago. I’ll speak to Maggie about what she’s found out about it. She told me she’d sent the body to Portland to the medical examiner even though it was obvious old Charlie had been struck on the head. She was right. You never know what will turn up. She told me she was pushing to have his body back by Tuesday. That was the day his funeral had been set.”
He turned his attention back to Laura. “Now, Ms. Scott, you claim you have no enemies. Still, I’ll need a list of the people you know in Salem, and I’ll need to go over that list with you.”

Laura nodded, then closed her eyes. She looked pale and exhausted. I bet I looked about the same.
I wondered if I should tell Castanga all the rest of it, including Charlie’s dying words. No, I’d leave that decision to Maggie.
I thought of Jilly and Paul. Could either of them hate Laura so much they’d want to murder her? Had Jilly left the hospital on her own, driven up to Salem, managed to get into Laura’s apartment, and poured phenobarbital into the coffee can?
“Did Jilly have a key to your condo, Laura?” I asked finally, hating the words as they left my mouth.
“No,” she said. “I don’t think so. She visited me there, of course, from time to time. I need a better painkiller. My head is killing me.”
Detective Castanga stood and slowly slipped his notebook back into the inside pocket of his coat. “We have time for this later, Ms. Scott, when you feel better. In the meantime, I’ll post an officer by your door.”
“Thank you, Detective,” she said and closed her eyes again, turning her head away from him on the stingy hospital pillow.
“Mac, are you coming?”
I said, “I don’t want to leave her here alone. Someone tried to kill her. It’ll take a while for you to get someone over here.”
“Not long,” Detective Castanga said. “I got a guy who’s a little burned out right now, but he’ll guard her well.” He said to Laura, “His name is Harold Hobbes, a nice guy, tough as nails, and he won’t let his own mother into your room.”
“Thank you, Detective,” she said.
I went with Detective Castanga to the door and part-way down the hospital corridor. Our footsteps sounded on a background of muted groans, one loud shout, the low hum of music, beeping machines, and an occasional curse. When I returned to Laura’s room, I saw a tall woman bending over Laura.
“Hey,” I said and ran forward.
The woman straightened and cocked her head at me in question. It was Dr. Kiren. “She’s tired but wanted to ask me a question. I had to lean over to hear her.”
“Sorry,” I said.
Dr. Kiren smiled. “She’ll be just fine by this evening, maybe even ready to go home.”
Home, I thought. No, that wouldn’t work. I had to think about this.
Dr. Kiren’s pager went off. On her way out, she told Laura to rest.
I thought about Charlie Duck’s funeral. Hopefully Charlie would arrive back in time for his scheduled send-off.
I leaned over Laura and stroked my thumb over her eyebrows. I said very quietly, “I’ll see you later this afternoon. Then we’ll talk. Just rest. Harold Hobbes will be outside your room. If anyone comes near you, it means they’ve gotten past Harold, so scream your head off.”
“All right,” she said, not opening her eyes. I’d nearly made it to the door when she called out, “Thanks, Mac.”
“Sure,” I said.
“I’m sorry I nearly got you killed.”
“Yeah, I know.”
I stopped at Laura’s condo. Castanga’s people had finished with it, but I still had to show my FBI badge so the manager would unlock her door. Grubster was standing directly in front of the door, waiting for Laura. He saw me, meowed once, then turned around and walked away, his tail high in the air. “I’m here to feed you,” I called after him.
To my surprise, Grubster stopped, raised his left paw, licked it, and took two steps back toward me. Then he just sat there. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s find your cat food.”
I watched Grubster chow down an entire can of salmon and rice and a big handful of dried stuff that looked so bad I poured some non-fat milk over it. Grubster purred the whole time he ate. I gave him a ton of fresh water and eyed his cat box, which needed changing. Grubster watched my technique. He must have approved because on his way out of the kitchen he stopped a moment and swiped his whiskers against my leg.
“Now for you, Nolan.” When I said his name, Nolan filled the air with loud, sharp squawks, probably a bird’s equivalent to orders. I changed his water, crumpled up a thick slice of bread into small pieces, and sprinkled sunflower seeds on the floor of his cage. Nolan obligingly hopped in to dine.
I stopped at the front door, looked from Grubster to Nolan, sighed, and went back to scratch and pet Grubster while Nolan serenaded me with squawks between bread bites.
I’d always had dogs growing up. During the past four or five years, though, I hadn’t had a pet of any kind around. As I left, it didn’t seem strange to call back to the two of them, “I’ll be back to get you guys later.”
“Squawk.”
Nothing from Grubster. He was asleep.
I got back to Edgerton in the early afternoon. I stopped at Grace’s Deli and ordered up a tuna salad sandwich on rye bread, with lots of tomatoes and dill pickles. While I ate, I asked Grace how to go about renting a home or an apartment here in town or just out of town, maybe near where Rob Morrison’s small clapboard cottage was.
Grace was strong-willed as a mule, tall and very thin, with a head of salt-and-pepper hair. She smiled at me and said, “Well, I reckon you could go over to the Buttercup Bed and Breakfast, but Arlene Hicks isn’t really high on you being here. Never got it through her head that money is money. She already told you she was all filled up, didn’t she?”
I nodded. “I should have told her that if she wasn’t running drugs, she has nothing to fear.”
“Well, she just might be, you never know. Arlene’s full of deep shoals, lots of secrets. I’ve got it, Mr. MacDougal. Mr. Tarcher owns a little house like Rob Morrison’s. It’s called Seagull Cottage, to the south of town, nearly right on the cliff. It’s empty right now. The last tenants left about a month ago.”
“Excellent.” I finished off my sandwich and rose. “Are you coming to Charlie Duck’s funeral?”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Grace said. “I have a three-minute eulogy to give.” She smiled, seeing my confusion. “I’m the town Buddhist.”
“You’re a Buddhist?”
“I haven’t made up my mind, but I’m close enough. The thing is, though, that the Buddhists make it very simple for you to reach your heavenly reward. To reach Nirvana, all you have to do is live right, think right, and deny yourself just about everything. That’s something, isn’t it?”
“Where does the line begin?” I asked, looking around.
Grace just cocked her head at me, and I smiled and left. I called the Tarcher house and was surprised when Alyssum himself answered the phone. I told him I wanted to rent Seagull Cottage and I told him why. If he was the one behind having Laura drugged, well, it hardly mattered. He’d find out soon enough anyway where she was. Besides I wanted everyone to know that Laura and I were together and planned to camp right in their own backyard.
“So that’s why I can’t allow Ms. Scott to return to her place. It was Grace who kindly told me about the house you’re renting down on the cliffs.”
Alyssum Tarcher said, “Well, Agent MacDougal, this is a surprise. So you’ll be guarding Ms. Scott then?”
I told him there’d be a lot of people near her, that Maggie was setting up a schedule, but I was going to be the main one baby-sitting.
“I’ll tell you what, Agent MacDougal,” Tarcher said, pausing for a deep, stentorian breath, “to do my good citizen’s part, I’ll grant you a month’s free rent on the house.” I didn’t have a problem with that at all. I thanked him and made a date to pick up the house key. The only problem I foresaw was getting Laura away from her condo in Salem and down to Edgerton with me. And maybe getting the truth out of her.
I returned to Salem General Hospital, Nolan and Grubster on the backseat of the Taurus, the trunk loaded down with three suitcases holding just about everything I could imagine she’d want and need.
I decided on my way up in the elevator how to get Laura to Edgerton.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Laura was sitting on the edge of the bed, her feet dangling, the green hospital nightgown falling off her left shoulder. When she saw me in the doorway, her face lit up.
“Mac! I was just going to get myself together. Would you mind taking me home?”
I told her I wouldn’t mind at all. The clothes she’d worn when they’d brought her in were hanging in the closet. I spoke outside with Harold Hobbes while she changed.
“Hell of a thing,” Harold said, as he nodded toward the door. “Some jerk trying to ice a pretty lady like that.” I agreed that it was.
“No one even came by to sniff.”
I knocked, heard Laura tell me to come in, and went in to fetch my new roommate.
Laura was still a bit on the shaky side, but she looked much better. They made her ride down in a wheelchair, which she didn’t like at all. I put her in the passenger side of the Taurus and quickly shut the door.

“What is this, Mac?”—her first words to me when I slid in behind the steering wheel. I turned to the backseat and said, “Hi, guys. Everything okay?”
“Squawk.”
“Grubster, you got any news from the front?”
Nothing from Grubster.
“What’s going on here, Mac?”
I drove out of the parking lot. “You’re on vacation as of right now, Ms. Scott. I’ve rented us a small house just south of Edgerton, on the cliffs. It’s called Seagull Cottage, and Mr. Alyssum Tarcher has given it to us rent-free for a month. I’m going to be your roommate.”
She chewed this over for about twenty-two seconds. “No way. I live in Salem. I’ll lose my job.”
“No. I got you a two-week vacation, without pay. I told them I was your brother and you’d come down with Lyme disease. They were suitably impressed. It was a Mr. Dirkson who cleared you. All right?”
“My condo.”
“I told the manager you were going out of town. He’s going to keep an eye on everything.”
“I don’t have any clothes.”
“All in the trunk.”
She was done, for the moment. We were out of Salem now, heading toward 101.
“It’s okay, Laura,” I said, giving her a quick smile. “Really, it’s better this way. Except it’s interesting about Alyssum Tarcher being our landlord. Hey, if he had anything to do with this, he would have found out that you’d flown the coop. Now everyone knows you’re not alone, that you’ve got protection, namely yours truly.”
“You don’t know anything, Mac.”
“I will, soon enough. I don’t want you thinking that you’re walking right into the bear cave, what with us going to Edgerton. I’ll be in that cave with you and I’m mean. Besides, I’ve got a big spear. Running away is not the way to find out what’s going on in Edgerton, or to find my sister.” I waited, but she didn’t say anything, just nodded after a bit.
It had started raining, just a drizzle at first, but now it was really coming down. “I didn’t bring you a raincoat, sorry.”
She didn’t say a word for at least seven miles. Finally, I said, “Laura? Is this okay with you?”
“Are you really going to let people know—the whole town—that someone tried to kill me? Or are you going to leave it as both of us?”
“I already told Alyssum Tarcher that it was just you. When we get to Edgerton, I need to stop off at Paul’s house to pick up my clothes. Then I need to see Maggie, find out if she’s heard anything about Jilly. Also, Charlie Duck’s autopsy report should be coming in soon.”
“You think the old man’s death is somehow connected, don’t you?”
“My boss, Big Carl Bardolino, at the FBI, likes to say there’s no such thing as coincidence, at least in our line of work.”
“Squawk.”
“Nolan’s got some more sunflower seeds in that lunch bag on the backseat if you think he’s still hungry.”
A car came around to pass us, not too wise since we were on a curve. I slowed down just a bit and gave it plenty of room to go around.
Laura started to say something as she turned around to reach for the bag of sunflower seeds. In the next instant, there was a popping sound, then another. I jerked back. I realized that a bullet had gone through her passenger-side window. It had crashed through my window and missed my neck by a couple of inches, leaving a spiderweb of cracked glass in its wake.
I pulled the steering wheel hard right, then corrected to the left, just missing an oncoming car. I saw a man in my mind’s eye, on the passenger side, raising what had to have been a gun. I saw the car just ahead of us, a dark red Honda. I gunned the Taurus and winced. In this rain, if I wasn’t careful, we’d go skidding right off the road. The Honda roared ahead, cutting hard and fast around a sharp turn. I knew the Taurus wouldn’t make it. I had to slow a bit. When I got around the curve, the Honda had widened the distance.
“My God, Mac, are you all right?”
“Yep. You?”
“I think so. If I hadn’t turned in just that moment to get Nolan some sunflower seeds—”
“I know. Laura, sit back down and fasten your seat belt.”
“Squawk.”
“It’s all right, Nolan. Think of this as an adventure.”
Laura was strapped in and I passed two cars, nearly skimming off the paint on the second one. Horns blared loudly in our ears.
We were getting closer. “Laura, I don’t think we can catch them, but we can get the license plate.”
“I can try,” she said, and buzzed down what was left of her electric window to lean out. Rain flew in the open window, hard and heavy.
I tried to keep my hands loose and relaxed on the steering wheel even though my heart pounded faster in anger each time I saw that webbed bullet hole out of the corner of my eye. I passed another car, a Land Rover. The driver gave me the finger and shouted a curse. I didn’t blame him.
There were just about forty yards of highway between us and the Honda. I saw a man leaning out the passenger window, looking back. He had a gun. “Laura, down!”
She jerked back in and flattened herself against the seat as the man fired five or six rounds.
“Mac,” she said, “you’ve got a gun, don’t you?”
“Yes, but I’ve got to concentrate.”
“Give it to me. I know how to shoot.”
I didn’t want to. It was the last thing I wanted to do, actually. I felt her hand pulling it out of my shoulder holster.
“Laura,” I said, “I’d rather you didn’t. Please, be careful.”
“Just get us closer to that damned Honda.”
We closed to within fifteen yards of the Honda. This stretch of 101 was all curves and inclines and twisting hills. The rain had lightened up a bit, thank God. I’d be just on the verge of seeing the license plate when the Honda would disappear again around another curve.
Laura hugged the passenger door, waiting. She seemed very calm, perhaps too calm. Something was strange here. “Laura, are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Mac. Just keep up with them. Yeah, just a little bit closer.” Suddenly, she reared up and halfway out the open window, rain curtaining her face. She shot off half the clip, fast.
The Honda’s back window exploded. A man came out of the passenger-side window, a gun trained on us. Before he could fire, Laura shot off another three rounds. I saw his gun fly out of his hand and skitter across the highway. She’d got him. Then the Honda disappeared around another turn.

I gunned the Taurus. We came around the bend and skidded out to see the Honda disappear on the short straight stretch in front of us.
“Damn, I wanted to get a back tire.”
When we last saw the Honda, it was weaving back and forth, the driver sawing the steering wheel to get it out of a skid. He straightened over a crest and the car shot forward. I gunned the Taurus. Just one more try. But the rain did us in. We hit a slick patch. The car spun in a full three-sixty. We ended up on the side of the road, about six feet from a ditch.
“We didn’t get the license plate,” Laura said. “Well, damn.”
“After this I’m going to rent a Porsche. Bastards got away.”
And Laura laughed.
We were still pumped with adrenaline. I started laughing too. It felt good. We were alive.
It took petting Grubster and calming Nolan to get ourselves back down.
“You okay?”
She nodded as she continued scratching behind Grubster’s ears. “That was a close one, Mac. My heart’s pounding louder than a runaway train. My adrenaline level was so high there for a while, I bet I could have flown right out of this busted window. Oh, Jesus, Mac.”
She leaned over to me to put her arms around my back, her elbow hitting the steering wheel. Grubster was between us, purring loudly. I held her tightly, feeling her heartbeat against my chest, her warm breath against my neck, grateful that we’d survived this. It had been close. I took a quick survey of the Taurus. One busted window and a driver’s-side window that was spider-webbed, with one small hole right in the middle. Too bad it hadn’t stopped the bullet. Some sort of tangible evidence would have been nice.
“What are we going to do?” She didn’t move while she spoke, and I liked that.
“I guess if I had my cell phone with me, I’d call Castanga, the President, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”
“I don’t have mine either,” she said against my neck. “It’s on the dining room table at my condo.”
“Squawk!”
“Oh dear, I forgot about Nolan and Grubster.”
She lifted Grubster off her lap and hefted him onto the backseat. She gave Nolan more sunflower seeds. I turned to see Grubster stretch his front legs against the front seat. I’d swear that cat was as tall as I was. Then he lightly jumped up front again and curled in Laura’s lap.
I raised my hand and picked up a strand of hair that had come free of the clip at the back of her neck. I rubbed the hair between my fingers.
She grew very still.
“I’m glad we’re both still alive.”
“I wonder if you could be more pleased than Grubster here.” The damned cat was purring so loudly she’d had to raise her voice. I sat back, tapped my fingertips against the steering wheel for a moment, and said, “That was excellent shooting.”
“Thank you.”
I smiled at her and wondered just how much of a smile it had turned out to be. “At least now I know what you lied about. You’re a cop, Laura. Since you were a reference librarian at the Salem Public Library, it means you were undercover. Isn’t that right?”
A myriad of expressions crossed her face, from doubt, to dread, to guilt. I guess she finally realized it was just too late to go in any direction but toward the truth.
“Laura? You really can trust me. I have no intention of hurting you, or compromising your case, or blowing your cover, or getting you into trouble with your superiors. You’ve just got to deal me in. We’ve been through too much together for you to leave me blowing in the breeze any longer. I don’t want to be helpless, and that’s what I am if you keep me in the dark. Come, it’s time.”
I took her hand as I watched her take a very deep breath. I watched her come to her decision. I swear her eyes turned two shades lighter because she knew the incessant lying was over. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’m a cop.”
I just nodded for her to continue. Grubster continued purring at high volume, his tail thumping up and down.
“They wanted to kill me,” Laura said, her fingers tightening in Grubster’s fur. “If I hadn’t turned to get some more sunflower seeds for Nolan—”
I quickly took my gun from between us on the seat and eased it back into my shoulder holster. “Meet me halfway,” I said as I smoothed down my jacket, and she did. I pulled her against me, Grubster between us again, and lightly pressed her head against my shoulder. I pulled back, touched my forehead to hers, and cupped her head with my hands. “You’ve been alone in this for too long. You’ve got me in it now. Can you imagine what you and I can accomplish together?”
“There’s really nothing more to accomplish. My cover’s blown now. That’s another reason for me to tell you the truth. My orders don’t make sense anymore.”
“Tell me then. All of it.”
“I’m DEA, Mac. Even when I called my boss from the hospital and told him I’d been poisoned, that obviously my cover was blown to hell, he told me to lie low for a couple of days, that he’d try to find out what they know and how they’d found out. Of course I told him about you. That made him even more adamant. He said we’d worked too hard to have this case blown by the FBI. I’m sorry I had to lie to you, Mac.”
“This guy sounds like a real winner. For God’s sake, they tried to poison you.”
“I was getting to be a pretty good reference librarian. I read just about all the assigned texts for a degree.”
“What’s your real name?”
“I’m really Laura. They just changed my last name. My real last name is Bellamy. I’ve been undercover for over four months now. It involves drugs, of course.”
“And it has to do with Paul and Jilly,” I said slowly, looking closely at her. She paled and hesitated because what she was about to say was going to bring me pain.
“Just spit it out.”
Grubster meowed loudly. “It’s all right, Grubster. Take a nap. You’ve been through a lot.” She closed her eyes a moment and ran her fingers through his fur. His loud purring soon filled the car again.
“About five months ago an electronic surveillance unit picked up a rumor that a new drug was being developed, one that is highly addictive and cheap to produce.”
“A drug dealer’s wet dream.”
“Yes. A man called John Molinas was said to be bragging about it. We think Molinas is a major drug distributor, but we don’t have anything solid on him. He’s been in business in the past with a cartel headed by Del Cabrizo.”
“I’ve heard of him.”
“Del Cabrizo occasionally comes to the United States just to shove a finger in our face. And now the reason I’m here. The word was that there was a wealthy local man involved. It’s none other than Alyssum Tarcher.”
I must admit I was staring at her now. “Tarcher involved with Del Cabrizo?”
“There’s more. John Molinas is Alyssum Tarcher’s brother-in-law. That’s probably why Tarcher’s involved in this thing.”
“A real kicker,” I said. “I knew Tarcher was powerful, but this? He’s a damned crook too?”
“Evidently so. All of this came as a bit of a surprise to us too. You see, John Molinas hasn’t been active for a few years as far as we could tell. Maybe he got religion, maybe he got cancer, we just didn’t know. But when we threw Alyssum Tarcher into the mix, it didn’t take us long to find out that Dr. Bartlett and his wife, pharmaceutical researchers, had just moved to Edgerton from Philadelphia into a house that Tarcher sold them for a nominal price. We put two and two together and put pressure on their employer in Philadelphia, VioTech, to tell us what they had been working on. Paul and Jilly had been working on some sort of memory drug. It sounded nuts, but still, our people went over all the research Paul and Jilly had submitted. It was obvious why VioTech had pulled the plug. Whatever else the drug did, it was toxic as hell, turned some lab animals completely nuts. They’d sunk millions of dollars into a drug that was going nowhere.
“Still, why had the Bartletts suddenly moved to Edgerton? We found out that Paul had grown up there, but there wasn’t anything to draw them back.”
“Alyssum Tarcher was behind it,” I said.
“Right. I set up in Salem posing as a reference librarian because there was no better way I could get closer to Edgerton, to the major players there. I did go to Grace’s Deli to see if she needed help, but she didn’t. I couldn’t just move to Edgerton. Everyone would have known I was up to no good. It’s too small and tight a community.”
“Why the library?”
“God, I’m so sorry, Mac. The reason I became a reference librarian was that we found out that Jilly Bartlett was coming to the library in Salem. At least three days a week, like clockwork. Our surveillance showed—oh God, Mac, I’m so sorry about this—she was meeting a lover there, always in the reference section. If I became the reference librarian, I’d have a good chance to meet her, to make friends with her, and I did. The regular reference librarian got a very nice open-ended holiday, with pay.”
I had only heard one thing. “A lover? Jilly met a man in the library three days a week?”
“Yes. He’s a local thoracic surgeon. No one could find out how they’d met, but as yet we have no reason to think he’s involved in anything going on down in Edgerton.”
I looked up to see a police car cruising slowly by, his eyes on us. I waved and turned the ignition key. “Let’s go to that McDonald’s we passed. I need some breathing space and then a cup of coffee.”
The McDonald’s was about three miles back up the highway off Exit 133. It was tucked between a Denny’s and a Wendy’s, with three gas stations completing the grouping.
Grubster slept through being put back into his carrying case. Nolan didn’t even squawk once when Laura slipped his cover over the cage.
Over Big Macs and coffee, I said, “You’ve been undercover for four months. What have you come up with?”
“You mean against Jilly and Paul?”
“Believe me, I don’t give a damn about Molinas or Tarcher or this Del Cabrizo character.”

“Again, Mac, I’m sorry, but the truth is that Jilly lied to me from the beginning, told me she was here because she wanted to get pregnant. She told me she was the uneducated one in the family. I don’t know if she did this to protect herself or me.
“I like Jilly. When you told me she was in a coma, it really hit me hard because I do like her so much. She’s funny, lights up a room when she swings in, her skirts swishing, her hair bouncing. We did get close, but not close enough that she ever really let me in.”
“Bottom line, Laura, you didn’t have squat on either Jilly or Paul, and that’s because there isn’t anything to get. I don’t believe my sister would be involved with drug dealers, for God’s sake. Both she and Paul are scientists, not criminals. They’re moral people, not people who’d develop a drug to feed to kids. You’re wrong about them, Laura. At least you’re dead wrong about Jilly.”
I was being a brother, defensive and angry, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to accept it, couldn’t accept it. I looked at Laura, felt mean as a snake, and said, “Did you sleep with Paul? As a sort of quid pro quo?”
“No,” she said matter-of-factly, but I felt her surprise and hurt at my question. She dropped the french fry she was holding back onto her plate. “Jilly never mentioned anything like that to me. Actually, she’s very fond of Paul.”
I said slowly, “Jilly said you’d betrayed her. I assumed it meant you’d slept with Paul, but that isn’t it at all. She found out you’re a DEA agent, didn’t she?”
“She must have but I don’t know how. Maybe I gave myself away somehow, I don’t know. But she must have found out that very night. Both she and Paul must have known since then. One of them may have made a phone call to Molinas. He’s perfectly capable of everything that’s happened since.”

“So now you’re saying that my sister conspired to commit murder. I’ll never believe that. Probably Molinas found out about you. Jilly wouldn’t blow the whistle on you.”
She took my hand and held it between hers. “She came out of the coma, Mac, and disappeared just as soon as she was able. She knew we were getting close. She went into hiding.”
“Then why didn’t Paul leave with her?”
“I don’t know. There’s still no direct evidence against either of them. I thought about that, a lot. Something else I wanted to tell you. Over the past couple of months, Jilly didn’t seem quite right. She talked about sex a lot, how much more she liked it than before. Not just one conversation, she went on and on about it. And she seemed somehow off, the way she spoke of other things, mixing in non sequiturs, like she wasn’t really with me.”
“You think she was experimenting with her own drug?”
“I don’t know what I’m saying, but she was different, Mac.”
I let it go. It was just too close to my own memories of Jilly’s visit the previous February. “Where is Molinas? Has he met with Jilly and Paul? Has he showed up at their house or at the Tarcher house?”
“No. But there’s just no getting around the fact that it was Alyssum Tarcher who got Paul and Jilly back to Edgerton. He bought Jilly the Porsche, gave Paul and Jilly the house. I’m sorry, Mac, but you just don’t do that for no reason.
“Our assumption is that Paul and Jilly are working on this drug, that they’re trying to make it less toxic or more addictive, and then it’ll be mass-produced and sold on the street.”

“For argument’s sake, let’s say you’re right about all of it. To get people hooked, a drug has to produce a high that will knock the user’s socks off. Does this drug do that?”
“We don’t know, but we think it has to do with sex.”
No, I thought. Jilly and all her talk about sex to both Laura and me. No.
“You mean the user shoots up and just lies there in a semi-stupor having orgasms?”
“Maybe. We don’t know. Some of the VioTech data showed some very significant changes in lab animals’ sexual drive. It went off the charts and frequently showed itself by intense sexual aggression. There’s got to be more to it than that, of course. Jilly and Paul probably took some of their records with them.
“My boss told me to lie low, but I just can’t do that. I don’t know how close they are to perfecting the drug. If I can help it, that drug isn’t going to make it to the streets. I just don’t know how to go about that anymore.”
“I’m not going to stop looking for my sister, Laura. I guess I don’t see any other choice but to join forces with you.”
“You could get in big trouble with your people too, Mac. But more than that, I don’t want you in any more danger. You’ve been an innocent bystander in all of this and it nearly got you killed. I couldn’t bear that.”
I gave her a crooked grin. “We’ve known each other for two days.”
“That’s strange, isn’t it?”
“Look, Laura, you know as well as I do that if you don’t get on a phone and tell your boss you’ve been fired at in a car on a public highway, you can forget about your long-term career in the DEA. You’re the one in jeopardy. You’ve got to think about covering your butt, driving to a motel on Bainbridge Island or somewhere and hiding until it’s all over. That’s what’s safest.”
“I don’t want to call in the cavalry,” she said. “I want to find Jilly. I can’t just head off to parts unknown and forget about this. If I call my boss, I’ll be out of here for sure and the DEA will be all over town. These people are too smart. The DEA won’t find a thing that way.”
“And Jilly and Paul might get railroaded. I want to find out whether Jilly and Paul are up to their necks in this, or if they’re just innocent bystanders, like I was two days ago.”
Laura’s eyes sheened, and her hands curled into fists.
“Laura—”
“No, this has to be my decision, Mac. I can’t turn my back on Jilly. Or on you. I’m in this with you, for the long haul.”
I smiled over at her. “All right. We’re both professionals. We both know the risks we’re taking.” I took her hand, slowly smoothing away the fist. “You want to come to Edgerton with me?”
“Yes. I don’t see anything else to do.”
I took the last drink of my coffee. It was cold. I gave her a sideways look. “Did Paul really put the moves on you last Tuesday night?”
“Yes he did.”
I sighed. “I thought so. Paul’s not as good a liar as you are.”
“That’s because he’s a scientist and not a federal agent. It’s in our genes. I’ve had to weave so many lies in with the truth on this case that it’s sometimes confused me. Mac, if we go to Edgerton, we’re thumbing our nose at them.”
“I honestly don’t think they’ll try anything in Edgerton, not when Alyssum Tarcher is our landlord and everybody knows we’re there and I’m protecting you. It’s our best cover.”
“They could shoot us down on Fifth Avenue. That’s not much more gall than trying to kill us on 101. This isn’t your assignment, Mac.”
“No, you’re right. It’s more than an assignment. This is about my sister. Give it up, Laura. Consider, you need me. Remember, I’m FBI. Now, I’ve got the beginnings of a plan. I’m calling two friends of mine in Washington, D.C., Savich and Sherlock, FBI agents.”
I had to call collect since I didn’t have enough coins for the pay phone. Thank God they were home. It took me fifteen minutes to cover all the ground.
When I returned to our table, I smiled down at Laura. “Our numbers are soon doubling. Sherlock and Savich will be here soon.”
 
When we reached the outskirts of Edgerton, I said, “We’ll need to stop by Tarcher’s house to get the key to Seagull Cottage. I won’t bait him, at least not yet. But he’ll know, Laura, he has to. I can’t imagine that Molinas has kept him out of the loop.”
It had started to drizzle again. Laura was beginning to shiver. I turned up the heater. “It’ll be better in a few minutes, I hope.”
“I’m fine.” She leaned back and petted Grubster’s head. She took him out of his carrier and he was sprawling his full length along the backseat, his nose pressed against Nolan’s cage.
Even the magnificent Tarcher mansion looked desolate in the thick dark rain. No hope for it, I thought, and sprinted from the car to the porch. I turned and waved to Laura to stay put, which she did.

Then I realized she was alone, vulnerable to attack. I dashed back through the rain to the Taurus, opened the door, drew my SIG Sauer, and handed it to her. “Keep it close,” I said, and closed the car door again.
A maid, who was dressed in jeans and a sweater, let me into the large foyer and asked me to wait. It was better that I drip on the marble than on the highly polished oak floors in the living room just beyond.
Cotter Tarcher was whistling as he came from the kitchen at the back of the house. He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw me.
“What’s going on? Have you found Jilly?”
“No. I’m here to get the Seagull Cottage key from your father. Laura Scott and I will be staying there for a while.”
“Why?” he asked, watching me drip on the floor. He was wearing sweats and running shoes. He was perfectly dry. I didn’t answer him. “Do both you and your father work here at home?”
“For the most part. I usually knock off about five o’clock to either go to the gym or out running. Why are you and Laura Scott staying at our cottage?”
“Because someone tried to kill her and it seems safer if she’s here, with me, than in Salem by herself. It’s a bit on the wet side to go running, isn’t it?”
“Yes. I’m working out downstairs in the gym. Where’s Laura Scott?”
“In the car.”
“Does she know Jilly?”
“Oh yes, she knows Jilly very well.”
Alyssum Tarcher came striding down the stairs off to my right. He looked arrogant and intelligent, his eyes at that moment maybe even harder than his son’s. He seemed somehow taller to me than he had just the night before.

“Agent MacDougal,” he said, and shook my hand. “Here’s the key to Seagull Cottage. I made sure the place was cleaned up and the phone works. Given this weather, I checked to make sure there’s heat as well. This Laura Scott, she’s with you?”
“Yes, waiting for me in the car. Since someone tried to kill her, she’s keeping my gun on her at all times.” I suppose I should have mentioned Grubster and Nolan, but you never knew about a landlord, and I didn’t want the pets to give him an excuse for us not to use his property. I thanked him and turned to leave.
“Agent MacDougal, call me if there’s a problem—of any kind at all.”
“Yeah,” Cotter said. “My father chews on problems and spits out solutions.”
Alyssum Tarcher laughed and buffeted his son’s shoulder with a light shove.
“Who is it, Aly?”
Elaine Tarcher didn’t wait for an answer, just came running lightly down the stairs. Like her son, she was wearing sweats and running shoes, and she didn’t look much older than Cal. I realized I hadn’t thought about Cal since, well, for a good while. “Mrs. Tarcher,” I said, nodding. “Don’t come any closer, I’m wet.”
“I see that you are. We heard about your problem with that drug. Are you all right?”
“Yes, I’m just fine. Did Mr. Tarcher tell you that Laura Scott and I will be staying for a while at Seagull Cottage?”
“Yes, he did tell me. He also told me that someone is trying to kill Ms. Scott. This isn’t what we’re used to, Agent MacDougal. You seem to have brought a good deal of trouble with you. We’ve never liked violence, only rarely seen it here in Edgerton. Until poor Charlie Duck. Have you heard anything about Jilly?”
I said no and left three minutes later, sprinting back to the car under thick, cold rain that was coming down harder than ever and had me shivering even after five minutes with the car heater turned on high. Laura had put one of her jackets up against the shattered window. It kept the rain out, but the heat from the car seeped out quickly.
I stopped off at Paul’s house. I was relieved when he wasn’t at home. Truth be told, I wasn’t ready to confront him. The last thing I wanted to happen was to scare him into running, maybe even disappearing like Jilly.
I packed up my clothes, left him a note telling him where I was, and didn’t give him any explanation at all.
We drove to a small grocery store called The Cove to stock up. Laura remained in the car both times, my SIG Sauer on her lap.
It was dark when we arrived at Seagull Cottage, not more than fifty feet from the cliffs with, I imagined, a sweeping view up and down the Oregon coast. But not tonight. Only heavy, cold rain tonight that covered everything, leaving the ocean black and flat. There wasn’t any wind at all and surely that was odd. The rain just came straight down, striking the ground hard as a slap. There were only about half a dozen spruce trees to soften the barren landscape.
I unlocked the door, checked out the inside, and waved Laura in.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
At seven that evening we ate our dinner in front of the fireplace, chicken noodle soup and English muffins with butter dripping over the sides. Grubster lay sleeping at Laura’s feet, sated from two cans of cat food, with just an occasional twitch. Nolan was under wraps for the night. “That was delicious,” Laura said as she sat back on her hands and yawned.
“Yes, it was,” I said, barely managing to stifle my own yawn. “It’s been a long day.”
She cocked an eye open. “You’re being the master of understatement here?”
For the life of me I was too tired to think of something clever to say to that wonderful straight line. I said, “You ready to hang it up?”
Laura looked toward the cottage door. I could see the tension in her. “No,” she said. “They wouldn’t dare try anything here, in Edgerton.”
“I don’t think so either. Tomorrow is Charlie Duck’s funeral. I want to introduce you to everyone and start getting in Tarcher’s face. As for Paul, I want to handle him very carefully. I don’t want him running.”
“He’ll never admit to anything, I’d swear to it. He’ll protect Jilly.”
She was probably right. I was imagining what it would be like to put my hands around his neck, lift him off the floor, and shake him.
“When Savich and Sherlock get here, we’ll all discuss what’s the best approach. They know we’ve got to act quickly.”
“Your friends sure have a lot of flexibility.”
“Yeah. They’re both in the same unit and he’s in charge. Savich’s boss, Jimmy Maitland, usually gives him as much leeway as he wants. Besides, they’re coming as my friends, not an official assignment.
“Sherlock and Savich are first-class agents and very good friends. It’s possible that they’ll see things as outsiders that you and I have missed. They’ll have some great ideas, you can count on that.”
“I don’t know anyone like that in the DEA.” She put her fingers on my lips. “No, don’t you dare start up with cracks about my agency.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, Laura. Now, I’ll hook a chair under the doorknob and I’ll put my SIG right beside the bed. We’ve got the curtains pulled over the windows and everything’s locked up tight. It’ll be okay.”
“I guess there’s nothing more that we can do. Goodness, it’s only eight-thirty. It feels like it should be at least midnight, I’m so tired.”
“Why don’t you take the bathroom first? I want to check around outside.”
“Be careful, Mac.” She lightly touched her fingers to my face. “I mean it, be very careful. You’ve gotten kind of important to me, real fast.”
I wanted to kiss her and not stop, so I got out of there fast. The rain had stopped for the moment. Low-lying black clouds were shifting in thick, grotesque shapes across a huge fat full moon.
It looked like a werewolf kind of night.
In that instant I heard something, something not far away, just off to my left, away from the cliffs, something rustling, then moving, perhaps a heavy foot thudding on the ground, then silence, then more rustling.
I waited, so still I could hear my own breath. Nothing more, as if whatever it was that was coming toward me had stopped. I waited longer, then longer still. Still nothing. I wondered if my brain had obligingly conjured up the bogeyman.
I remembered Cal saying that she never wanted to go anywhere near the cemetery, that the trees were growing inward, pushing so close that the roots probably had split through the coffins. I’d thought she was nuts then. Now I was hearing things, and terrifying myself. Jesus, I was losing it.
I walked to the cliff and stood looking out over the flat, black water. It went forever, well beyond those distant low dark clouds that tricked the eye, making it appear that the water simply disappeared into them. Looking north and south, I could make out the coastline—primeval mists, driftwood strewn over and sprawled out in piles on the beach. Black rocks rose out of the water like misshapen sentinels, groups of them hovering, just below me, the water scaling them, then crashing back, gushing white foam. Again and again, never stopping, never changing. I thought about what it would be like to be here every day of my life and wondered if my soul would be calmed, or if I’d go mad.
I turned to go back, pausing a moment to get my bearings. Seagull Cottage sat at the very end of a narrow, rutted dirt road, winding south and west toward the cliff, just to this small cottage. I couldn’t see the half-mile back to the road this one split off from. There were no car headlights that I could see even in the distance. I walked to the back of the cottage, checked the windows, and looked south to the wild barren hills that rose and fell as far as I could see. Anyone could hike to the cottage over those soulless hills. I didn’t like it. I wondered if we weren’t the biggest fools in Oregon, staying here right in Tarcher’s face. I was putting my life on the line, but more important, putting Laura in danger as well. I shook my head. I wasn’t going to back down and I couldn’t imagine Laura backing away now either.
I looked at the cottage. All the windows were secure, covered with patterned cotton curtains, faded from many years in the sun. There was nothing else I could do.
My head had started aching again. No wonder. My body felt like it had been hit by a wrecking ball. I was so tired I could barely stand. But I also felt jumpy.
When I walked into the small bedroom, Laura was standing in a long nightgown by the side of the bed, looking at me.
“Hi,” she said, her voice deep and rich, making that small word sound sexy as hell. I was at her side in just under four steps. She moved against me, raised her face, and kissed my mouth.
In an instant my fatigue was gone. I’d known this woman for a matter of days and I wanted her more than any woman I’d ever met in my life. There were no more lies between us, I thought, not a single one.
My hands were all over her, in her hair, stroking and rubbing that thick smooth hair on my face even as I kissed her, and down her back, cupping her tightly against me.
“This is crazy right now,” I said, and smiled at her beautiful face, now flushed with color. She was breathing fast, as excited as I was.
“Crazy is as crazy does,” she said, bit my ear, hooked her leg behind mine, and knocked me onto my back on the bed. She fell on top of me, kissing me, yanking on my hair to get more of me. I was kissing her and laughing at the same time. I was roaring with power.
I had my clothes off in just under a minute and her nightgown over her head and tossed to the far corner of the small bedroom in another two seconds flat. “I don’t believe this,” I said, looking at her, wanting all of her at once, not knowing where to start. She laughed as she kissed me and then her hands were all over me.
We were laughing and moaning together when I came into her and she arched up sharply, biting and licking my neck, nipping me with little kisses. I forced myself to stop. “I’ve got to get a grip here,” I said, “I just want to feel you around me. God, Laura, I’ve wanted to make love with you from the moment I saw you talking to that teenage boy in the library.”
“I wanted you over the chicken satay,” she said and tightened her arms around my back. “Yes, hold still, Mac, and let me feel you. I hadn’t imagined this tonight, I really hadn’t, I—”
She climaxed. I watched the pleasure take her, felt her tightening around me and knew I couldn’t hold on much longer. Wonderful thing was, it didn’t matter. In a frenzy, I joined her.
“It’s the two of us now, Laura.”
“That’s more than fine by me,” she said. “I’m really glad you came to the library, even if you don’t know a thing about Latvian drug wars.”
At ten minutes after one o’clock in the morning, we were both awake again, still not going slow and easy but frenetic and urgent. There wasn’t any laughter this time, just the darkness surrounding us, Laura’s lovely flesh, and the lovely groans coming from her mouth. Afterward I came up on my elbows and touched my forehead to hers. “It’s all over for me, Laura.”
“Yes, I can feel that it is.”
The damned woman had the gall to laugh.
“That isn’t what I meant.”
“I know.” She kissed my chin, bit my earlobe, and polished it by chopping my elbows so that I fell on top of her again. She wrapped her arms tightly around my back and held me close. “It was over for me, Mac, when you walked into the reference section and made me laugh with the first thing out of your mouth. The truth is, for me, this is a rather incredible thing.”
“Yes, for me as well. I just wish we could have met in a more normal way. Getting poisoned and shot at during the courting period tends to make a guy look over his shoulder a whole lot, and it wasn’t even your dad.”
“I forced it on you. Every time I think of all the lies I told you—had to tell you—it makes me furious and sad. Promise me that you’ve forgiven me.”
“Since I’m lying naked on top of you and you’ve kissed me just about everywhere, I guess I’ll have to. But no more lies or evasions, Laura, ever. Okay?”

“I promise. Now you make me a promise, Mac. Promise me that everything’s going to turn out okay.”
“I can promise you that we’re going to survive this, Laura. But how can it ultimately end well if Jilly’s involved?”
She kissed me again in answer, and we fell asleep, her warm breath against my neck.
I had incredible dreams.
There were werewolves prowling around outside the cottage, but they weren’t trying to peer in.
 
I came awake suddenly to the sound of loud banging on wood, and a voice calling out.
My brain woke up in high gear. I pulled on old cotton sweats, grabbed my SIG off the nightstand, and eased out of bed. Laura was still asleep, sprawled on her back. She was naked and my hands were on her before I could stop myself. I covered her quickly.
Daylight hadn’t made it through the curtained windows. It was dull gray and cold in the small living room, the fire in the grate long cold. Where was Grubster?
Someone banged on the door again. “Open up. Come on, Mac, open the bloody door.”
I recognized that irritated, sweet voice. I jerked the chair away from under the doorknob, turned the lock, and pulled open the door. Standing on the small porch was Special Agent Lacy Savich, known as Sherlock by everyone except her parents. Early-morning sunlight backlighted her. With all that red hair, she looked like a Titian painting come to life.
She was on me in an instant, hugging me tight. “Hi, Mac,” she said, drawing back, giving me a big smile.
“My angel,” I said, grabbing her up in my arms, and swinging her around. “I hadn’t expected you this soon. What did you do, immediately hop a plane?”
She kissed my ear. “Yes, we took the red-eye.” Then she said over my shoulder, “Hello, who are you?”
I let Sherlock slowly back down on her feet. We turned together to see Laura, in her sweats, her hair tangled around her flushed face, Grubster curling around her bare feet.
“So soon, Mac?”
“This is Sherlock, Laura. I got her through her final physical exam at the Academy. She would have failed miserably if I hadn’t been there.”
“Ha. He was noted for his magnificent brawn, but I had the brain power.” Sherlock and Laura shook hands, Sherlock eyeing Laura like you’d expect a mother to do.
“Where’s Savich?” I asked, giving Sherlock a final hug. “You did let him come with you, didn’t you, Sherlock? I mean rather than leaving him home to take care of Sean? He’s come in handy before, hasn’t he?”
She laughed and poked me. “That man is a dream and don’t you ever doubt it. We took Sean over to his grandmother, Savich’s mom, who couldn’t wait for us to leave so she could spoil him rotten.
“Hey, it’s after eight o’clock in the morning, Mac. Dillon is walking the cliffs, checking for any recent signs of people close to the cottage. He wanted me to wait, to give you more sleeping time, but hey, I couldn’t. I was worried about you. You’re okay, Mac, really? And you too, Laura?”
I was wondering if Savich knew werewolf tracks when he saw them. “No one came back last night. Maybe the bears are hibernating.”
“Both Dillon and I are good at finding bears. We’re all together now, Mac, not just you two alone anymore.” Sherlock began to examine me, not saying another word, just lightly touching my arms, my face. She pulled up my sweatshirt and began looking me over. “Your ribs okay now?” I felt her fingertips lightly brushing over my still-bruised middle.
“Yeah, I still get tired quicker than I used to, but it’s better every day. Hey, Sherlock, don’t pull down my pants.”
“Oh, all right.” She straightened again, then gave me several long looks. “How do you guys feel now after all that phenobarbital?”
Laura said, “I’m still just a bit on the groggy side, but it’s nearly gone.”
“Since I’m a manly man, I had almost no aftereffects.”
I got a punch in the arm.
“I’m off to make some coffee,” Laura said. “Everyone want some?”
I heard her moving around in the small kitchen that was separated from the living/dining room by a bar with three stools bellied up to it.
“Squawk.”
“That’s Nolan, and his first word of the new day.” Laura had pulled off his cage cover.
Laura called out, “You can open his cage if you want to. All the windows are closed, he’ll be just fine. Also, if you could sprinkle some sunflower seeds for him. I’m making him some toast right now. Yes, Grubster, I hear you, the world hears you. I’m going to open some cat food for you. Don’t fret.”
I watched Sherlock open Nolan’s door, saw him stare at her a moment, then, a step at a time, venture outside his cage. He cocked his head at Sherlock. “Squawk.”
He jumped to the back of one of the love seats. He took a sunflower seed from Sherlock’s outstretched fingers, carefully dropped it on the sofa back, then hopped up on Sherlock’s shoulder and began chewing on her hair. Sherlock began to laugh.
“Squawk.”
“Eat your breakfast, Nolan,” Sherlock said, and set him on the sofa back.
Grubster was meowing his head off. Then, suddenly, there was silence from him. He’d doubtless buried his face in a bowl of cat food.
“Come sit down, Sherlock,” I said. “I don’t remember how you like your coffee.”
“Just a bit of fake sugar and a dollop of milk,” Sherlock said to Laura. “Oh, if you don’t have any of that stuff, black is just fine.”
“No, we’re in luck,” Laura said. “That’s the way I drink my coffee too. Mac?”
“Don’t pour me any yet, Laura,” I called from the cottage door. “I want to see what Savich is up to.”
“Put on some shoes before you head out,” Sherlock said, absorbed with putting another sunflower seed in Nolan’s mouth.
When I walked outside, I was surprised to see a beautiful clear morning, the sky as blue as Jilly’s eyes, with just a light breeze. I turned south to see Savich striding toward me. He saw me and waved.
Like his wife, when he reached me he studied me closely. “You okay?” Thank God he didn’t feel it necessary to feel me up.
“Yeah, nothing to worry about. Did you see anything? Sherlock’s already inside drinking coffee. Come on in. I’m surely pleased to see both of you.”
“I didn’t see any signs of anyone out here. The ground’s still soft from all the rain. There would have been footprints if anyone had come close. But you’ve already checked out here, haven’t you?”
“Not this morning.”
“Now you don’t have to. Sounds like you guys are in deep shit. I’m glad you called us. But it’s going to be sticky, Mac. We’re both really sorry about Jilly and any involvement she may have in all this. I want you to know, too, that we talked it over on the way here, and for Jilly’s sake, we’re with you for a day or two. I agree with you we should be safe enough for that long. Someone would have to be crazy to come after four federal agents when everyone knows why we’re here.
“I said as little as possible to Jimmy Maitland. For the moment, at least, since you’re on leave and have already talked to your boss, Carl Bardolino, he’s going to let us go with this. As I said, Sherlock and I discussed this situation thoroughly on the flight to Portland. We’ve got more questions. Then we can discuss strategy.” He paused a moment and gripped my shoulder. “I’m very sorry about Jilly, Mac. No word about where she is?”
“No. I’m sorry about your having to leave Sean.”
“He’ll do just fine. Sherlock says he’s too young to be ruined just yet, so it doesn’t matter how often my mom tickles his stomach and tells him he’s the prince of the world. I sure hope she’s right.”
It sounded so normal, so very unlike the past four days of my life. I sighed. “Come meet Laura Scott.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
After we’d each drunk a cup of coffee strong enough to cut through sludge, I said, “There’s a whole lot we need to do today. Since we don’t know how long we can count on staying here, we’ve got to make good use of every minute.”
I looked over at Savich, who was staring into his nearly empty coffee cup. He looked every inch a mean son of a bitch, big and muscled, wearing jeans and a dark blue turtleneck sweater, short boots. You could count on him to cover your back. “It’s fifteen minutes after eight o’clock in the morning, Mac. I ain’t going nowhere until I get food in this empty belly.”
Sherlock said, “Before we do anything, you guys need to go shower. A shave for you, Mac. Your hair’s standing on end. Actually, both of you could use some more sleep. But it’s odd. You both look real relaxed.” She raised her eyebrow, blinked twice, and walked quickly into the kitchen.
“She knows,” Laura said to me.
“I hope she approves of you.”

Laura and I didn’t share the shower, but it was a temptation. We brushed our teeth together. When we returned, I inhaled the smell of bacon and eggs and nearly cried. I saw that Nolan was riding around on Savich’s shoulder. Grubster was sitting on Sherlock’s lap.
“Quite a menagerie you’ve got,” Savich said, and lightly stroked his fingertip down Nolan’s breast.
“Squawk.”
The table was set. We all sat down like grown-ups. Savich brought out the plates of food he’d kept warm in the oven. “Eat up.” Savich ate for five minutes, then said, “Mac, you mentioned this old fellow, Charlie Duck, who was murdered. What about him? How does he fit into all of this?”
“All we have is his dying words to Doc Lambert: ‘a big wallop, too much, then they got me.’ He knew something about Laura’s drug case, no question at all in my mind about that. But what?”
Laura said, “There hasn’t been a whole lot of time to think since I met Mac, but I agree with him. Charlie found out something he shouldn’t have and that’s why they killed him.”
I said, “After breakfast I want to call the M.E. in Portland and see what he has to say. I want to speak to Maggie Sheffield, the sheriff, and see if she’s learned anything. I’d assume that she would have called here if she’d gotten any leads on Jilly.”
“Charlie Duck’s funeral is this afternoon,” Laura said as she fed a sunflower seed to Nolan, who was seated on a chair arm. “We can go see what’s in the pot and maybe stir it up.”
“We’re going to start stirring the pot much sooner than that,” I said. “Paul’s first on the list.”

Savich reached down and fed a bit of bacon to Grubster. He said to Sherlock, “Do you think they’ll keep us as interested as Sean does?”
“He’s already a hell-raiser,” Sherlock said. “Savich is trying to find some weights light enough for him so he can begin his training.” She looked at Grubster, who was now washing himself on one of the love seats. “That’s some cat,” she said. “Big varmint but a sweetie.”
“I found him when I was a sophomore in college. He was so tiny and skinny then, not larger than one of his legs is now. The vet thinks he’s about seven or eight years old now. Once Grubster trained me with a can opener, he never stopped eating.”
Sherlock made more coffee. I lit the logs in the fireplace. The room was soon warm and cozy. Sherlock said unexpectedly, “It was probably a good thing you saw Laura use a gun. She was forced to tell you everything. I hate to go into situations blind.”
“My wife,” Savich said, patting her thigh, “can find a silver lining in a ditch. But you know, it’s probably better that the shooters got away. If you’d taken them in, the shit would have hit the fan and you’d be sitting here watching yourself on national news. The agency directors would be arguing about who should be in charge, and the criminals would probably disappear while all the bureaucratic chaos was going on. You and Laura would be separated and sent to different sides of the country for endless debriefings that would ultimately lead nowhere. So Sherlock’s right, as usual.”
He stood up and picked cat hairs off his jeans. “I do have an announcement to make. Laura is nuts about you, Mac, so there’s one good thing in all this mess. Now, let’s get this show on the road.”

I heard a car coming down the dirt road. I reached automatically to my belt. “Where did you park your car, Savich?”
“Behind the cottage.”
“Good,” I said. “Everyone stay put.” I pulled out my SIG, eased open the front door, and stepped outside, pulling the door closed behind me.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Cal’s light blue BMW Roadster convertible roared toward me. The earth was still damp from the rain, so the car didn’t kick up any dust though she’d jammed on the brakes to do just that. I remembered our own party at her parents’ house and winced.
I quickly tucked my SIG into the back of my pants, called out, and waved to her. Cal got out of the little car and looked at me, but didn’t wave or say anything, just waited for me to come to her. She was wearing baggy jeans and a huge sweater that came nearly to her knees. Her glasses were firmly on her nose. Her hair was scraped back in a ponytail.
When I was nearly to the car, she jumped me, just as she had the night of the party. Her legs went around my waist, her arms around my neck. She started kissing me enthusiastically all over my face.
I gave her a hug and peeled her off me. “Hi, Cal, what’s cooking?”
“What’s wrong, Mac? Don’t you want to make love? How about over on the edge of the cliff. It’s warm enough, or I’ll get you warm soon enough. How about it?”
“I’ve got company, Cal.”
“Oh yes, Mom told me you were here at Seagull Cottage with Laura Scott, that you were playing FBI agent and protecting her. That right?”
“Yeah, that’s right. It’s early, Cal. What can I do for you?”
“I just came around to see if there was anything I could do to help. Where’s this Laura Scott you’re protecting?”
“I’m right here.”
Sure enough, Laura was standing on the single step that led to the front door. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Laura Scott.”
“I’m Cal Tarcher. No one can figure out why anybody wants to kill you.”
“Easy enough,” Laura said. “I’m a DEA agent. I was undercover until just last week, when my cover broke down. See, I was getting too close to something. Would you like to come inside? I think there’s some breakfast left. You and Mac seem to be great friends.”
“You’re a DEA agent? Does that mean you’re a drug cop?”
“That’s exactly what I am.”
“What are you doing here, with Mac?”
“That’s a very long story. Would you like to go on in?”
I said in Laura’s ear after Cal passed us both and went inside the cottage, “You didn’t have to invite her in, dammit.”
“Why not? You two sure do seem on very good terms. I’d be almost tempted to say intimate terms. Sherlock and Savich are holed up in the bedroom. Can we expect any more of your conquests to show up, Mac?”

“Cut it out, Laura. It’s not what you think. Besides, I’d barely met you when Cal nailed me.”
“She nailed you? Usually it’s said the other way around. Poor Mac, all these women after your body.”
“You’re the last so you’d better not put too many holes in me.”
She lightly patted my cheek and followed Cal into the cottage.
Laura had removed all signs of Sherlock and Savich. I wondered why they hadn’t wanted to stay out here. “How about some bacon and toast, Cal?”
“Thanks, Mac. Hey, who’s this?”
“That’s my cat, Grubster.”
Cal immediately broke a piece of bacon in half and fed it to Grubster. “He’s a pig.” Having said that, Cal took a big bite of toast. She leaned down and gave Grubster the other half of the bacon.
“He’ll kill for you now.”
“He’s beautiful. Who’s that?”
“Squawk.”
“That’s my mynah bird, Nolan. Would you like some coffee, Cal?”
She nodded and Laura soon returned with the coffeepot and poured, then went back into the kitchen.
Cal took a drink, then sat forward on her chair and whispered in a very loud stage voice, “I know you have to protect her, Mac, but just maybe we can get rid of her for a while? She seems nice, she’ll probably want to take a walk on the cliffs. She won’t have to stay out long. I figure I can have you out of those pants in under three seconds.”
Stones were piled on top of my tongue.
“It might be nice to have a bed this time instead of the floor. What do you think?”

“Cal,” I said, “this isn’t the time, really. Laura can’t be alone. This isn’t a game—someone’s trying to kill her.”
“Oh, I don’t know, Mac,” Laura said, grinning, not six feet away. “I think I’d like a walk on the cliffs. You two can just go tangle up the sheets. Would you like me to make the bed before I leave?”
I knew it. I just knew it. There was no justice, no fairness in the world. What there was, was Laura standing two feet away from Cal, no expression at all on her face, and I knew that was a bad sign.
“You see, Mac?” Cal said. “Laura doesn’t mind. You’d really make up the bed for us?”
“It’s not all that messed up,” said the woman I’d made love to the previous night, the woman who Savich said was nuts about me. “We both slept like logs, little movement. Hey, I could just spread the covers and you two could tussle on top. How about that?”
Cal was suddenly very quiet. “You two slept together last night?”
“Yes,” I said, standing. “We did. Now, Cal, we’ve got lots of stuff to do. Was there anything specific you wanted?”
“No, just you, Mac.” Cal slid off the bar stool. She took the last bite of her toast. She wiped her hands on her jeans’ leg. “I thought this was just a cop assignment for you, Mac,” she said slowly.
“It’s a lot of things, Cal. Is there any word on Jilly?”
Cal shook her head. “Surely Maggie would call you first if she found out anything.” She looked over at Laura, for a very long time. “Do you know what, Laura?”
“No, what?”
“I sure would like to paint you. Your face isn’t all that interesting, but your clothes are so tight I can tell you’ve got a great body. How about it?” I pictured Cal jumping Laura after she’d sketched her body.
Laura was staring at Cal like she was two boards shy of a floor. Then, slowly, she turned to me. “What do you think, Mac?”
“Cal’s a good artist,” I said.
“No, do you think I’ve got a great body?”
“Yes, and Cal’s still a good artist.”
“Okay,” Cal said, rubbing her hands together. “We can set up a time for next week. About us, Mac, we can talk about it another time, since you say you’re so busy. Oh yeah, I got some of those French condoms, you know, the ones that are real slippery and ribbed?”
I thought I’d be smart and not say a single word to that. I don’t think I even breathed for at least ten seconds. I watched Cal leave the cottage, heard the soft roar of the BMW’s engine.
“Well,” Laura said, eyeing me, then the toast crumbs all around Cal’s plate. “I guess that took care of my idea of actually questioning her.”
I grinned at her, grabbed her, and jerked her into my arms. I was kissing her when Savich and Sherlock walked back into the room.
I kept kissing Laura until I saw that she was laughing. “Good,” I said, and rubbed my hands down her arms. “I barely knew you, Laura. It just happened. Okay?”
“No, it’s not at all okay, but I won’t break you into parts about it just now.”
“What sort of punishment do you have in mind?”
She laughed again and poked me in the belly.
I said to Savich, “Why didn’t you guys stay out here to meet Cal?”
“You had a great dynamic going there, Mac. If we’d come out, everything would have changed.”

“Thanks for the entertainment,” Sherlock said.
“You guys just keep enjoying your own jokes,” I said as I dialed Ted Leppra, the M.E. up in Portland.
A minute later, Ted Leppra, boy wonder, told me it was indeed a blow to the head that had killed Charlie Duck. “He survived maybe ten to twenty minutes after someone hit him,” Ted said in his smoker’s hacking voice, “and bought it, I was told, on the floor of the local doctor’s house. It was a pretty fast bleed into and around his brain. His brain was crushed by blood, if you prefer a more colorful description.”
“You’re sure?”
“Oh, yes. Funny thing though, Mac. As you probably know, the old guy was a former cop from Chicago. One of the detectives was cruising through here during an autopsy and we got to talking about him. Do you think there’s a tie-in? Someone out for revenge after he got out of the can?”
“Could be,” I said, all neutral. “The local sheriff is looking into all of that, naturally.”
“Hey, you don’t sound happy, Mac.”
“No, I’m not. I was hoping there was something else involved here.”
Ted coughed, holding the phone away while he hacked. “Sorry,” he said. “I know, I’ve got to stop smoking.”
“You of all people have seen enough smokers’ lungs,” I said mildly.
“Yeah, yeah. Listen, maybe there was something else.”
Hot damn, I thought. “Hang on a minute, Ted. I’m going to put you on speaker. There are some other folk here who need to hear what you’ve got to say.”
“Okay. Mac, you were right about that. We found some sort of drug in his system. It appears to be an opiate or related to an opiate. At least it tested positive on the opiate screen. I haven’t been able to identify it yet. It’s maybe some sort of drug we’ve never seen before. Weird, huh?”
“Not really,” I said. “It’s very possible it’s a brand-new drug that isn’t on the market yet. When will you be able to give me more information, Ted?”
“Give me a couple more days. Call me on Friday. If I find out anything sooner I’ll let you know.”
“Stop smoking, you moron.”
“What did you say? I can’t hear you, Mac.”
I hung up the phone, turned, and looked at everybody. “Charlie was on to them. He had some sort of drug in his system.”
“He either found out about it and wanted to see what it was, or someone forced it down him,” Laura said. “Remember what he said when he was dying—‘a big wallop, too much, then they got me.’ ”
Savich was scratching Grubster’s ears. “Or maybe lots of people around here want to try it and damn the side effects.”
“More likely he discovered something and that’s why he wanted to talk to me. But he didn’t think it was all that urgent.”
“He was wrong,” Laura said.
“Yes, the poor old man,” I said. “Now we know that they killed Charlie Duck. The drug in his system pretty well proves that. Damn, I wish I’d collared him that first day, but you know, I just thought he had some fishing stories to tell me. I was an idiot.”
“He did try to tell the doctor what had happened,” Laura said. “It’s too bad he couldn’t say more before he died.”

I picked up the phone again. “Just maybe he’s got some friends he still talks to in the Chicago Police Department.”
I identified myself to three indifferent people at the Chicago Police Department, in three different departments, including Internal Affairs, and finally ended up in Personnel, where I identified myself to yet another indifferent person. Finally, I got hold of Liz Taylor. She was a real charmer, no sarcasm, she really was.
“Nope,” she said cheerfully, first thing off the bat, “I’m no relation at all, so you don’t have to wonder. Now, you say you want to know about Charlie Duck?”
“Yes, please. I understand he was a detective with the CPD until about fifteen years ago?”
“Yeah, I remember Charlie well. He was a homicide detective, sharp as a tack. It’s funny, you know? Usually, the bosses want the old guys to retire just as soon as they can plunk a gold watch on their wrist and push them out the door. But not Charlie. Everybody wanted him to stay. I bet he could have continued here until he croaked, but he wanted to leave. I’ll never forget on his sixtieth birthday, he gave me a big kiss and said he was out of here, no more dealing with scum bags, no more weeping over plea bargains that let criminals back out on the streets faster than it took the cops to catch them. He didn’t want any more winters in Chicago, either. They aged his skin, he said. He was gone by the following week. Hey, who are you anyway? I know you’re FBI, but why do you want to know about Charlie?”
“Charlie’s dead,” I said. “He was murdered. I’m trying to find out who killed him and why.”
“Oh no,” Liz Taylor said. “Oh no. I got a Christmas card from him just this last December. Sweet, sweet old Charlie.” I heard her sniff.

“Tell me about him,” I said. “I heard he wasn’t exactly the trusting type.”
“That was Charlie,” Liz said, sniffing some more. “Some people didn’t like him, called him a snoop and a son of a bitch, and I guess he was. But he’d never hurt you if you hadn’t done anything wrong. He had the highest homicide clearance rate of any detective in the department. In fact, he still holds the record. Poor Charlie. I’ll tell you, nothing could stop him if he smelled something rotten.”
Not only had he been a detective, he’d been in homicide. He was smart and relentless. It had been a deadly mix for the old man.
“I need the names of friends he’s still close to in Chicago. Some other cops. Can you give me some names?”
“Wait. Is that what happened? He smelled something rotten? And that’s why someone killed him?”
“Probably,” I said. “Do you know of any family or friends he still kept up with? Maybe confided in?”
“No family left,” she said. “His wife died before he left the force. Breast cancer, poor woman. He went out west somewhere when he retired, to live with his parents, somewhere on the West Coast. In Oregon, right?”
“That’s right,” I said, my jaw nearly locked with impatience. “Liz, any friends?”
“Just a couple of older guys still on the force. But I don’t think they’ve spoken to him in years. I can ask around, see if any of the old guys have spoken to him recently.”
“Yeah,” I said, “I’d really appreciate that.” I thanked her profusely, gave her my phone number at the cottage, and hung up.

“Interesting,” Laura said. “Too bad she couldn’t give you anything.”
“She’s got to come up with something pretty quick,” Savich said, “or it’ll be too late.”
“Amen to that,” Sherlock said, turning to Savich.
I walked to Laura, lightly lifted her chin in my palm, and said, “Forget Cal Tarcher. Forget all those hundreds of other women.”
She laughed so hard I had to squeeze it out of her. She still thought I was funny.
 
At two o’clock, Laura and I were seated next to Savich and Sherlock in the League’s Christian Church on Greenwich Street, just off Fifth Avenue. There was a small park opposite the white brick church, and lots of parking space. The building itself looked strangely unchurchlike, I supposed because it was used by so many different religions.
I’d introduced Laura to everyone as a DEA agent I was currently working with, Savich and Sherlock as FBI agents who were here to help us look into things. What things? Who had tried to kill Laura? I’d been as vague as possible as I’d smiled into Alyssum Tarcher’s face with that news. It was an I’ll-get-you-later smile and I’d swear he knew exactly what I was thinking.
Charlie Duck held the place of honor in the nave of the church, his beautifully carved silver urn set in the center of a circular piece of glass balanced on top of a hand-carved rosewood pyramid at least five feet tall. I couldn’t tell how that round piece of smoky glass balanced on that pyramid point.
While we sat waiting for the service to begin, I gave them all a running commentary on the people I’d met.

Paul came in, but he didn’t sit down beside me. In fact, he didn’t even acknowledge me or Laura. He looked tired, his face gray, harsh shadows scored deeply beneath his eyes. More than that, he looked scared.
I looked around to see that every pew was filled. There were at least a hundred folk, a good two dozen more lining the back of the church. Everyone had left work and come here. All of a sudden conversation stopped.
Alyssum Tarcher, dressed in a black suit that quietly announced English bespoke, strode to the pulpit, which really wasn’t a pulpit, but rather a long, thick mahogany board set atop marble pillars. The interior of the church was all like that—a mixture of styles and materials, announcing all sorts of possibilities but nothing specific, like an onion dome or a menorah.
Alyssum Tarcher cleared his throat and raised his head. Sunlight poured through the high windows and flooded over him. The air was perfectly still. There wasn’t a sound.
He gave an almost imperceptible nod. Bagpipes sounded, low and raw and savagely beautiful. No one seemed surprised, evidently used to this. The pipes played a wrenchingly sad set of chords, then grew more distant, softer, leaving only echoes.
“Charles Edward Duck,” Alyssum Tarcher said in a rolling, powerful voice, “was a man who lived a full and rich life.”
I tuned him out, studying Paul’s face in profile. What was going on?
“He was a police detective in Chicago until he retired to Edgerton to live with his aging parents, now deceased, some sixteen years ago. We will miss him. He was one of us.”
I heard the scrape of bagpipes again, minor chords sliding into one another, then nothing. Alyssum Tarcher, the patriarch, returned to sit in the first row.
Elaine Tarcher rose next. She looked slim and well groomed and rich. Her dark suit was elegant, somber. She wore pearls. When she spoke, her voice was full and deep with emotion. “I first met Charlie Duck at our annual New Year’s Eve party back in the late-eighties. We were having the party that year at The Edwardian. Charlie played his guitar for all of us. Good-bye, Charlie.”
A dozen townsfolk followed, the first representing the Anglican Church. It was Rob Morrison. He spoke briefly of Charlie’s good nature, his acceptance of others, his tolerance.
Miss Geraldine, the leader of the town League, mayor of Edgerton, represented the Jewish religion. She spoke of Charlie’s lack of anger toward anyone, his gentleness.
It appeared that everyone had seen Charlie Duck differently.
The final speaker was Mother Marco, ninety-three, who owned the Union 76 station. She was small and frail, and her pink scalp showed through soft, sparse white hair. “I don’t represent any religion,” she said in a surprisingly strong voice. “Well, maybe you could say I represent old age and the brink of death. I feel older than the rocks on the shore below Edgerton.” The old lady grinned out at us all, showing big, very white false teeth. “And I’m proud of it. I knew Charlie Duck better than any of you. He was smart, was Charlie. He knew a bit about everything. He liked finding things out. If he didn’t understand something, he dug and dug until he found his answers. Because he was a police detective in Chicago, he didn’t have a high opinion of anybody. He wasn’t blind about people.”

Of all the speakers, I thought that old Mother Marco had hit Charlie right on.
Alyssum Tarcher walked to the wooden pyramid and picked up Charlie’s silver urn and held it over his head. “To Charlie,” he shouted. Everyone cheered, filed in behind Alyssum Tarcher, and marched out of the church.
“My, oh my,” Sherlock said.
“Some show,” Savich said.
I felt Laura’s fingers close around my hand. “I don’t want to go there,” she said. “To the cemetery. I don’t want to go.”
“No, we don’t have to. No one will expect us. After all, we are outsiders.” I saw Rob Morrison beside Maggie Sheffield, and I thought of Detective Castanga. Margaret was my wife at one time.
“Who the hell are you?”
“This is Cotter Tarcher, guys. He’s Alyssum’s only son.”
Cotter dismissed the two women and eyed Savich, his eyes dark and hot. Savich arched a dark eyebrow.
“Here we have the weakest link,” I whispered to Laura.
“I asked you a question, buddy. What are you doing here? You don’t belong here. Nobody invited you.”
“Actually, I did,” I said. I nodded toward both Sherlock and Savich, and showed Cotter that I was holding Laura’s hand. “They’re friends of mine.”
Cotter said, “None of you should be here.”
Savich smiled, a kick-ass smile that should have alerted Cotter but didn’t. Savich knew exactly what he was doing. He’d taken Cotter’s measure very quickly. “I enjoyed the performances, sport. Everyone who spoke was very talented. Why didn’t you speak? No religion? No talent?”

Cotter’s eyes flamed. He was quickly going beyond anger, to nearly out of control. What had happened to him? Cotter had a hair trigger and Savich had baited him well, but no one was more surprised than I was when Cotter took a swing at Savich. I didn’t move; I even felt a bit sorry for Cotter. As for Sherlock, she said, “Oh, no. You idiot,” but not in time.
Savich smoothly caught Cotter’s wrist and squeezed it back down to his side. Cotter tried a kick but didn’t make it. Savich grabbed Cotter’s leg just behind his knee and flipped him into the air. He released Cotter’s wrist only at the last minute before he landed on his back in a marigold bed, the move smoother than a twelve-year-old scotch.
Sherlock looked down at Cotter, her hands on her hips. “Why are you acting like an adolescent?”
“Get a grip on yourself,” Savich said. “Consider growing up.”
“None of you is worth a piece of shit. Big federal agents, that’s a laugh. You’ll never find out anything.” Cotter dragged himself out of the flower bed and stomped away.
“That man has real problems,” Laura said.
“He’s the local sociopath,” I said. “So he doesn’t think we’re going to find out anything, does he?” I watched him speak to Alyssum Tarcher, and the older man shook his head. “When I first met him I thought he was just an immature hothead. But after seeing him perform today, I wonder if he’s involved in all of this, his daddy’s right hand?”
“His father looks like an aristocrat, a sleek greyhound among a pack of mutts,” Sherlock said. “As for Cotter, he looks like a little bulldog.”
“I think Cal and Cotter are different,” Laura said. “Cal acts weird too, but Mac’s never called her a sociopath.”

“Hey,” I said. “I only calls ’em like I sees ’em. At the very least we know that Cal’s got great taste in men.”
I saw Alyssum Tarcher look back at me. His face was cold but his eyes were suddenly as hot as his son’s.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
It was just after five-thirty in the afternoon when Savich and I pulled into the driveway of 12 Liverpool Street. Paul was indeed at home. Actually, both his car and Maggie Sheffield’s sheriff’s car were side by side in the driveway. We heard them yelling at each other from the front porch and stopped a moment beside a hanging plant that looked a lot happier than I did. We stood quietly outside the front door, listening.
“You damned little worm,” we heard Maggie scream at the top of her lungs. “Don’t say or do anything like that again, Paul, or I’ll take your head off. Are you nuts? How long has Jilly been gone?”
“What do you know? You don’t know anything. You like to play at doing a man’s job, but you don’t do it well. But as a woman, Maggie, you really suck. Maybe this is the ideal job for you. What are you, a dyke?”
We heard a crash. I sighed, opened the door, walked into the small foyer, and looked to the right, into the living room. There I saw Maggie straddling Paul, who was lying flat on his back in his black-and-white living room. She had him by the neck, his head pressed against the floor.
Savich calmly walked over to her, grabbed her under her arms, and pulled her straight up. She turned on him, fists raised. He held her up by her armpits and said in that deep, smooth voice of his, “Not smart. Don’t do it.”
“Enough, both of you,” I said, and gave Paul a hand up. “Now, what’s this all about? We could hear you screaming at each other from the front porch.”
“He’s a stupid prick,” Maggie said. “Let me down, you jock. I’m the sheriff. I’ll arrest you.”
“I’m not a jock, ma’am. I’m a Special Agent, Dillon Savich, FBI.”
“Oh,” she said, and immediately went still. “I’m sorry. You’re here for Mac, aren’t you? I saw you at Charlie Duck’s funeral but I was late and didn’t have a chance to meet you.”
“That’s right. Can I put you down now?”
“Please do. I won’t hurt that little wimp.” She looked over at Paul like she wanted to spit on him.
“Paul,” I said, “go sit down. We need to talk. Maggie, you sit over in that chair. Either of you makes a move toward the other and Savich or I will flatten you. Well, Savich will for sure. My ribs are a bit on the sore side. Got it?”
“I’m the sheriff,” Maggie said, tucking her blouse back in. “I’ll do whatever the hell I want to.”
“Fine,” Savich said. “That’s the spirit. What we’d really like is for you to sit down and tell us if you’ve heard anything about Mac’s sister.”
“Not a blessed thing,” Maggie said, looking over at Paul. “I even spoke to Minton this morning, not something I was crazy about doing, but he didn’t have anything new, just sputtered and whined about not knowing what you and Ms. Scott are up to. I told him that if it had been any of his business, you would have told him.” She smiled. “He called me a bitch. Made my day. I’m leaving now. If I stay in the room any longer with this jackass, I’ll lose it. Call me if you find out anything, Mac.” She nodded. “Agent Savich, thank you for your generous help. I’m sure you’ll let me know if you need anything.”
“Wait a minute, Maggie, I’ll walk you out,” I said.
“He’s a pathetic jerk,” Maggie said in my direction as we walked out of the house.
“What did he say this time to make you blow up?”
“You won’t believe it, Mac. He tried to get in my pants. Well, to get under my uniform so he could find my pants. The little jerk. It took me a while to get him off me, so I could beat the crap out of him.”
“Why would he do that?”
“God knows. I’ve always thought he was weird.”
“Okay, Maggie. We’ll keep in touch.”
I waited until she drove off, waving at me. When I came back into the living room, Savich was waiting. “All right, Paul,” he said as I came in, “tell us about the drug you’ve developed.”
“Yes. We’re real interested in that, Paul.”
Paul just sat there, staring down at his hands that were clasped between his legs. “I don’t have a damned thing to tell either of you. Go away.”
“No, we’re not going anywhere until you tell us about it.”
Paul looked as if he wanted to fold in on himself. Again, I thought he looked scared. “Talk,” I said.
He walked around the room a couple of times, pausing in front of one of the stark modern paintings. We waited until finally he turned back to us and said, “It’s all experimental, Mac. It’s doubtful anything will come of it, truth be told. You know the odds against developing successful drugs these days. The business of pharmaceutical research is astronomically expensive, demands incredible numbers of man-hours and highly specialized computer programs. And then there’s the FDA to contend with.”
He paused a moment and pulled at a loose thread on his tweed jacket. “I wanted to continue along a certain line of research. The people at VioTech deemed it too expensive to continue the research, not enough projected payback even if the drug could be perfected, and so they canceled it. They wanted Jilly and me to go into AIDS research. Our interests just don’t lie there. When Alyssum Tarcher offered to finance us, we took him up on it.”
“What exactly is the drug, Paul?” I asked.
“It’s a memory drug, nothing more than that.”
“I don’t know what you mean by a memory drug,” Savich said. “We know so little about the mind, about how memory even works. What does it do to the memory?”
“It’s meant to take away the physical responses to bad memories when they surface. You see, the drug seems to be activated when there are sudden physical manifestations of distress—heightened adrenaline levels, rapid heartbeat, dilated pupils—things like that. Its purpose is to shut down the power of the memory by reducing the physical distress and substituting a sense of well-being.
“The benefits might be enormous in treating someone who has lived through something terrible, for example, soldiers surviving battles, or physical or sexual abuse as a child. Once the emotional baggage of the memory is dissipated, so is its physiological power.”
I sat forward on the sofa, my hands clasped between my knees. Finally he was talking. I had to keep him going. “The physical reactions you’re describing, Paul, aren’t just prompted by a bad memory. They can happen with a whole lot of things, like fear, excitement, tension.”
“True enough, but you see, the drug is meant to be given in a controlled setting in which the memory is repeatedly triggered. So the drug is focused.”
“It sounds incredible,” Savich said slowly. “But how can you continue research by yourself, in a home laboratory?”
“I was very close to success when I left VioTech, although none of the decision makers at VioTech agreed. It’s just a matter of fine-tuning some of the drug’s side chains.”
“Would the drug be addictive?” I asked.
“Oh no,” Paul said, shaking his head. “Oh no.”
“What about military uses?” Savich asked. “After all, if you can lessen all the physical manifestations of distress, why, then you could give your soldiers a shot and produce a battalion of heroes.”
“No, I won’t ever have anything to do with the military.”
Paul looked incredibly tired, his voice flat, as if he simply didn’t care about anything anymore.
“When I asked you about this before,” I said, “you just laughed it off as a fountain of youth drug. This is something else entirely.”
“It doesn’t matter. None of this has anything to do with Jilly’s disappearance. It doesn’t have anything to do with anything at all. Go away, Mac. I don’t want to talk to either of you anymore. Please leave now.”
“Oh?” I asked, an eyebrow up. “You just want to attack women who happen to wander into your house?”
“Maggie told you about it all wrong. She was coming on to me and when I decided to do something about it, she turned on me. A man gets horny, you know that. Maggie’s nothing but a tease, Mac.”
“Tell me where Jilly is, Paul.”
“I don’t know. If I did, I’d be with her.”
“Look, Paul,” I continued after a moment, “it’s time to drop the pretense. Laura told me she’s DEA, that she was undercover. They know about this drug. They know about Molinas. There were then two attempts on Laura’s life after Jilly disappeared. Who ordered them, Paul? You? Tarcher? This arch criminal, Del Cabrizo? Tell us how Tarcher’s involved. Tell us about John Molinas.”
“I don’t have to talk to you, and I want you to go away, both of you.” With those words, Paul got up and walked out of the living room.
I went after him. When he heard me coming, he broke into a run, took the stairs three at a time. By the time I caught up to him, he was locked in his laboratory. Jesus, I thought, this was nuts. It was a steel-reinforced door. I didn’t have a prayer of breaking it open. I told him to let me in, pleaded with him to tell me what was going on before they came in with a search warrant, but he remained completely silent.
After ten minutes, I felt Savich touch my arm. “Let’s go,” he said. “We need to regroup. Maybe it’s time for Laura to call her boss at the DEA and let them take over. A search warrant doesn’t sound like such a bad idea. They can haul both him and Tarcher in and interrogate them big time. Jesus, I’m tired. That late flight is catching up with me.”
“Maybe you and Sherlock can rest a little when we get back to the cottage.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN
Laura and I held hands while we watched the sun sink into the ocean. The evening was mild with only a light breeze coming off the ocean. We walked along the cliffs, stopping every couple of steps to talk or kiss.
“You’re right,” she said, her arms clasped tightly around my back.
“About what this time?” I kissed her silly before she managed to pull back.
“We’ve talked to almost everyone today. You baited Tarcher. You went after Paul and he’s locked himself up. It’s hard to know how to make any more progress. Unless you’ve got a better idea, maybe it’s time to call my boss and let the DEA come on out and kick butt.”
Savich agreed with her. I agreed with her. But what hit me full in the gut in that moment was that I had met Laura less than a week before. Yet I knew she was honorable and, I’d wager, as loyal as a tick. After less than a week, I knew I didn’t want to let her get away from me.
I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was wearing Nike running shoes, tight jeans, and a long, loose white shirt. She’d pulled up her long hair and fastened it with a banana clip. She wore a bit of coral lipstick and no other makeup. I’d nearly kissed all of it off. I looked at her mouth and decided it was my duty to get the rest of it. I closed my hand over her forearm and pulled her to a stop. We looked out over the ocean, following the flight of several seagulls that were cruising for dinner in the water below. It was quiet and peaceful, tastes of salt blowing in the wind.
“Let’s sit down,” I said. We found a trio of rocks leaning into one another, back about fifteen feet from the cliffs.
“Talk to me,” I said.
“You want me to tell you how sexy you look?”
“Yeah, but it can wait a minute. Tell me about yourself, Laura.”
“Nothing wild in my youth, Mac. Actually, I had a pretty normal life growing up in Tacoma, Washington. My mom and dad were close to me and my older brother.
“I played the clarinet growing up. I had great technique but my tone wasn’t very good. I could never be first chair because of that.”
“You couldn’t play those sweet solos, huh?”
“Only once in junior high. I was a pretty sight, my mom said, but my clarinet wasn’t a pretty sound. I went to Boston College, dropped the clarinet—no loss to the music world—and got a degree in psychology. I always knew I wanted to be a cop. I love my job, Mac. My older brother, Alan, is a homicide detective in Seattle. My dad was a cop. He’s dead now. My mom lives near my brother and his family in Seattle.”
I noticed how the wind, stiffer now than just five minutes before, lifted some stray hair and blew it across her face. I watched the fading daylight shadow-play across her face.
In that instant, a bullet struck the rock not an inch from her hand, spewing out sharp shards. She looked at me blankly as I grabbed her and hurled her to the ground, rolling back behind those rocks. Not much cover, but it was all we had.
Two more shots rang out, one striking the rocky ground and flinging out clumps of dirt and shards of stone, and the other probably high and wide. I grabbed Laura’s head and flattened her face against the ground. I had all of her covered with my body, I hoped.
I leaned close to her ear. “Damn, we’re about twenty feet from the cottage and there’s not even a stump for cover.”
There was another shot, this one thudding solidly into the ground beside us. I pulled her back farther under me.
I looked back at the cottage, beyond that huge expanse of naked ground, and saw the front door slowly open. “Sherlock, Savich,” I shouted. “Keep inside. Call the cops.”
I saw a good half-dozen bullets slam into the cottage. Those shots came from my right, near the cliff. I squirmed around, pulled my SIG Sauer, rose up on my elbow, and fired off six rounds in that direction. I heard a yell.
I smiled. “Maybe I got one of the bastards. Now they know we’re armed, they won’t take the chance of rushing us. They might have heard me yell for Sherlock and Savich to call for the backup. Just hold tight, Laura. Think of me as your Kevlar vest.”
Her face was covered with dirt. She spit some out. “Damn, that was close. This is incredible, Mac. Who are these people coming after federal agents? What good does this do them?”
I was lying only half on top of her now. Three more shots sounded, these toward the cottage. I wasn’t surprised to hear return fire from the cottage, fast, an entire clip in a matter of seconds. I knew I wasn’t mistaken—there was a shout of pain. Sherlock or Savich had hit one of them. How many were there?
There was silence now. Even the seagulls were quiet. Laura began to squirm away. “No,” I said, grabbing her shoulder. “Don’t move, not yet. Wait a few more minutes.”
I yelled, “Savich, did you get through?”
He yelled back, “The cops should be here in three minutes, no more.” But there was something about his voice I didn’t like, something that didn’t sound right.
“Those guys must have thought they’d died and gone to heaven when you and I came trooping out here.”
I looked up at the sky. We had another fifteen minutes of daylight. Laura and I had three rocks for cover. A piece of cake.
She twisted about to get more comfortable, lying fully beneath me now, and said, “How many are there?”
“I don’t know. At least three. Two of them may be hit. Now we wait for Sherlock and Savich. It shouldn’t be long.”
We waited stiff and silent for two more minutes. Laura spit out some more dirt.
The door to the cottage opened. I heard Savich yell, “Come on in, Mac. Run!”
We ran hunkered over, zigzagging over the ground as we’d been trained to do, Sherlock and Savich covering us. They fired off another clip each, fanning the area behind us. There were three or four stray shots that didn’t come near us, several more that struck the cottage, then silence again.
I literally threw Laura through the door, turned and fired as Sherlock and Savich eased back into the cottage. I slammed the door, crouched to the floor, and turned to see both women laughing.
“Well done, you two,” Laura said, her arms around Sherlock. “You really saved our hides.”
Well, I thought, staring at the women, everyone reacts differently to being shot at. I checked out the other narrow window that looked toward the cliffs. Nothing. I pulled the curtain tightly over the window. Savich nodded. “All clear from here.” He was staring from his wife to Laura. Laura’s face was dirty, her hair hanging in tangles. Sherlock was grinning at her like a loon.
“You’ve got a clot of dirt in your ear,” Sherlock said and picked it out.
“So who did you call, Savich?” I said.
He pulled the curtain back into place. “They cut the phone lines, Mac. It’s just us in this little box of Cracker Jacks.”
“Damn,” I said. “These guys are good.” I got to my feet and went into the kitchen to check the back of the house. I brought the two beers left in the refrigerator back into the living room. I looked from Laura to Sherlock, knew there was no hope for it, and pulled a quarter out of my pocket. “Call it in the air, Sherlock,” I said.
So much for fairness. They started on the beers without the slightest guilt.
“They’ve got balls,” Savich said, looking up from cleaning his gun by the window. “They can’t shoot worth a shit, but they’re serious about this.”

“Please tell me our rental car has a cell phone, Dillon,” Sherlock said.
“I’d tell you so if it were true,” Savich said.
“This is very depressing,” Sherlock said. “I wish I hadn’t finished my beer off so fast.”
I checked the dead bolt again and shifted the chair more firmly beneath the knob. “When it’s dark we’ve got to try to get out of here.”
“It’s dark enough,” Laura said. “We’ll all go right now. Let’s try to make it to your car, Mac. We can get the hell out of Dodge.” I saw she was chewing on her bottom lip, looking toward Savich, who’d been silent. He said finally, “I agree. It’s been nearly a half hour that we haven’t heard a thing. If they wanted to kill us, they’d still be shooting. Yeah, why not try to get out of here?”
I opened the front door very quietly. I waited, then eased outside, looking toward the cliffs, sweeping my SIG Sauer slowly around in a wide arc. There was a big moon floating over the water, but roiling dark tattered clouds kept sliding in front of it. The night was blessedly dark. I waited until the moon was covered, then ran low to the Taurus, Savich, Sherlock, and Laura on my heels.
Both women were in, down on the floor of the backseat, Savich in the passenger seat as I turned the key in the ignition. Nothing. I tried again, then stopped. “Somebody disabled the car,” I said.
“They must have been very quiet about it,” Savich said. “Let’s get back inside. I’ll cover you.”
No one tried to shoot us on our mad run back.
Once the four of us were back inside the cottage, the front door closed and locked, Savich said, “This is interesting. We’re in America and we’re as effectively cut off from help as you were, Mac, in North Africa.” I remembered that day when I thought my ticket was punched. There’d been help there though.
Laura shook her head, her face drawn. “This should have been just me. It doesn’t matter that you’re cops too, this wasn’t your assignment. You’re innocent bystanders. I’m sorry you got tossed into the middle.”
“I made the decision with you,” I said. “It’s Sherlock and Savich who are the innocent bystanders.”
“Shove it, Mac,” Savich said.
“Coffee,” Sherlock said. “We might as well start making some. We’re just going to have to wait for the sheriff. You do think she’s coming to check on us, don’t you?”
“I don’t think they’re going to let us just sit here and snooze all night, Sherlock,” Savich said. “They’re going to come for us.”
“Interesting how they got off at least a dozen shots at us, Laura, and missed. Don’t you think that’s strange?”
“They don’t want us dead for some reason?” Savich said, a dark eyebrow hoisted up an inch.
“Maybe not,” I said.
In the next instant, all three windows across the front of the cottage imploded, spewing in shattered glass, tattered bits of curtains, and heavy metal canisters that struck the floor and rolled. They made loud popping noises and gushed out smoke. The smoke was something caustic, bitter, something that burned the very air, something that burned the breath in your mouth.
There was no time. I looked at Laura, who was staring down at one of those small egg-shaped gray cylinders that was releasing a steady stream of the pale blue smoke not six feet away from her.
“It’s ice acid,” she said. “I’m sorry, guys. I’m very, very sorry.”
I wanted to tell her it wasn’t her fault. I opened my mouth, inhaled some of the ice acid, and thought my tongue would burn off. I wanted to yell with the pain, but my throat was burned closed. I was shutting down and it was the strangest feeling. I was beginning to feel cold, my mouth was numb, my teeth chattering. That’s why they called it ice acid. It did that to you before it laid you flat.
Before I closed my eyes, I saw Savich holding Sherlock tightly against him, his head against the top of hers. Laura was on her side on the floor, her legs drawn up. She wasn’t moving. I tried to get to her. Then I couldn’t see her. My eyes were freezing shut, tears seeping out, ice cold on my cheeks. I wanted to tell Savich that we had to get out of here.
Then I didn’t feel a thing.




CHAPTER TWENTY
I knew I was awake because I heard myself moaning. But there wasn’t any pain. Laura was calling my name, over and over. “Mac, don’t do this. Please, please, Mac, stop. Wake up!”
I opened my eyes and stared down into Laura’s face. “Oh God, you’re awake. Mac, you’ve got to stop.”
For a moment I didn’t know what she was talking about. Stop what? “Mac, please, get away. Stop it, Mac.”
No, I wasn’t feeling any pain, but what I was feeling was harsh and real. It was shattering me. I didn’t understand it.
“Mac, wake up!”
I was on top of her. She was naked and I was naked as well and between her legs. I was poised to come into her. I felt such overwhelming lust, I didn’t think I could stop.
“Laura, my God, Laura.”
“Mac, stop!”
“Oh, God, I don’t think I can.” I was panting, trying to slow the movement of my body. The urge to come into her was killing me. I locked my muscles and yelled. I wasn’t going to rape her. I wasn’t. The need to do just that was beyond what I could understand. It was pushing me, driving me, and I yelled again, trying to get hold, to get my mind, my will, back. I could feel her flesh against me and I didn’t think I could hold back.
I looked down at her, saw she was crying, tears rolling down her cheeks.
“NO!” I yelled, my head thrown back.
I jerked myself off her, falling beside her on the wooden floor. I lay there panting, cursing, feeling the urge to come inside her pounding through my body.
“Mac.”
Her voice seemed a long way away, but I knew she was lying beside me.
“Are you all right?”
There wasn’t any more fear in her voice, just relief. I turned onto my side to face her. She was looking at me, and she was smiling. It was then I saw that her hands were tied over her head, her legs open and tied at the ankles. She was helpless. I wasn’t. I wasn’t quite naked. I still had on my running shoes and shirt.
I took deep breaths, over and over, just kept sucking in air and blowing out, trying desperately to clear my mind.
I reached out my hand to touch her, then pulled it back. I wasn’t strong enough yet.
Tears were still on her cheeks. I couldn’t bear it. I touched her then, wiping the tears away with my fingers. “I’m so sorry, Laura. What happened?”
“They drugged us.”
I made the mistake of looking down her body. I gritted my teeth and rolled away. I was still hard. I jumped to my feet, grabbed my clothes off the floor, and quickly pulled my shorts and pants on.

I felt more normal now that I was dressed. Fight it, I said to myself over and over. Just fight it.
I came down on my knees beside her. Her legs were wide apart, her ankles tied to small rings fastened in the floor.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “God, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize, didn’t know—”
“You weren’t the one who tied me down, Mac. I’m all right. You managed to stop.”
My hands were shaking. It took awhile for me to untie the knots around her wrists and ankles. Slowly, she pulled her legs together and sat up. She was rubbing her wrists. “Thank you, Mac.”
“Where are your clothes?”
“I don’t know.”
I stripped off my shirt and handed it to her. As I watched her pull it on and fasten the buttons, my mind started to feel heavy and dull. The urge to have her was receding now. I could control it.
She rose and walked to the narrow bed in the corner of the small room we were in. My shirt came down to her thighs. She sat on the side of the bed, rubbing her wrists.
I sat beside her. I wasn’t about to touch her. I was afraid that if I did, I’d lose it again. “Tell me what happened. Where are we?”
“I don’t speak Spanish so I don’t know what they were saying.
“You were awake but still very groggy. I watched them inject you.” She shuddered.
I pulled her against me, holding her tightly. “We beat them,” I said as I rubbed her back, “we’re both all right.”
She said against my shoulder, “I think it was all a game to them. They wanted to have some fun. They took my clothes and tied me down. Then they set you on me like a stallion over a mare. They put your face between my legs. When they pulled you back, they were laughing. Then one of the men, probably the leader, said something and they left us alone.” She was silent again. I kissed her hair, kept rubbing her back. “It’s all right,” I said.
“Only because you came out of it enough to see what you were doing. I didn’t think you’d be able to stop, Mac. Oh God, it was awful.”
She’d been tied down, naked, helpless. I closed my eyes a moment against the enormity of it. If I hadn’t been able to stop myself, then— “They wanted me to rape you?”
“Apparently. Funny thing, knowing it was you but that you weren’t really there made it worse. You weren’t my Mac. You were a stranger who didn’t care who I was. You had my scent, knew I was female, and that was enough. That drug was in control.”
“The drug,” I said slowly. “Remember you told me the drug had some effect on sex?”
“Yes. This had to be it, what we’ve been looking for. They used it on you to see what it would do to you.”
I wanted to kill them. They’d treated us like animals. We’d been used for sport to see what the damned drug would do.
“They probably gave you a lot more than one would inject for a sex high.”
“That figures. I didn’t really feel like I was having the time of my life.”
I felt her smile against my shoulder. I squeezed her. “Did they hurt you?”
“Not that I can tell. I don’t know how long we’ve been out. But they brought me out of it with smelling salts. They wanted me fully awake when they set you on me. God, Mac, it was awful. I couldn’t do anything and you were gone. Then I saw you come back, just a bit, and that’s when I talked to you until finally you got control back.”
“Do you know where we are?”
“No. I’ve just been clearheaded for about an hour. It’s night, I do know that much. My watch says it’s just a bit after ten.”
There were no windows in the small room. It was nearly square, not more than twelve by twelve. There was just the one single bed, an ancient rag rug beside it, and a toilet and sink in the far corner.
“It was about eight at night when they threw the ice acid into the cottage,” I said.
“So how much time has passed? Hours? A day? I don’t know, Mac. But I’ll tell you one thing. Right now if I had my gun, I swear I’d blow off the head of the first man who came through the door. I just can’t believe what they did. And they laughed about it.”
“How many?”
“There were three men, then the man I think was their leader came in and made them leave.” She paused a moment, then added, “They were all speaking Spanish. I doubt we’re still in Oregon.”
“Mexico, maybe,” I said.
“Could be,” she agreed. “Or Colombia. Remember the DEA agent who was tortured and murdered in Mexico some years ago? And nothing at all happened?”
I held her away from me. “Listen up, Laura. Don’t think like that. It does no good. You haven’t seen Sherlock or Savich?”
She shook her head. “When I woke up, I was alone. When they brought me here to this room, it was empty. I don’t know where they were keeping you, but two of the men half-dragged you in here. It was like you were in a stupor. They tossed you on that bed and injected you. Five minutes later they put you on me. They’re animals.”
“I wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t gotten control? The way I felt, I would have kept at it until I was dead or the drug finally wore off. Maybe that’s what they wanted to see. I wonder if they were laying bets.”
She pulled back. “But you stopped yourself, Mac.”
I kissed her mouth. I smoothed back her hair, lightly ran my thumb over her eyebrows. “I finally realized it was you. I love you, Laura. I couldn’t have hurt you.”
“Well then, let’s take care of this mess and then get married. Can we do that, Mac?”
I couldn’t believe it had taken me until I was twenty-nine years old to find this woman. I kissed the tip of her nose. “In exactly that order.”
I looked over to the small rings screwed into the wooden floor. Had they done this before? Brought in some women and taken turns, enjoying the hell out of it? The drug was something. I was still hard.
I looked at Laura again. Her hair was curtaining her face, hanging long and loose, real shiny. I couldn’t believe it. “They combed your hair?”
“Yes,” she said, not looking at me. “More than that even. They bathed me, washed my hair, and sprayed some perfume on me. They let two women do this while they watched. Neither of the women spoke any English. Then they brought me to this room. I got the feeling that they’ve done this before with other women.”
I pulled her close again, and this time I really smelled the musk on her. I felt a wave of lust. It wasn’t overpowering, but I didn’t want to test myself. “I’m thirsty,” I said. Just having a bit of distance between us made it easier. I walked to the sink. It was as ancient as the rug by the bed, cracked and rusted. But the water was cool enough and clear. I washed my face. Laura’s scent was gone. The heavy feeling in my brain was easing. I could think more than one thought at a time now, glean more than one impression. But my only thought was that I wanted to kill them. I couldn’t seem to get beyond that and I knew I had to. We had to get out of here.
Laura stood up. “Did you walk away because the drug hit you again?”
“Yeah, but it’s better now. Don’t worry about me.” Then I shook my head and said, “No, forget that. If I start looking at you funny, or talking funny, anything that isn’t right, you get away from me, fast. If you can’t, knock me silly. Protect yourself. All right?”
She studied my face for a long time, then nodded. When she walked toward me, I took an outside route back to the bed. I said while she was cupping water in her hands, “We’ve got to figure out how to get out of this bloody room.”
We both looked at the one door, no windows.
“Do you think they’ll feed us?” I was starving, my stomach nearly beyond the growling stage, but that wasn’t the point. “If they bring us food, we’ll have a chance to get out of here.”
They fed us, not ten minutes later. The door simply unlocked, very quickly, and a young boy carrying two big plates in his skinny arms walked in. Behind him stood another man holding an AK-47 at the ready. He didn’t come into the room, just stood there in the doorway, aiming his weapon at my belly, watchful and ready.

I don’t even think I heard them close and lock the door. My eyes were on the food. There were stacks of soft tortillas and beans, strips of beef, and thick pepper-and-onion-filled potatoes. I was so hungry it tasted as good as anything I’d ever eaten.
They left a large pitcher of cold water. We drank the whole thing since the peppers were hotter than pitch. There wasn’t a bit of food left. Laura looked down at the empty plates and said, “I hope we don’t get sick from stuffing ourselves.”
“Not a pretty thought,” I said, remembering the Montezuma’s revenge that had me dehydrated and ten pounds lighter a couple of years before when I’d been fishing off Cozumel. “One guy with an AK-47. I think we should move over by the door so that if he comes alone again, we’ll have a chance at the guy with the gun.”
Laura nodded. “There’s only this one skinny pillow and the blanket. I’ll mold them under the sheet. Maybe for an instant they’ll think we’re on the bed, asleep.”
We did that and stood back to look at our handiwork. “Not very good,” I said, “but hopefully it’ll work. Which side of the door would you like?”
I ended up on the side of the lock, Laura behind the door. She’d taken off the heavy porcelain toilet lid and held it against her chest.
“They must know that we won’t be sitting here idle,” she said. “They’ll expect us to try something. It’s even possible that they’re watching us even now.”
I’d thought the same thing. I got up and went over that small room, inch by inch. I didn’t see anything that remotely resembled a camera lens or a peephole. I sat back down. “I sure to God hope that Sherlock and Savich are all right.”

“Maybe Sherlock’s sitting by the door as we speak, a toilet lid hugged to her chest.”
We waited. For a very long time. We slept. We awoke early the next morning. My watch read about 6:30 A.M.
We took turns using the toilet and washing up. At exactly seven o’clock, we heard them coming.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
A key turned in the lock. The door slowly opened. But no one said a word, no one moved in. A canister of gas rolled through the doorway. I jumped to my feet, grabbed the thing up, and threw it in the toilet. I flushed it. Smoke gushed out of the bowl. I slammed down the toilet seat. Thankfully it contained most of the smoke. I’d inhaled only a bit. I didn’t feel a thing.
I heard a man laugh. I turned to look at the two men who stood watching me from the doorway.
“¡Así se hace!” one of them said. He had a deep bass voice. He was a short, wiry, dark man, dressed in army fatigues, like his partner. He said in strongly accented English this time, “Sí, that was well done. We knew you would be waiting for us. And now you have finished. Move.” He waved the AK-47 toward me. “The woman is still sleeping? You wore her out, eh?”
I took a step, watching the men. The man with the bass voice raised his weapon, but he didn’t say anything more because Laura rose up, whipped around the side of the door, and smashed him in the face with the porcelain toilet lid.
The other man leaped through the doorway, his eyes on Laura, his AK-47 up, ready to fire.
I yelled and ran straight at him. He whipped the gun around, only to moan and fall hard to the floor when Laura hit him hard on his temple with the porcelain toilet lid.
The first man tried to struggle up. Laura calmly leaned over and smashed him hard again with the toilet lid. Then she kicked both of them hard in the ribs.
“Close the door quick,” I said. I grabbed the larger man under his arms and began dragging him inside the room. Laura grabbed the other guy.
I picked up one of the AK-47s and looked out the door. There was a long narrow corridor on either side of the room. No one else was in sight.
“We need their clothes,” I said.
Five minutes later, we were buttoning our camouflage pants and lacing up our combat boots. Laura had ripped the sleeves off my white shirt to stuff in the toes of her boots. She stamped her feet a couple of times and smiled at me. “Good fit now. I’m glad one of the men was bigger. The fatigues nearly fit you.”
It took us longer to tie up the men. Laura stripped them both to their skin and tied one of each of their legs to the rings in the floor where she’d been shackled. She rose and dusted her hands and looked at me.
“Okay, let’s get out of here. Savich and Sherlock have got to be somewhere close by.”
We locked the door and turned to the left, for no other reason than I am left-handed and that was the way I’d turned first. We each had a full magazine in the AK-47s and another magazine from each man’s belt.

I was armed and dangerous, feeling more pissed than prudent. Laura had tucked her hair up beneath the army camouflage cap. From a distance of ten feet, I guess she could pass for a man for at least a few seconds.
“The stupid goons,” she whispered, “dressed up like army militia.”
“Don’t complain. It might help us if we get out of here.” My boots were hurting my feet already. I was going to get blisters.
We heard booted feet tramping toward us. There was a door on our right, the third one along this side of the corridor. I opened it as quietly as I could and we slipped inside. We listened. Then we heard a noise, just the clearing of a throat.
Both of us whipped around to see an old man sitting at a small table in the corner, tucked away in shadows, just beneath a narrow, high window, eating a bowl of soup. He was bald and his face was scored with lines, the color of brown leather. He had a long dirty-gray beard. He was wearing an old dark brown wool robe, a rope tied around his waist.
He was staring at us, a tortilla halfway to his mouth. I whispered in Spanish for him not to move, “Quédate, Father. Don’t even twitch your beard.”
I looked up at Laura. She was standing pressed to the door, still listening, her fingers pressed against her lips for quiet. The boots marched by. No one stopped. The priest didn’t move.
“Who are you?” he asked me in Spanish in a deep and ancient voice.
“We’re American federal agents. They drugged us and brought us here as prisoners. They’re going to kill us if they get ahold of us again. We’re trying to get away. Are you a prisoner too, Father?”

He shook his head. “No, I come to the compound once a week to minister to all the people. When I arrive, one of the women gives me breakfast.” His words rolled into one another, nearly slurring. It was hard for me to understand him. But I understood enough.
“What day is it?”
He had to repeat it twice before I understood. Thursday. We’d lost a day.
“Where are we, Father?”
He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “You’re just outside of Dos Brazos.”
More boots were marching this way. They were slowing. We were trapped. The one narrow window wouldn’t let a skinny kid through it. The old man looked at us, then said slowly, “There’s no more time. Both of you, get under the bed, quickly. I will deal with the men.”
If he betrayed us, we had less of a chance pinned under the narrow sagging bed in the far corner. We had no choice. Laura and I scooted under it. At least the stringy blanket fell over the bed nearly to the floor. We fit, barely. I was nearly lying on the AK-47, Laura pressed against my back, her weapon pressed against my spine.
The door opened, no knock. I saw at least three pairs of boots. I heard a man with a shrill voice say in Spanish, “Father, have you been here long?”
“Sí. I am still eating my breakfast.”
“You haven’t heard anything, no people, no running?”
“Just you, señor, and your men. ¿Qué haces? What is the matter? Is there a fire?”
“Oh no, nothing like that. Some people—a man and a woman—we were holding them for the policía. They’ve gotten away. Don’t worry, Father. We’ll find them.”
The priest didn’t say anything. Was he giving them a sign? No. The men turned and marched back out the door. Then, suddenly, one of them said, “Father Orlando, the woman Hestia told me that her son is in great pain. She wants you to see him now. Can you come? My men will escort you to keep you safe from the foreign man and woman.”
“I will come,” said the priest. He was wearing old Birkenstock sandals, no socks. His feet were as worn and scarred as a tree trunk.
The door finally closed. We slowly moved out from under the bed.
“That was close,” Laura said, wiping herself down. I stared toward the small table. There were three soft tortillas just lying there. I was still hungry. I grabbed them up, rolled them, gave Laura a big bite, and stuffed the rest in my mouth.
“I’m starting to feel human again.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
We were in some sort of old wooden barracks that turned and twisted about like a rabbit warren. The first two rooms we looked into were empty, but in the third one there was a man sleeping in a lower bunk, his back to us. He didn’t stir. We quietly closed the door and kept looking. Savich and Sherlock had to be in one of these rooms.
We eased out into the corridor again. We came to a corner, and I motioned Laura to stay back while I went down on my haunches and took a quick look. I nearly lost my tortillas I was so startled. Not fifteen feet from me were at least ten men of all ages, dressed in fatigues and combat boots, all at stiff attention, their weapons held against their shoulders, their backs to me. They were silent, not a single twitch. I couldn’t even hear them breathe.
An older man, in his early fifties, stood in front of them. He wore civilian clothes, a white linen shirt open at the neck, tan slacks, and Italian loafers. He was perfectly bald. It looked like he shaved his head for effect. He was a large man, nearly as tall as me, and solid with muscle. He was carrying a white lab coat over his arm. He was speaking quickly in Spanish. I understood most of it. I slowly eased back as he said, “. . . we must find the man and the woman. They are dangerous American agents here to destroy us. If you see them, you must not kill them. That is forbidden.”
I whispered to Laura, “A dozen soldiers ahead. The man who called the others off us, was he really big, muscular, and bald?”
“No, it was another man.”
“This one seems to be the boss. He’s giving them orders about us. He doesn’t want us killed. I suppose that’s good news. Oh yeah, he’s a sharp dresser.”
“Let’s get out of here.” We came quickly to the other end of the long corridor, to a big double door. I tried the shiny brass doorknob.
It turned easily and silently. I went in low and swung around, fanning the room with my weapon. It was a very fancy office at first sight, with lots of gold-trimmed antique furnishings and several incredible Persian carpets. It wasn’t much of an office. There wasn’t a telephone or a fax or a computer, nothing to use to get help.
We eased inside and closed the door. I turned the lock. “El jefe’s office,” I said. “The boss of this place. Probably it’s the bald guy out there with the soldiers. I wonder who the hell he is. Damn, I don’t even see a phone. They must communicate by radio.”
Laura was already behind the huge Louis XIV desk, going through the papers. Behind her was a large glass window looking out over a small walled-in, English-type garden filled with tropical flowers and plants. “Damn, it’s all in Spanish and I can’t read it,” she said. “Quick, come here, Mac.”
Someone tried to turn the handle on the door.

I heard shouts. More pounding. A gun butt smashed against one of the doors, then another. The expensive wood splintered.
No time. I prayed and grabbed Laura’s left hand. We took a running start, crossed our arms in front of our faces, and crashed through the huge glass window behind the Louis XIV desk.
We thankfully landed on grass, rolled, and came up instantly into a run. We were in a private flower garden, perfectly manicured and maintained, and I, who loved flowers, didn’t give a shit.
Ain’t nothing easy, I thought, as I smashed the butt of my weapon against a small gate in the far corner of the garden. The aging wood splintered and fell outward. We were out of the compound, only to stop cold. There was absolutely nothing in front of us except jungle and a three- or four-foot-wide moat of sorts, probably to keep the jungle from encroaching into the compound every few days. It was filled with brackish water that looked like it could kill anything that even got close to it.
I took her hand again, and we jumped the moat. We heard shouting behind us. Guns were fired over our heads. Good, they hadn’t forgotten el jefe had told them to keep us alive.
We ran into a dense green wall of vegetation that blocked out the sun within a couple of minutes. It was going to be a race, us against a dozen men native to this place.
I’d never been in a jungle before. The floor wasn’t a thicket of plants and trees and bushes as I’d expected. We didn’t need a machete like the movies I’d seen had portrayed. It was nearly bare, only a single layer of leaves covering the ground. But even that single layer was rotten. Everything around us was alive and green or rotting.

It got darker as we ran, the green over our heads forming an opaque canopy. Only the thinnest slivers of sunlight managed to get through. No wonder everything rotted so quickly—there was no sunlight to dry anything out. People would rot too, I thought, and there were a lot of creatures to help them. This was not a good place to be.
We ran another twenty feet into the jungle and came to a dead stop. We couldn’t go farther without a machete after all. It was impossible to pull away the branches and vines that were in front of us, an impenetrable wall of green. I’d never imagined anything like this. We stopped and listened. For a few moments, we didn’t hear anything, then I heard a man shout. It was in very fast Spanish and I couldn’t make it out. I heard men crashing through the dense foliage, not paying any attention to where they stepped, just coming toward us.
“It’s time to try to hide,” I said. We went exactly ten big steps to the right, careful not to leave any signs of our tracks to this spot, and hunkered down behind a tree. I looked up and saw a frog staring me right in the eye. At least this little guy wouldn’t try to eat us. He looked like he belonged on that old Bud commercial.
We were ill equipped, just our clothes and guns. There was no way we could survive for any time at all in this alien place. I didn’t want to think about it. I had no intention of staying here any longer than necessary.
The men were close now, not more than twenty feet away from us. Two of them were arguing about which direction to take. Ants were crawling over my feet. Laura swatted the back of her hand. A coral snake, its beautiful bright bands announcing that it could kill you fast, slithered by not six feet from Laura’s foot. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.
I realized I was so hot my blood seemed to swell in my veins. Sweat pooled under my arms and at the small of my back. I hated the heat. Why couldn’t drug runners deal out of Canada? A lovely little insect the size of a fifty-cent piece dropped from a branch above my head onto my forearm. It took a good-sized bite out of me, then lightly dropped to the ground where it scurried off to hide beneath a leaf.
Finally, the men fanned out, several coming our way. It made sense. I would have done the same thing. I listened carefully to every boot crunch.
Only two men were coming our way. I raised two fingers to Laura and she nodded, readying herself.
I pointed to the guns and shook my head. She nodded again. A minute later they were not a foot from us, sweeping their guns around, swearing at all the bugs, all the dripping leaves overhead, all in Spanish. If they found us, I knew we had to be fast and quiet as the dead. One of the men yelped. Maybe the insect that had just bitten off half my forearm had gotten him.
Then one of the men looked down and we stared at each other. Without a sound, I reared up and smashed the butt of the AK-47 under his jaw. It cracked real loud, but he only let out a whiff of a yell before he fell.
Laura moved fast. She butted the other man in his gut, then raised her weapon and slammed it down against his temple.
We stood over the two men, trying to control our breathing.
We heard men calling to one another. They apparently hadn’t heard these two go down, thank God. Of course they’d be missed soon enough. We quickly stripped the man Laura hit, because he was very small. Laura pulled on his pants and his boots and threw the pants and boots she’d been wearing into a bush that, I swear, quivered when the boots struck it. We relieved both of them of their weapons.
It took three minutes, no longer. We began to make our way due west, going by small glimpses of sun. Every dozen or so steps, we wiped away the marks of our passage. Our progress was slow. Both of us were dripping wet, so thirsty our tongues felt swollen. We heard the chattering of monkeys high above our heads in the interlocking tree branches, and the constant calls and shrieks of animals we’d never heard in our lives. We heard a low, warning growl. A puma, Laura whispered. They knew we were there and were announcing it loudly to their cousins.
Birds checked in—squawking louder and more ferociously than Nolan ever had even at his crankiest.
“Just listen to them,” Laura said. “They’re all around us and loud as can be. Oh, Mac—what do you think the ice acid does to animals? Like Grubster and Nolan?”
I stopped cold and stared at her. “I hadn’t thought about them. Doesn’t it make sense that they’d sleep just like we did? That they’d wake up, just like we did? That they’d be all right?”
I thought she was going to burst into tears.
“That was a stupid question,” I said without hesitation. “I’ll wager my AK-47 that they’re just fine.” The panic calmed in her eyes. “Maggie’s probably feeding them. Don’t worry, Laura.”
We kept walking, looking carefully down and around before we took each step. To walk a mile would take three hours, I figured, cursing at the boots rubbing my heels.
Then, suddenly, with no warning, it started to rain. We just looked at each other, tilted our heads back, and opened our mouths. The water tasted wonderful. Suddenly, something with a dozen skittering legs landed on my cheek. I shook it off, cupped my hands together, and drank.
The rain was so heavy, even coming through the dense canopy of green overhead, that in just a minute or two we weren’t thirsty anymore. We were also sodden and nearly steaming, it was so hot. It felt miserable. God, I couldn’t wait to be on a ski slope, puffs of cold air streaming out of my mouth.
I raised my hand and rubbed my fingers over a dirty smudge on Laura’s cheek. “You know, Laura, when I flew from Washington just a week ago, I never imagined ending up in a rain forest with the woman I love, someone I had to come three thousand miles to meet.”
“This isn’t anything I’d anticipated either,” she said, and kissed my fingers. “We’d better get to work on finding Savich and Sherlock.”
I laid my weapons on the ground and buttoned her shirt up to her neck, then raised the collar. It touched her chin. “Let’s keep as much covered as we can,” I added, and buttoned my own shirt up to my chin. Our sleeves were fastened at our wrists. At least our fatigues were tucked inside our boots and the boots were sturdy. It was good protection from all the creatures that slithered close to us.
We started walking northeast, roughly parallel to what looked like clear-cut land just outside the rain forest, not more than a hundred yards distant. We wanted to stay hidden until we were well beyond the compound. After another hour, we turned south again. It didn’t take more than twenty minutes to reach the edge of the rain forest. The thick foliage suddenly thinned. The sun was bright overhead, the air immediately drier. The difference in the landscape couldn’t have been more dramatic. The lush, dense forest simply gave way to an indistinct barren patch.
I figured we were at least a hundred yards northeast of the compound.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
There were mountains in the distance, their tops shrouded with clouds.
There was no sign of people, of any habitation at all. We’d stepped out of a green world filled with more creatures than anywhere else on the planet into desert terrain. The sun dried our clothes in less than fifteen minutes. It also made us thirstier than hell.
“We need water,” Laura said. “Then some shelter.” She pointed toward a copse of trees not too far away. The copse was on a small hill. From there we might see some sign of life, perhaps even the compound.
“Listen,” Laura said. She pointed up. Above, a small plane was coming closer.
It was then I saw the empty airstrip a few hundred yards from where we stood. A four-seat Cessna was coming in.
We ran back into the rain forest until we heard the plane land, then slowly eased out on our bellies. We could barely make out three people getting off the plane, walking to a jeep, and getting in. Men or women, we couldn’t be sure. The jeep drove off, due east from the airstrip.
To my disappointment, the Cessna was in the air and gone beyond the mountains in a matter of minutes.
“I wish,” Laura said, “that the plane had hung around. We could have persuaded the pilot to get us out of here.”
“All we need is Savich,” I said. “He’s got a license. He can fly anything.”
Laura and I walked slowly out of the rain forest again. The dry air felt wonderful on my face. I saw Laura raise her face to the baking sun high overhead.
“It’s around midafternoon,” I said. “At least four and a half hours until it gets dark.”
“We can scout around, try to see the best way to get back into the compound.”
“I’m hungry,” I said, and rubbed my fist against my belly. My hand stopped. I saw her eyes follow my hand, then widen with alarm. Coming from nowhere, just suddenly upon me, I felt a bolt of incredible lust. I was almost instantly as hard as the rocks I was standing on. Jesus, I was losing it. Laura was staring at me.
“Mac, what’s wrong?”
I grabbed her, flattened my hand over her mouth, and said in a raw voice, “Laura, there’s time for us to make love. Let’s do it right here, right now. I’ve got to—”
“Mac, stop it!”
I heard her voice, but what she said made no difference. There was only one thing I wanted, only one thing I was going to do. I was trying to pull her shirt off and unzip my pants at the same time. I didn’t even think about touching her, no, I just had to get inside her, right that instant. She twisted away from me.
I grabbed a moment of reason and choked out, “It’s hit me again, Laura. I don’t know if I can control it. I’ll hurt you. Get the hell out of here, now. Run!”
“Mac, you can control it, you did it before!”
“Please, Laura.” I was on her again, knocking her backward. She hit a tree but didn’t fall. Instead of running, she stepped forward and kicked me in the balls. My breath whooshed out. The pain blanked anything in my brain. And I stood there, bent over like an old man, knowing the pain was going to get worse, much worse. And it did. I moaned, clutched myself, and folded over. I waited for the god-awful agony to lessen. I simply tried to breathe and not fall on the ground and weep like a baby. Laura was standing not three feet in front of me, not saying a word.
“Good shot,” I said when I could get the words out.
Neither of us moved. I just stood there, still hunkered over, trying to get hold of myself.
“It’s not so bad now, thank God,” I said, slowly straightening. “Jesus, I can’t believe a drug can do that. You feel like an animal in pain, and just have to get out of it. You might have had to kill me to stop me if you weren’t so smart. You knocked every thought, every urge, out of my brain.”
“I didn’t know what else to do. You sure you’re all right, Mac?”
“You don’t have to kick me again, at least for the moment. I’m back together again. It was just there for a moment that I wanted sex more than I wanted life. Hell, I thought having sex at that very moment was life. How can there be people who would pay for this drug?”
She lightly touched her fingertips to my mouth. “Just let me know if I have to kick you again.”
“I don’t think so,” I said slowly. We sat down and leaned against a scrubby tree I couldn’t identify. It gave about as much shade as a single leaf on one of the trees I couldn’t identify in the rain forest.
“They didn’t kill us, Mac. They brought us down here and they haven’t done anything but play with us, ugly games, but no torture. Drug dealers don’t do that. Drug dealers eliminate anyone they perceive as a threat to their operation. When they fired on us at Seagull Cottage, they weren’t trying to kill us. They just wanted us under wraps, inside the cottage, so they could use the ice acid and bring us to wherever we are.”
“Maybe they took us because they wanted guinea pigs for the drug.”
“They can pull people off the street to experiment on. They wouldn’t take four federal agents to do that.” She took my hand. “I know this is tough, Mac. But someone gave them orders not to kill us. The only person I can think of who cares whether or not you live or die is Jilly. If you weren’t involved, I think we’d be dead.”
“No,” I said. “It had to be Paul. He gave the order because he knew how much Jilly would be hurt if I was killed.”
She swatted an insect off her knee. “I’m sorry, Mac. But you’ve got to think objectively about this. Four federal agents are in Edgerton, Oregon. Things are getting too hot. It’s Jilly, Paul, Molinas, and Tarcher whose butts are on the line. They’ve got to buy some time so they can shut things down and clear out before the cops come to get them. There’s another guy I told you a little about: Del Cabrizo, the head of the Maille cartel. We believe he’s the kingpin behind the development of this drug. John Molinas is just one of his flunkies. He probably used Molinas just to get to Tarcher and to Jilly and Paul. As to Alyssum Tarcher’s exact role, I’d say he cut himself in by getting Paul and Jilly out to Edgerton.
“But I do know that Jilly is the only one who has the power to keep us alive. She’s the only one with the leverage. We’re kept alive or the problems getting the drug ready for the streets won’t get solved.
“She left the hospital to get away from you, Mac. She knew you wouldn’t stop pushing. She had no choice but to leave and hide out, and hope you just went home.”
“My sister, no matter whatever else she possibly could have done, wouldn’t drug me and set me over you like a dog in heat. She hates you because you betrayed her, not me.”
“Jilly doesn’t have a clue what they’d do to us. She’s in Oregon, not here. But I’ll tell you, Mac, she knows what kind of people they are. She had to have guessed they wouldn’t treat us as valued guests.”
She knew I didn’t want to hear this. Bless her, she didn’t say anything more about Jilly’s role in all this mess. She knew I’d think about it.
“Who is that bald man in the compound?” I asked.
“I’ve been thinking about that. From your description, I’d say it has to be John Molinas. In the photo I saw of him he had a lot of thick black hair.”
“I guess he thinks the shaved head is more intimidating.”
Laura said, “If it is Molinas, I think he’s here to make sure no one kills us. Maybe Jilly demanded insurance, insisted he be here to run the show. She wanted to make sure that Del Cabrizo wouldn’t just have our throats cut. Maybe it was her way to protect you.”
I rested my head on my crossed arms. I felt a huge wave of fatigue wash over me. No sex in this, no prodding lust, just sudden, utter exhaustion. “Laura,” I said, trying to raise my head. “Laura, what the hell am I feeling now?”
I heard her voice, thin, far away, calling my name. I tried to look up but I didn’t have the strength to lift my head. I clearly saw the terrorists in Tunisia, heard their voices, wondered if I would ever escape this mess alive, then there was the car, driving toward us, only there was no driver, and then it was a ball of flame and I was gone. Unholy fear ate into me. It seemed stronger, more corrosive now than when it had actually happened.
It was the effect of the damned drug again, I thought, but it didn’t make any difference. The sun grew hotter, the air even drier. The heat was inside me, filling me. There was desolation everywhere and I was part of it. I had flown to the sun and fallen in.
“Mac!”
Laura’s voice was high, terrified.
I tried to look at her, but her face blurred, then faded into a strange sort of gray whiteness that seemed endless and cold, but it wasn’t any of those things, and on some level I knew it. I just didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t care.
I was floating now, and it was very strange to be staring down at a large man, and I knew the man was me, only he was just lying there, his eyes closed, his chest heaving with the effort to breathe. Then I knew he was me because suddenly I couldn’t breathe. I was dying.
Then there wasn’t any more pain, just a gray-white void that didn’t go anywhere. I was cold. That made sense, I was naked. I wanted covers but couldn’t seem to move my arms.
I felt fingers on my forearm, soft fingers, loving fingers, fingers so gentle I wanted to see who they belonged to. It became more than that. I had to know who was touching me like that. I forced my eyes open, forced myself to look through the gray-white, to find the person whose fingers were so gentle, so tender.
I saw Jilly standing over me, looking both frightened and angry. Why would she be frightened? Or angry? It made no sense at all. I had to know. I concentrated with everything in me and whispered, “Jilly? You’re all right. Thank God. I’ve been so worried about you. Why are we here, Jilly? Where are we?”
She just smiled down at me and lightly touched her fingertips to my cheek. “It’ll be all right, Ford. Listen to me now. You’re coming out of it, very soon now. No, keep your eyes open, Ford, listen to me. You mustn’t drink or eat anything. Do you understand me? Don’t even drink out of the tap. Nothing.”
“Laura, Jilly? Where is she?”
“It will be all right, Ford. Laura’s here. Get strong, Ford. Just lie still and get strong.”
And then her fingers left my arm. When I looked up, she was gone. The gray-white void thickened around me until I disappeared into it, just eased into it and let it swallow me. I wondered why I wasn’t cold any longer.
I opened my eyes and realized that no one was standing over me. I felt clearheaded, but so hungry I could have eaten just about anything. I shook my head. What had happened? “Laura?”
I saw her lying on her side on a folded blanket on the floor beside the bed I was lying on. She was naked, just like I was. I was down on the floor next to her in an instant, panicked. “Laura?” I lightly pressed my fingers against the pulse in her throat. It was strong and steady.
I knelt over her, wondering what the hell to do, then wondering where we were. Something was very wrong here but I just didn’t get it yet. I lightly stroked my hand over her shoulder and turned her onto her back.
“Laura,” I said again, and leaned down to kiss her mouth. Her lips were dry. She was so pale. “Laura,” I said, and watched her eyes slowly open.
I saw the scream in her eyes and quickly pressed my palm against her mouth. “No, be quiet. I don’t know what’s going on here yet. Are you all right?”
She looked confused, her brows drawn together. Her long hair was in tangles around her head. “Mac,” she said at last, and her voice sounded beautiful to me.
“It’s all right, sweetheart. We’re both alive. I just don’t know where or why. Somebody stripped both of us naked.”
She didn’t move, didn’t try to cover herself. I saw her draw in a deep breath and knew she was searching for control, for something to latch onto, something that made sense.
“I saw a man, standing behind you. He was just there, suddenly. I never heard him coming. And he sprayed something at me. Before I went out, I saw him strike you on the back of your head. I don’t remember anything else. I want to get up now, Mac.”
I gave her my hand. She was looking at me and I realized that I was hard again. I was embarrassed and frightened as hell. Pain was one thing, but not knowing what was real and what wasn’t, that was beyond anything I’d ever experienced in my life. God, I hated it.
I turned away from her, grabbed a blanket off the bed, and wrapped it around my waist. There was only a dingy sheet for Laura. I pulled it off the small bed and handed it to her. She wrapped it around herself, tucking in the ends over her breasts.

She sat beside me on the bed. “I’m dying of thirst,” she said, not looking at me but down at her bare feet.
I said without thinking, “We’re not going to drink anything at all. Not even tap water.”
“Why?”
I turned to face her. I lifted her hand and held it between mine. She leaned forward until her cheek was touching my shoulder.
“Listen, Laura. Jilly came to see me. She’s here. She seemed upset. She told me not to eat or drink anything. ”
“Jilly, here? But when could you have seen her, Mac?”
“I don’t know but it makes as much sense as you and me being here, wherever here is.”
“It means she is involved,” Laura said finally. “You see that now, don’t you, Mac? If she was really here, with you, then she’s in on all of this, somehow.”
“Yes, I know,” I said.
“They’ve got us again, haven’t they? What are we going to do?”
But how did they have us again? They just walked up to us and turned off the lights? What was going on here? Was it all somehow planned with a drug whose effects diminished, then came roaring back?
I stood and began pacing the twelve-by-twelve room. “We’ve got to find Sherlock and Savich,” I said over my shoulder. “We know they’re real.”
It was odd but even though I was walking around and speaking to Laura, I knew that somewhere inside my brain something still wasn’t right. I remembered reliving that horrible few moments in Tunisia, how it had somehow been magnified.
I looked over at the tap in the small sink.
Neither of us was going to touch another drop of water, at least not in this place.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
What about the food? Jilly hadn’t said anything about food, had she? Yes, she had, I remembered. I looked down at the plate of steaming rice, tortillas with small pools of melted butter, and the small bowl of beef in some sort of red sauce. I held out my hand and stopped Laura from using her fork.
“We just can’t take the chance. They could put drugs in the food as easily as in the water.” I smelled those tortillas and wanted to curse, which I did under my breath.
Two men had stood in the doorway, their weapons pointed right at us, as a young girl, not more than twelve years old, looking so scared I thought she was going to pass out, brought us the meal.
“There’s something else,” I said, and got to my feet. I gently put the two trays of food on the floor. “Let’s look around again for cameras or listening devices. There weren’t any last time, but who knows?”
We didn’t find anything. Even so, I kept my voice down. “We need to get ready for any opportunity, just like the first time.”

“Can we be so lucky again? There were two guys this time with AK-47s.” She looked over at the toilet. “The porcelain lid is gone.”
“I never said they were stupid. We’ll have to find something else. We do have an advantage here.”
“I’d bet the farm that they put drugs in the food and water. Someone will come sooner or later to see how we’re reacting. It won’t occur to them that we wouldn’t eat or drink anything. They’ll be expecting us to be out cold or having sex on the floor or whatever the hell else this drug does to you.”
Her shoulders were slumped. I’d never seen her look so defeated. “Laura, listen to me. Our brains will straighten up again. No more drugs. We’re pros. If anyone can get out of this place, we can. Now, come here and hold me. I’m feeling a bit off balance right now. I need you.”
She came to me, clutching the sheet over her breasts. She didn’t say anything, just held me against her. I felt her kiss my bare shoulder.
Suddenly I was so pissed I could have easily killed the first person through that door. I kissed Laura and set her away from me. I got up and tore off a leg of the bed. My blanket fell off but I didn’t pay any attention. I hefted that leg. It made a solid club. I handed it to Laura. “Hit me if I try to take you down again. Please, I’d much prefer that to being kicked.”
She took the club and hefted it. Then she smiled at me. “Give me a bad guy instead.”
It was such an excellent weapon that I took off another leg for myself and swung it around a bit, liking the solid weight of it in my hand. I smiled at Laura, standing not six feet away. She still had that old threadbare sheet wrapped around her, her hair was in tangles, and she looked ready for anything. The woman was tough. I realized then that she wasn’t looking at my face. I picked up my blanket and wrapped it around me again.
“You’re the best, Laura,” I said. “I can’t imagine having a better partner. Now we wait again.”
We waited.
We dozed. Since there were no windows, we had no clue if it was night or day. There was a lamp in the room and it gave off a sluggish sixty-watt light.
The sound of at least three pairs of boots thudding on the wooden floor snapped me alert. I couldn’t wait to get a shot at the bastards.
I raised a finger to Laura. She nodded. I could see she was ready. I wondered if she was as angry as I was, and imagined that she was.
The door handle turned. There wasn’t a sound. Both Laura and I were staring at that turning knob.
A woman wearing a white lab coat stepped in. She had a small silver tray in her right hand. I moaned loudly and clutched my throat.
She came down to her knees beside me, and I moaned again. But I was looking behind her at the same two men who’d accompanied the breakfast or lunch or whatever meal it had been. When the first man came through the door, his gun was down because he was staring down at me and the woman. I grabbed her under the arms and threw her at him. She yelled as she hit him squarely in his AK-47.
He screamed out the other man’s name: “Carlos!”
Carlos was through the door in an instant, the weapon raised to mow me down. Laura rose up behind him, and the club came down in a hard, graceful arc against the side of his head. His eyes bulged. Blood poured out of his mouth, then he fell against the door. The other man had gotten his AK-47 free of the woman and was swinging it up. I wasn’t in a good position. I managed to roll to my left side and kick up as I moved. My foot struck the weapon but didn’t knock it from his hands. He fired two rounds, a loud, obscene sound. One bullet smashed into the floor beside my head, spewing splinters of wood into my arm and chest. The other bullet struck the woman. I heard her cry out as I gained the leverage I needed. I kicked him solidly beneath his chin at the same time Laura clubbed him in his kidneys.
His eyes rolled back in his head and he went down like a stone. I slowly rose. “These guys were serious.” I knelt beside the woman. The bullet had struck her forearm. She’d be all right. I told her in Spanish to be still. As for the two men, all I wanted from them were their clothes.
Laura went right to the smaller man and stripped him. We both tucked the legs of our fatigues into the boots at about the same time. I saw Laura lean down next to the woman. “What is it?”
“Look,” she said, raising a pistol, a Bren Ten, a 10mm automatic that held eleven rounds.
“The woman had it on her tray along with some needles and bottles. I haven’t seen one of these guys for a long time. It’s a good combat weapon.”
I grabbed the two small vials on the tray.
“Good idea,” she said, smiling at me. “You ready?”
I turned left and stopped cold.
“What’s wrong, Mac?”
“Just an attack of déjà vu,” I said, and slithered out the door. We left the men completely naked and tied up as best we could with strips of the bed sheet Laura had been wearing. Laura had tied the woman up with her underwear.
“Let’s go to Molinas’s office,” I said. “If there’s someone there, we can force them to take us to Sherlock and Savich.”
We passed a window. It was dark outside, and that was good. How much time had passed?
The office was empty. They’d boarded up the glass windows behind the desk. “Maybe they’ve hidden a phone,” I said, and began opening drawers.
Suddenly I felt dizzy and unfocused. I just stood there, waiting to see what would happen. Was this death coming? A numbing cold overwhelmed me. I felt it chewing at the edges of my brain. My heart pounded. Laura was staring at me, her hand out. I knew she was talking but I couldn’t make out her words. To die like this, I thought, as I went to my knees.
I wasn’t dying. It was the drug again. I fell back against the wall. I saw Laura over me even as I sat there, my head to one side.
She was shaking me as hard as she could. “Mac, listen to me. I know you can hear me, you’re looking at me. Blink at me. Yes, that’s right. Whatever’s going on in your head, you’ve got to control it. We’ve got to get out of here.”
I looked over at the glass windows. They weren’t boarded up. The glass was solid, whole. And I wondered: Did we really crash through it the first time?
“Mac, blink at me again.”
I evidently did because she started speaking again. Her voice was low. She was close to me. I could feel her breath on my face.
“I want you to raise your hand now, Mac.”
I looked down at my hand lying limp on the floor. I looked and looked at it and then I thought, Just raise your damned hand. My hand came right up. I cupped Laura’s face with it. “Whatever it is, it’s going away. It’s a weird feeling. Laura, we didn’t use anything when we made love at Seagull Cottage. If I made you pregnant, I don’t want you to worry about it, okay? We’re going to get married. It’ll all be okay.”
She grinned at me, leaned down, and kissed my mouth. It was a sweet kiss and I felt it throughout my body, and the feeling was healthy and real. “I’m better,” I said.
“Good. I want you to stand up now, Mac. Do you think you can do it?”
I felt the journey of coming back into myself, of retaking control. I doubted in that moment if I would ever again even willingly take an aspirin. There is nothing more terrifying than losing control of your mind.
I got up. I stood staring at the boarded-up windows. “My memory went haywire. I felt numb and everything was different. This damned drug is a killer.”
“Let’s find Molinas, Mac.”
I picked up my AK-47. I felt strong again. In control. But for how long this time?




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
I was frankly surprised when we went through a corridor on the far side of the office and found ourselves in an antique-filled bedroom. The man we believed to be Molinas was sitting on the side of a bed, leaning over a woman. Not a woman, she was young, perhaps eighteen. She had a white sheet pulled to her chin. Thick, shiny dark hair fanned around her face on a white pillow.
Molinas hadn’t heard us. All his attention was focused on the girl. He was wearing black pants, a loose white shirt, and his bald head gleamed beneath the mellow bulb just above the bed.
He was speaking quietly, but I couldn’t make out his words. I watched him stroke her hair, lean down to kiss her. He continued speaking in a low, warm voice even as he straightened again. I couldn’t tell if he was speaking Spanish or English. I saw the girl’s hand come up and lightly touch his shoulder.
I nodded to Laura and pointed to the Bren Ten she held lightly in her right hand. She frowned a moment, then reluctantly handed it to me. How could she know what I intended?
“Take the girl, Laura,” I whispered.
She nodded again. I left my AK-47 on the floor just outside the door. We went as silently as we could into the still air of the room. It smelled sweet in the bedroom, a vague rose smell. I didn’t like it. It was cloying.
He was completely focused on the girl, leaning over her, speaking. My boots creaked. I froze, but he didn’t move. What were they talking about?
I gently pressed the Bren Ten against his left ear. “Hello,” I said. “¿Cómo le va?”
The girl was sitting up now, pressed against the bed’s headboard, her eyes wide, silent as death. She was terrified.
I felt him coil then relax again. He said, “If you kill me you’ll never get out of here alive.”
“It won’t matter to you, Molinas,” Laura said very calmly.
“How do you know who I am?”
“Who else would they send down here?” Laura asked. “You were assigned to keep us. As for all the fun you had with us, that was your own idea, wasn’t it?”
“Some of the men are animals. I protected you.”
I looked over at the girl, who still clutched the sheet to her throat, her narrow hands clenched. I said in Spanish, “Don’t be afraid. We’re not going to hurt you.”
Slowly she nodded and said in perfect English, “Who are you?”
“My name’s Mac. What’s yours?”
“Marran.”
Molinas moved and I gave him all my attention. “Keep an eye on her, Laura.”
I came down beside him and raised the pistol. “You’re going to take us to where you’re holding the other two agents.”
“They’re dead,” he said.
“Then so are you.” I pressed the pistol against the side of his mouth and cocked it.
“No, don’t,” he choked out. “They’re not dead, I swear it. I’ll take you to them.”
“Did you drug them like you did me?”
“Yes, but not in the same way. They’re all right.”
“You’d better hope that we agree. Now, I want you to get up real slow.”
“We should probably bring the girl along,” Laura said.
Molinas lunged for me as he rose, but I brought the pistol down on the side of his head. The girl groaned. Laura clapped her hand over the girl’s mouth, pressing her head back against her pillow.
Molinas went down but not out. He landed on his knees, moaning, holding his head. I knew the pain must be bad, the bastard.
“If you try that again, I’ll kill you.” I said it in a near whisper. I didn’t want the girl to make any more noise. I thought about hauling her with us and decided it wouldn’t improve our odds. We’d leave her here. I opened my mouth to tell Laura when I saw that she’d already begun ripping up the sheet. I waited for her, keeping the tip of the Bren Ten against the back of Molinas’s head. The girl was silent now. I saw tears running down her cheeks.
“Who is she?” I asked Molinas, who was still holding his head in his hands.
He tightened like a spigot in January. “Touch her, you bastard, and I’ll rip your head off your shoulders.” I believed him.
It took Laura a few minutes to tie the girl firmly. I noticed she had skinny arms. They were pale with sharp blue veins running beneath her flesh. Her beautiful shiny hair streamed across her face. Laura smoothed it back after she’d fastened the gag in her mouth.
I hoped Molinas could walk. I started to help him to his feet. He snarled at me and made it himself. A proud man, I thought. I looked back at the girl, who was staring at him, her eyes large and frightened.
“Turn out the light, Laura.”
The room went dark.
We heard a whimper from the bed.
I could feel him resist when he heard the girl’s distress. “We didn’t do anything to her,” I said. “She’ll be all right, if you don’t do anything stupid. Now walk.”
The moment we had him back in his office, Laura motioned for me to stop. I kept three feet between me and Molinas. She walked to the door, opened it quietly, and leaned out. She turned back to me and nodded.
“Now,” I said quietly, “you’re going to take us to the other agents.”
He said nothing, merely walked from the office and turned left down the corridor. “You’re dead if one of your soldiers tries to take us out.”
He stiffened but didn’t say a thing.
“If you’re dead, what will happen to the girl? She’s already tied down. A regular offering, I’d say.”
He nodded, and I heard him curse, low and fluently. Even with a Spanish last name, those curses were pure American.
“Who is that girl?”
He just kept walking.
“You might as well tell me.”
Finally, not turning to face me, he answered, “She is my daughter.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Where are your men, Molinas?” I said near his left ear. “Some operation you run here. Hard to believe you haven’t been run out of town.”
“The men are not professionals,” Molinas said, and I could tell that disgusted him. “They have courage but no discipline.”
“I buy that,” I said. “Now, tell us where we are.”
“No, you can’t kill me. If you do, you won’t ever get your friends out of here. I can’t tell you anything. If I did, I would be dead and so would my daughter. Very few people know about this place. If you find out on your own, I cannot be blamed. Your friends are just around that corner. There are three guards around the door.”
Suddenly, Laura put her finger against her lips. We heard a man talking in a low voice. She walked quietly to the corner and looked around it. She came back. “There are three guards up ahead, just like he said. They’re sitting on the floor outside a door. Their heads are down, but I’m not certain they’re asleep.”
“The other agents are behind that door?” I asked.

“I wasn’t lying.”
He was pale now, but he didn’t say anything more.
“Del Cabrizo’s behind the whole operation, isn’t he?” Laura asked Molinas.
“I can’t tell you anything. You can kill me if you must but I know that you won’t harm my daughter.”
“We’ll do whatever we need to,” I said. “I want you to walk ahead to the men and tell them that you intend to speak to the prisoners. You will tell them to go outside until you come to tell them to return. If you screw this up, Molinas, I will personally shoot you. I won’t harm your daughter, but I will shoot you. Trust me on this.”
He looked me straight in the face. He had dark blue eyes, and there was something familiar about them. The shape, perhaps, slightly tilted at the corners. They were his sister’s eyes, Elaine Tarcher’s. He said in a low voice, “My daughter is innocent. She has suffered enough. If I release your friends, will you leave here?”
“You can hardly expect things to go on as they have.”
“No, once you escape, my job here is over. Then I will deal with what will happen.”
I shrugged. “Your daughter, who is so precious to you—why is she here with you? Have you let her watch you pump drugs into people?”
“No. We have only been here for a short time. We arrived just before you did. I couldn’t leave Marran back home. She needs me. You cannot take me with you as a hostage. You cannot leave her here alone. She would be savaged by these men. She would kill herself. She’s tried before. I will do as you ask, Mr. MacDougal.”
He was pleading with me, his expression as raw as his voice. His daughter was more important to him than his pride, certainly more important to him than his own life. “Let me see what kind of shape my friends are in. Then I’ll decide what to do with you. You try to screw me, Molinas, and you’re dead. Just think of your daughter before you decide to betray me. By the way, I speak Spanish.”
Molinas nodded and straightened. As he walked forward, he looked like a man used to command, a man in charge. Laura and I watched him kick one man in the knee. The man cried out. The other two awoke. The man Molinas had kicked scrambled to his feet, excuses tumbling out of his mouth. I understood only that they were excuses. Molinas raised his foot and kicked another man in the ribs. The third managed to jump away.
He used his hands while he spoke to the men, and his voice was low and angry. If he’d had my gun I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d shot all three of them. He motioned for them to pick up their weapons. He stood there watching them scurry away. He had told them to go outside and stay there. Then, after just a slight pause, he turned and walked back to Laura and me. He held up a key ring, pulled out a long brass key and handed it to me.
“This is the one.”
I gave the key to Laura. “Be careful. There might be a man inside.”
She nodded. I remained behind with Molinas, the Bren Ten pressed against his neck. “Nice clothes,” I said close to his ear while we waited. “I guess dealing drugs to kids lets you hobnob with a lot of Italian designers.”
“I haven’t been involved in drugs for five years,” he said. “I am doing this for other reasons.”
“Yeah, right. And you keep American federal agents just for the fun of it.” I focused on the slowly opening door. Laura eased inside, crouched low. I saw a light come on, then nothing. “Let’s go. One try at me and I’ll pull the trigger.”

Savich was half-crouched, ready to attack. He looked pale and drawn, his clothes torn and dirty, and there was such rage in his eyes that suddenly I didn’t want to know what had been done to him. “I was hoping you’d come,” he said, as he slowly straightened.
I came into the small room, pushing Molinas in front of me. Savich’s hands closed around his throat and he shook him like he was a rag. Molinas did nothing to defend himself.
“Savich, stop it.” I tried to jerk Molinas away from him, but Savich was out of control.
Laura cried out, “Sherlock. Oh, God!”
Sherlock was the only thing that could have distracted him and Laura knew it. Savich dropped his hands and whirled about, dropping to his knees beside Sherlock. She was unconscious, huddled on her side.
He gathered her against him and rocked her back and forth, back and forth, kissing her dirty hair. Savich looked up. His face was battered. He’d been beaten. I nearly pulled the trigger. “By God, what have you done to him? You damned bastard. I should have let him strangle you.”
“He is all right,” Molinas said, and I knew his throat hurt. Savich was strong, very strong, no matter what they’d done to him.
I shoved Molinas to the floor and closed the door, then walked to where Savich sat, still rocking Sherlock on his legs.
“Thanks for coming, guys. I’m glad to see you, to say the least. I did try, but I couldn’t get us out of here. I failed. I took out a couple of them but then four others came in and I got the crap kicked out of me for my efforts.”
He was coherent. He was himself.

“They didn’t drug you?” I asked.
“Not after I woke up when we first got here, wherever here is. They took Sherlock. I guess they wanted me to be clearheaded enough to see what the drug did to her.”
“What happened to her?”
“When she’s awake, she just keeps reliving that awful time in the past when she was hunting down that serial killer, Marlin Jones.” I was nodding. I knew all about Marlin Jones. Savich explained for Laura. “She was his prisoner. It was terrifying for her. She had nightmares about it for months. With the drug, it’s come back, only worse. Jesus, you can feel her terror, her confusion.” He looked over at Molinas. “I’m going to kill that sadistic bastard.”
But he didn’t move, just kept rocking Sherlock.
He said even as he rubbed his cheek against Sherlock’s hair, “After they beat me, they left me alone. They never did shoot any drugs into me.”
I looked down at Sherlock, and then I struck Molinas, I just couldn’t stop myself. I must have gotten him just right because his head fell back against the wall. I drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry, guys. He’ll be back with us in a minute. He’s going to get us out of here. There’s an airstrip out there.”
“Thank God,” Savich said. He was still clutching Sherlock tightly against his chest. “They drugged you again, Mac?”
I said, as I watched Molinas open his eyes, “I’ll tell you about it later.” I hunkered down into Molinas’s face. “You’re going to get on your radio. You’re going to get a plane in here. Now.”
Savich said, “I want to take him back with us. I want to strap him down and give him the lethal injection myself.”

Molinas smiled. “Sorry, Agent Savich. That won’t be possible. The plane carries only four passengers. I gather one of you is a pilot?”
“No problem,” Savich said. He rose, Sherlock in his arms. “I can kill you myself if I can’t take you back. I don’t want to think how much dirty money you’ve got for lawyers. Yes, this is better. I don’t want to let the law dick around with you.”
“Your wife will be all right,” Molinas said. “It will be a bit longer before she comes around, but she will be all right. There are two separate drugs that can be mixed together in varying amounts. We were having trouble with the balance and the dose. Everyone reacts differently. Some people are particularly sensitive. Your wife is one of them.”
Very slowly, Savich turned and laid Sherlock on the tattered black blanket spread on the wooden floor. He rose, then faced Molinas and smiled. It was a terrifying smile.
I didn’t move. This was up to Savich. I looked over at Sherlock. Laura was kneeling beside her now, stroking one of her hands.
“Get up,” Savich said.
Molinas slowly rose.
There was no graceful display of martial arts, just the raw power of Savich’s fist into Molinas’s belly, then his knee into his groin. Molinas went down like a stone.
“Good,” Laura said. “He deserved it, but now we’ve got to get him into good enough shape to get to a radio and order up a plane.”
“I want Jilly,” I said.
Savich stared at me. “What did you say, Mac? Jilly? She’s here?”
“She came to me when I was just coming out of a session with their drugs. She warned me not to eat or drink anything. Whatever she’s doing here, Savich, she kept Laura and me away from another round of drugs.”
Laura didn’t argue with me, just said, “If she’s here then we’ll need a bigger plane.”
“Jilly’s small and so is Sherlock,” I said. “We can fit the five of us in a Cessna.”
“Mac,” Savich said, lightly touching his bruised fingers to my forearm. “Is your brother-in-law, Paul, here too?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “If he’s here I say leave the bastard. He’s the one who developed the drug with all its charms. I just want Jilly.” I looked over at Laura. She was staring at the floor, and I saw her eyes narrow in fury.
I followed her line of vision. Savich was shackled to a ring in the floor. It was Molinas’s bad luck that I’d pushed him far enough into the room for Savich to reach him.
No wonder Savich hadn’t escaped. As simple as that.
“Savich, I don’t believe this.”
“They enjoyed the fact that I could strain and curse, but not reach them. They laughed about it. They knew exactly how far the chain would let me reach. Thanks for bringing that big bastard close enough so I could get him.”
“Savich,” Laura said quietly, as I tried all the keys on the ring Molinas had given me. “He’s Alyssum Tarcher’s brother-in-law, John Molinas.”
“I remember.”
Finally, Laura found the key that fit the shackle on Savich’s right ankle. When it fell open, he knelt down and rubbed his ankle. He pulled down his sock. There was dark bruising but no broken skin. “I have Sherlock to thank for these thick wool socks. It’s good to get that thing off me.” He sounded like himself, which was a big relief.
We had no choice but to wait for Molinas to come to his senses. There was a bucket of water on a rickety table in the corner. Laura threw it on him.
Savich pulled Sherlock up against him. “Sherlock. Come on, love, wake up. You can do it. Wake up.” I watched Savich lightly slap her cheeks. “Come on, sweetheart, open your eyes. Hey, I’ll let you throw me the next time we’re in the gym, but you’ve got to wake up for me now.”
Finally, she did open her eyes and look up at him. She looked drugged, strung out, and when she whispered, “Dillon?” her voice was slurred.
“She recognizes you,” Laura said. “That’s a good start.”
“It’s me, Sherlock. It’s all right now. Mac and Laura are here. We’re leaving.”
“He’s here, Dillon,” she whispered, rubbing her fingers against her temple. “He’s tucked right behind my left ear. He’s laughing. He won’t leave me alone, and he’s still laughing. He won’t stop. Please, Dillon, please make him stop.” She closed her eyes again and slumped back against Savich’s arm.
“Is she talking about Marlin Jones?” I asked, kicking Molinas lightly in the ribs. He was still trying to catch a breath.
“Yes,” Savich said, never looking away from Sherlock’s chalky face. “The drug they’ve been giving her brought him back, planted him in her mind and magnified him, made him into even more of a monster than he really was, and that’s saying something. He’s there in her head, as real as you are.”
“It did the same thing to me,” I said slowly, “but it just happened once. I relived the car bomb in Tunisia. You’re right. It was worse remembering it than when it actually happened. Paul said the drug was supposed to lessen the power of a bad memory.”
Molinas struggled to sit up. “Yes, the drug is supposed to relieve the physical symptoms. They promised me it would. But there’s something wrong. The drug shouldn’t bring the memory to the forefront.
“It’s like you said, the drug is supposed to dissipate the physical symptoms, and with repeated doses finally remove the horror of the memory. But it doesn’t work. I tried different doses and even different additives to see if I couldn’t fix the drug. But it doesn’t work.”
I went down on my haunches in front of Molinas. “What happened to your daughter?”
“She was raped three years ago right on campus at her private school. She was only fifteen years old. Four older boys raped her. It destroyed her. They promised me the drug would help her, that’s the only reason I got involved with Alyssum and Del Cabrizo in the first place, to help my daughter.
“That’s why I gave her the drug. I injected her myself. But it hasn’t worked. Her memories of that night have grown worse, not better. The drug is killing her!”
“So you gave Sherlock an even larger dose and mixed in other drugs?” I asked.
Molinas stared into Savich’s eyes and saw his own death there. He quickly leaned over and vomited on the wooden floor.
 
Savich carried Sherlock in his arms. She was conscious now, but her eyes were heavy and vague. He’d wrapped her in all the blankets that were in that cell. She was disturbingly silent, quiescent. That really worried me. My mouthy Sherlock, who usually ordered everyone around, including her husband, was lying like a ghost, not really there. Laura walked behind them, carrying two AK-47s. I marched Molinas in front of me, the Bren Ten pressed against the small of his back, another AK-47 slung over my left shoulder.
“Take me to Jilly,” I said to Molinas. “Now. I want to see my sister. She’s coming out with us.”
“Your sister isn’t here,” Molinas said. I could tell it hurt him to speak.
I smiled at him. “I don’t believe you. She came to me. She spoke to me, she warned me.”
He said slowly, “It must have been the drug. Your sister was never here. Never. I have no reason to lie to you about that. It was the drug. It’s unpredictable. But I have never heard of it doing that before.”
Was that possible? Jilly had been standing over me, clear as day. She’d been with me, speaking to me, dammit.
“She’s never been here,” Molinas repeated.
“But you know her?” Laura said.
“I know who she is,” Molinas said carefully. We stopped and kept silent. There were men speaking not fifteen feet away. About three minutes later their boot steps faded down the long wooden corridor.
We went back to his big opulent office and the huge adjoining bedchamber only to find it empty. His daughter, Marran, must have gotten herself untied because she’d locked herself in the bathroom. Molinas told her to stay there until he came back. We heard her crying.
“Look what I found.”
We turned to see that Laura had opened a closet door that I hadn’t seen before. “Guns, clothes, and look at this—two more AK-47s.”

She turned around, grinning really big. She was holding up a machete. “You never know if we might need it. They all carry knives. Just maybe we should have one too.” She looked over at Savich. “You guys need to get out of those clothes. I’ll help change Sherlock.”
She clipped the machete to her own belt. “There,” she said, patting it. “I guess I’m ready now for just about anything.”
“I know you’ve got to have a radio somewhere. Get it.” Molinas opened the third drawer of the huge desk and pulled out a small black radio.
“Get the plane here, now.”
We all watched him set a frequency and listened to his rapid Spanish, some of which I couldn’t make out. He looked up when he finished. “I didn’t betray you,” he said.
Savich walked to where Sherlock was sitting on the floor, Laura holding her hand. He bent down and picked her up. “Let’s get out of here.”
“You’d better pray that the Cessna comes,” I said against Molina’s ear.
“It will come,” he said. I saw him glance back at the radio.
He didn’t look happy.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
We reached the airstrip at about five-thirty in the morning, according to the watch I’d taken from Molinas. The half-moon was fading quickly, but still hanging on, and behind it a few scattered stars dotted the gray sky. The mountains in the distance looked like ghosts, stretched up into broad sword shapes, others hunched over, all of them unearthly in the vague dawn light. There would soon be enough light to use the airstrip. Three days ago, I thought, we were in Edgerton, Oregon, buying sandwiches from Grace’s Deli.
The silence was profound, just the crunch of our boots on the rocky ground. The rain forest began not a hundred yards to our left, stretching up the flank of the distant eastern mountains. The compound was directly behind us. If anyone was following us, they were staying out of sight. I thought of snipers and moved closer to Molinas. I hoped we covered the others’ backs well enough so if there were snipers, they’d be afraid to shoot for fear of hitting Molinas.

When we reached the edge of the airstrip, the sky was a soft gray, with strips of pink streaking to the east. There was no cover. We crouched down against the stark landscape, still too well silhouetted for anyone with a gun.
Savich turned, a black eyebrow raised. “The rain forest begins right over there? Yet it’s hot and barren here. How can that be?”
“It’s called deforestation,” Molinas said. “The people are very poor.”
“Mac and I were already in there,” Laura said. “It’s incredibly beautiful but the humidity strangles you, and there are so many creatures you can hear but can’t see, it’s also terrifying. I’m grateful we don’t have to go back in.”
Sherlock laughed, shaky, but it was a real laugh. “I think I just need to kill Marlin again. I can hear his laughter, his shouting. I’m just going to kill him. I’ll see if he can come back from the dead a second time.”
“Yes, kill him,” Savich said, looking directly into her eyes. “Kill him again, Sherlock. You’re the only one who can do it. You did it before, you can do it again. Kill him and kick him a couple of times, then come back to me and stay. I need you here.”
“I need you too, Dillon,” she said and closed her eyes. The look on Savich’s face was terrifying. I gripped his shoulder.
It was in that moment that I knew Jilly had been taking the drug when she went over the cliff. I’d been there with her and the drug had driven her mad, just like Sherlock. When she’d discovered Laura was a DEA agent, that she’d been betrayed, she’d been haunted by Laura in her mind. She hadn’t been able to bear it. And that’s why she’d driven her Porsche off the cliff.
I looked over at Laura. She was still staring toward the eastern mountains, not moving, just staring. I wanted to tell her that everything would be all right, but there was something about the way she was focused on those mountains, her silence, that kept me quiet. Laura had it together. She was fine. I smiled at her, knowing in my gut that this woman I’d known for less than a week would decide that living with me was better than living without me.
We tried to limit our risks. We sat closely pressed together, Molinas facing back toward the compound. I didn’t think any of his men could have gotten beyond us, but I couldn’t be sure.
A small plane was coming in, the buzz of its engine sounding rough. I saw Savich frowning at that sound, looking toward the mountains. In a couple of minutes, a sleek little Cessna 310 appeared over the top of the closest peak, banked sharply, and started in to land, the sunrise a halo around it.
I didn’t like the sound it was making—the engines sputtering, missing, as if barely hanging on.
Had Molinas screwed us?
I was turning to him when suddenly two helicopters burst over the mountains.
“My God,” Savich said, shading his eyes, “they’re McDonnell Douglas—Apaches, AH-64 Apaches. They’re ours. They’ve got an M230 Chain Gun, Hellfire missiles, and a stinger. Down! Everybody, DOWN!”
We all hit the ground. In a blink one of the Apaches fired on the Cessna. The small plane sputtered above the ground. I saw two men inside, one of them screaming. I watched the plane explode, showering debris into the dawn sky. Twisting shards of metal, parts of the engine, the seats, one of them holding what had been a man still strapped in, scattered over the airstrip and the land around it. A part of a wing crashed into the ground not twenty feet from us.
“Jesus,” Savich said. “Good old USA Apaches. What the hell are they doing here?”
“Somehow they must have found out where we were.” Laura was yelling at the Apaches, waving her arms. I held Molinas close.
I looked up at the helicopters. They came closer and hovered, making no move to land.
Oh, God. “Laura,” I shouted, “get away from there! Run!”
Without warning, they fired on us.
“The rain forest!” I grabbed Molinas and shoved him ahead of me. They came around again, firing, the hail of bullets kicking up dirt all around us. We made the rain forest, barely. Then I realized the last thing we needed was Molinas holding us back. He’d betrayed us.
I jerked him around and yelled in his face, “You damned bastard!”
“I didn’t betray you.” He was panting now. “You saw them. They shot down the Cessna. One of my men must have radioed Del Cabrizo and told him you were escaping. The cartel ordered it. I didn’t.”
“That makes me feel a whole lot better,” I said. “Well, you can stay and talk to him about it.” I shoved him down behind a tree, took off his belt, and tied his hands behind him to the skinny tree. I ripped off his very nice Italian silk shirt and stuffed it into his mouth, tying the rest behind his head.
“You’d better pray they don’t think you’re disposable. That’s about the only thing that would save both of you.”
I turned away from him and shouted, “Savich, we’re heading north. Keep going, but veer to your left, to the west.” Thank God it was light enough now to see where we were going. Northwest, we had to go northwest. Molina’s soldiers would be searching for him and then come after us.
Savich nodded, holding Sherlock close. I looked at Laura, wondering why she hadn’t come to help me. She was standing about ten feet from me, not moving. I watched her weave where she stood, then drop one of the AK-47s.
“Laura?”
I heard the Apaches overhead, incredibly loud, heard their automatic weapons firing into the forest. Chances were that only an incredibly lucky shot would find us through that thick, nearly impenetrable canopy overhead. But given how our luck had gone so far, I didn’t want to take any chances.
“Laura?” I yelled again. “Come on! We’ve got to hurry. I’ll take the other weapon. What the hell’s wrong?” She didn’t answer. I saw her lean back against a tree, gripping her shoulder.
“Laura?”
“Just a minute, Mac.” Her eyes were closed, her teeth gritted.
Oh, God, she’d been hit. The guns kept sounding overhead, the bullets smashing down through the foliage. We were too close to the edge of the rain forest. We had to go deeper. Without a word, I pulled her hand away from her shoulder. “It went through,” she said, and I saw she was right after I’d opened her shirt.
“Hold still.” I unbuttoned my fatigue shirt and jerked it off. At least it wasn’t as sweaty as my undershirt. I wrapped it as best I could over the wound, tying it under her breasts. It was still bleeding. She was trembling. Her blood streaked over my hands. “Can you hang on for a while?”
She gave me a smile that made me want to cry and said, “I’m DEA. Of course I can hang on.”
I smiled at her as I rebuttoned her shirt, picked up both AK-47s, and hoisted her over my shoulder.
“Mac, no, I can walk.”
“It’s time for the DEA agent to keep her mouth shut,” I said, and to Savich, who’d turned back, “Laura’s been shot. It’s clean, through the upper shoulder. But we’ve got to take care of it, we’ve—”
An Apache was coming in fast and hovered right over us. It sounded muffled through all the greenery overhead, but it was close, too close. If it fired downward, it could hit us.
I laid Laura on the floor of the forest, cupped her cheek with my palm, and said, “Don’t move, I’ll be right back. I’m going to get you a first-aid kit and then I’m going to play doctor.”
She looked at me like the drug had captured my brain again. I just smiled at her, grabbed one of the AK-47s, and ran for a small, light-filled clearing just inside the forest belt. I looked up. An Apache was hovering not twenty yards overhead, its rotor blades fanning the thick upper canopy of the rain forest. I heard birds screeching, heard their wings flapping madly to escape. It was just that the growth was so thick off to my left that I couldn’t see them. I could make out a man staring downward with binoculars.
“Hey, you bastards!” I fired upward. When I cleared the magazine, I pulled it out and shoved another in, and waited. I needed them closer, and lower. The Apache weaved, plunging side to side. Yes, I thought, you’ve seen me. Now, come and get me. I could hear a man yelling. They were right over me now. I fired off another twelve rounds, directly into the gut of the helicopter.
I could see the pilot fighting the controls, trying to regain control. I heard the other man yell. Then, like it was released from a slingshot, the Apache rose straight up and then dipped sharply to the left. I fired another half-dozen rounds. It trembled, the rotor grinding, those amazing General Electric turboshafts sputtering, dying now from all the damage my bullets had caused. The Apache lurched and went straight up again, its nose aimed at the sky. It stopped, trembled some more, turned nose toward the ground, and came down fast. I heard the two men screaming.
The helicopter plunged into the rain forest, slashing through leaves and trees. I heard a loud ripping sound—its rotor being torn off. Then silence. I heard the other helicopter, but it wasn’t close. Wouldn’t it come over us like this one had? Because they saw it go down?
I waited a moment, then ran as fast as I could to where the helicopter lay, nose buried some two feet into the ground, its rotor broken off halfway down, gleaming sharp blade edges embedded in the foliage. Monkeys shrieked overhead. I saw several of them leaping from tree to tree some six feet above my head. I knew the helicopter could explode, but I had to get my hands on a first-aid kit. I couldn’t face the thought of Laura wounded in this living hellhole without any medical supplies.
The gunner and the pilot were both dead. They were wearing fatigues, like the rest of Molinas’s men. They were in an American helicopter but they surely weren’t Americans. They were probably Del Cabrizo’s men, sent to take us out, just as Molinas had said.

To my relief, I found the first-aid kit shoved beneath the pilot’s seat. On the back of the pilot’s chair, to my amazement, were half a dozen containers of bottled water in a net fastened to a strap. There were several blankets strewn over the backseat. I grabbed them up, smelling the fresh, thick scent of sex. Now I knew what these guys had been doing before they’d taken off.
I unfastened the net that held the water from the strap, threw the blankets over my shoulder, and shouting like a madman, I ran back.
We were still too close to the edge of the rain forest. I didn’t hear anyone coming, didn’t hear the other Apache. But it was stupid to take any chances.
“My God,” Savich said. “You’ve got your first-aid kit, and water. I’m going to make sure you get a promotion and a raise, Mac.”
“Can you hold out a bit longer?” I said, coming down to my knees beside Laura.
“Yes, but then I want to relax by the pool with a good book.”
“You got it. Let’s see what we’ve got in here. There should be some pain pills to help take the edge off.” I found them and gave her three, and all the water she wanted from one of the bottles. Savich had gotten the bleeding stopped, thank God. It was as good as we could do for the moment. I rose quickly. “Let’s go northwest about fifty more yards, then I’ll backtrack and erase our tracks. The good Lord is looking out for us, guys. Just look at all this bottled water. And it isn’t even drugged.”
Another fifteen feet ahead and we couldn’t get through the twisted and intertwined vines and trees. It was a wall of green. The first time we’d been helpless, but this time we had the machete Laura had taken.

I unfastened it from her belt, kissed her cheek. “You’re brilliant,” I said. “I can’t promise anything, but it seems to me that just maybe you’ve got the makings of an FBI agent.”
“You really think so?” She managed a smile. Laura had to walk since I was carrying the water and the first-aid kit and one AK-47 and hacking our way through the dense green foliage. So much of it. I held her up, my arm around her waist. “You’re doing great, kiddo. Just hang in there. Another fifteen steps and we’ll rest. That’s good Laura, just ten more steps.” I took another whack at the twisted vines in front of us. “The sucker’s nice and sharp, thank God.”
“I’d rather have a margarita, Mac.”
“Me too, but I’d rather know for sure where we are. I should have wrung that out of Molinas.”
“He got us out of there. We’re in Colombia, Mac. We have to be.”
I heard Sherlock moan, heard Savich’s low voice, but I couldn’t make out his words.
He hefted Sherlock over his shoulder and took the machete from me. I was grateful. We kept going, at least another fifty steps. It was Savich who pulled up. He was panting hard. He gently eased Sherlock to the ground and balanced the big machete and an AK-47 against a tree trunk beside her.
“Mac, enough. I’m beat for the moment. Spread out those blankets and let’s lay our patients on them. Shush, Sherlock, it’s okay.”
Sherlock opened her eyes and looked over at me, at the AK-47s I was laying next to Savich. The only thing was, Sherlock wasn’t behind those eyes. I looked away, I just couldn’t stand it. I wished I’d killed Molinas.
I leaned Laura against a tree, unwrapped the blankets from around her, and spread them out. I eased her down onto her back. Her eyes were nearly black with pain.
I leaned down and kissed her dry mouth. “Now, you just lie here, make Savich give you some water.” I unfolded the other two blankets that I’d been carrying over my shoulder and spread them out over her. I said to Savich, “We’ve been using the machete, but maybe there’s something I can do to lessen their chances of tracking us.” Before I left I gave Laura another pain pill.
When I returned some five minutes later, I heard Laura whisper, “I’m sorry, really sorry. I should have dodged better. Maybe I’ll be demoted to the FBI.”
“You’d have to do something a lot worse than dodge the wrong way to be consigned with the likes of us,” Savich said. “Rest now, Laura.”
“And hold still,” I said. I flipped up the metal clip on the first-aid kit. “I’m going to play doctor now.” I looked through the medical supplies. Alcohol, an oral antibiotic, aspirin, gauze, bandages, tape, needles, matches, thread, the pain pills—thank God the helicopter hadn’t exploded. I had a feeling this was the luckiest find I’d ever make in my life. After Laura.
Laura focused her eyes on my face. “We could be in Thailand right now. Any place there’s a jungle.”
“Not with a town called Dos Brazos,” I said. “Hold still and swallow these pills. It’s an antibiotic and just one more pain pill.” I waited a couple of minutes for the meds to start taking hold, then stripped her shoulder down and examined the wound. It was just a small hole in the front, sluggishly oozing blood. “Hold still,” I said again. I wet one of the bandages with alcohol and pressed it against the wound.
Laura didn’t make a sound. Her eyes were tightly closed. She was biting her lower lip. “It’s all right. I’m not in shock, at least not now. You don’t have to look at me like that. I was shot two years ago. I know what shock feels like. Really, it isn’t bad this time.”
“Where were you shot?” I asked her.
“In my right thigh.”
I could only shake my head. “You’re doing really good. Don’t move.” I lifted her up and looked at the exit wound. It was raw and big and covered with shredded, bloody flesh and material from her fatigue shirt.
I said, “I can’t put stitches in to close the wound, Laura. There’s just no way to get the wound sterile. The chances are the wound would get infected and that would be worse. So I’ll just clean it and lay a bandage over it. We’ll change the bandage every day. Okay?”
“Yes. I hate needles.”
I laid a cloth soaked with alcohol over the wound in her back and gently cleaned the area as best I could. There was an antibiotic ointment, and I smoothed it on. Savich unwrapped a sterilized square of gauze and handed it to me. I gently removed the alcohol pad and pressed the gauze over the wound and pressed strips of adhesive bandage over it.
I repeated the procedure on the small entry wound. I washed the blood off her breast. The dried blood was dark red, nearly black now against her white flesh. I hated it.
I wrapped her shoulder, tying the thick bandage beneath her breasts. I’d done all I could think of. I’d done the best I could.
“Hey, Sherlock, you still there, sweetheart?”
“I’m here, Dillon.”
“Do you think we’re doing things okay here? Concentrate, Sherlock. You wanted to do it, and it’s time. Talk to me.”

“I’m here,” she said in a thin, nearly transparent voice. “I’m concentrating really hard.”
After a few minutes, I asked Laura if it still hurt.
“Just a bit,” she said, and I believed her. She sounded vague and pleasantly surprised. “Isn’t it wonderful how that stuff works? No, it isn’t too bad.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
I had to keep her warm. I got her back into her shirt and covered her with blankets. “You just hunker down and take it easy now.” Since she’d taken a bullet in the leg, she knew what that sort of pain felt like. I had no doubt she could deal with it. The thing was to keep her alive in this damned rain forest with more possible ways to die than the L.A. freeways.
Savich had turned back to his wife. “What do you say, Sherlock? Were we efficient enough for you?”
“I don’t know, Dillon. I’m sorry, but I can’t seem to concentrate, I—” She was gone from us.
“She’ll dream of that lunatic now,” Savich said. “Jesus, Mac, it isn’t fair.”
“She was with us longer this time,” I said.
Laura said, “Maybe this time she’ll kill Marlin Jones. That would be best for her.”
“I hadn’t really believed that such a thing was possible, but maybe, just maybe,” Savich said thoughtfully. He leaned close to his wife’s face. “Did you hear that, Sherlock? Kill the bastard if he dares to come again. Just shoot him right between the eyes. Try really hard to do that, okay?”
He stopped talking and looked up. We listened to the distant sound of an Apache. Not hovering or firing down, just cruising, it seemed to me. Since there was no way they could ever see us through the thick canopy of green, there was no reason to fire.
I told them what I thought had happened to make Jilly drive off that cliff. “There’s no doubt in my mind that Jilly was on that drug. I think the night she went over the cliff she was trying to get away from Laura. Laura was in her head, just like Marlin Jones is in Sherlock’s head, just like when I relived being in Tunisia. But there’s a big difference here. Sherlock will come out of this, like I did. Maybe Jilly took too much of the drug, maybe she was really hooked, because she was still obsessed with Laura when she woke up in the hospital.
“Did she run out of the hospital herself because she didn’t want to see me again? I don’t know. Maybe. When we find her, we’ll get the answer.”
“The truth is,” Savich said, “we don’t have a clue about what the long-term effects of the drug are.”
“I’m afraid that even Paul doesn’t know that,” I said. I saw a beetle, black and orange and green, pause a moment, wiggle its antennae at me, then hurry behind some small orange leaves. I saw several other leaves move. Critters everywhere, I thought, all of them hungry. Everything was alive in this place, everything was hungry, everything was hunted by something else, that or dead and instantly rotting or eaten.
I turned to Laura and lightly stroked my fingers over her mouth. “Since you’ve been cooperative, I’ll give you some more water.”
She drank down a good bit. I looked at the half-dozen bottles. Should we conserve? I wondered how long we’d have to survive in this place. Laura was shivering. I started to take off my shirt, but she stopped me. “Not here, Mac. You’ve got to keep as much of you covered as possible. There are lots of nasty things around here to bite you. And there are leeches too.”
Leeches. Good lord. She was right. I doubled one sex-scented blanket and tucked it around her chest and neck.
“We’ve got to be very careful,” she said. She paused, then frowned. I knew she was trying to get her thoughts together.
“It’s okay, Laura. Take your time. We’re not going anywhere.”
“I was just thinking about my boss, Richard Atherton, wondering if the DEA is all over Edgerton.” She stopped then. I knew she was in pain. I couldn’t stand it. I gave her another pain pill.
After a few minutes, she opened her eyes, smiled at me, but her face was flushed. From fever or the heat or the tremendous weight of the humidity, I didn’t know. “Breathe deeply, Laura,” I said. “Think about that margarita I’m going to make for you. Think of me rubbing oil on your back, massaging your shoulders until all the knots are out. Now won’t that feel good?” I lightly stroked my fingers over her cheek.
I smoothed the hair back from her face. After a few minutes she looked woozy. I didn’t want to kill her with too many pain pills. I looked down at my watch. Nearly eight o’clock in the morning. No more pills until noon. I said, “Just be quiet for a while, Laura. You can tell us all this stuff later, after you feel better. Are you warm enough?”
She thought about it but didn’t say anything.

Sherlock was far off in a stupor, no doubt troubled by visions of Marlin Jones.
“How long has it been since they drugged her the last time, Savich?”
He thought a moment. “Actually, she was back with me only about thirty minutes before you and Laura arrived with Molinas.”
“So it’s only been about six hours.”
Savich was staring up into the canopy of trees over our heads. I heard monkeys shrieking, a bird’s wings flapping wildly, and other sounds I’d never heard before.
“What is it?” I asked him.
“I hear something,” Savich mouthed to me. “Someone’s coming this way. We knew they’d come after us. I wonder if they found Molinas.”
I squeezed Laura’s hand to keep her quiet and listened. Yes, someone was coming, several someones. They were searching blind, not too far away now. Savich had lifted one of the AK-47s. I eased the Bren Ten out of my waistband. “Don’t move,” I whispered against Laura’s ear. She looked at once alarmed, then almost instantly quite calm again. “I might be down, Mac, but I’m not out. Give me a gun.”
“Not on your life. You’re a patient. You’re not to move. Just think about that shoulder opening. It wouldn’t be good, Laura. We’ve got to survive. Now, just lie still and—”
“I don’t want Sherlock or me to die because I’m helpless, Mac. Sherlock’s out of it. I’m all she’s got. Give me the Bren Ten.”
I gave it to her without another word.
“They’re close, Mac,” said Savich. “Let’s go.”
I slung the other AK-47 over my shoulder, slid the machete through my belt, checked the other magazine in my waistband, and fell in behind Savich. If something happened to us, Laura had the Bren Ten. No, I wouldn’t think about that, but I still took one backward look. Laura’s fingers were curled around the pistol. I gave her a thumbs-up.
We were nearly on their heels fifty steps later. They weren’t trying to be quiet. They were speaking loudly in Spanish, cursing, from what I could make out.
We waited, crouched down beneath some broad green leaves larger than my chest. The heat was rising. The air was becoming so heavy, so filled with water that moving through it was like carrying weights. It was tough to breathe. Thank God for that water I’d found in the Apache. The men kept complaining, coming within a dozen feet of where we were crouched on the floor of the forest.
“Let’s get behind them,” Savich said.
They were walking single file only about eight yards ahead of us. Their heavy steps covered any noise we might have made. I saw Savich’s profile. He looked carved out of stone. Mean, dangerous stone. There was death in his eyes, and utter concentration.
He took the last man down so quickly I heard only a hoarse gurgle. The men ahead didn’t hear a thing. Savich sliced his throat with a small scalpel he’d taken from the first-aid kit, then quickly dragged him out of sight. There were two others, who could turn around any minute. We didn’t want to be standing there just staring at them. He looked up as he laid the guy on his back.
“Let’s get the other two.”
We heard the two men talking just ahead of us in rapid Spanish. I paused a moment, listening carefully. I said behind my hand to Savich, “They think Leon stopped to piss.”
“We’ll take them both together,” Savich said.
It happened fast.
Savich took one of them cleanly with the scalpel, just like the first man. I quickly sidestepped them when the other one turned, alarm firing his face. He yelled and lunged at me, bringing up his AK-47. I brought up my hand and smashed it into his throat. His head snapped back. He dropped to his knees, gagging and choking. I finished it with a blow with my rifle butt.
I raised my head to see a big cat staring at me calmly. He was stretched out along a low-lying branch, watching the two of us, unmoved. He looked down at us with, at best, mild interest. Was he waiting to eat the guys who lost?
Savich said, “It’s just a jaguar, Mac. He won’t risk tangling with you. But he might take your prey. Hey, you okay?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“Don’t worry about him. Now, let’s see what we can salvage here.”
“Look,” I said. “There’s a couple of Baby Ruth candy bars here. Hot damn, we need those. We should check the other guy too. You know, Savich, these wrappers aren’t written in Spanish. Neither is anything in the first-aid kit I got out of the helicopter, which was also American. Everything’s American except for Molinas’s men. Who the hell are these guys? What do they do around here?”
Savich answered me with a shrug. He was right. At the moment, who these goons were wasn’t important.
I felt strangely detached from the three dead men, poor bastards. “We got it done. Let’s get back to Laura and Sherlock.”
When we came through the trees to Sherlock and Laura, I nearly lost it. A man was standing over the women, his AK-47 pointed down at Laura’s chest. Laura’s eyes were closed. I didn’t see the Bren Ten.
He didn’t seem to know what to do. He saw us and said, “You will not move, señor, or I will shoot the women. That’s right, lay down the weapons and step away.”
They were the last words he ever said.
Laura pulled up the Bren Ten in a single motion and shot him through the forehead.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
That was well done, Laura,” I said.
She laid the Bren Ten back against her stomach. “One minute we were alone, the next, he just appeared. You rattled him. It gave me the chance I needed.”
We took his weapon and three candy bars from his pants pocket. Soon Savich was stamping his feet into new boots. “They fit perfectly,” he said. “And he has water too.”
I said, “That shot could attract anyone else out there. Savich and I should look around. We shouldn’t be much longer than ten minutes.”
Laura said, “Go. We’ll be all right.”
Savich and I went together, back toward where they’d come from. We saw a green boa wrapped at least three times around a tree we had just passed. I felt a chill slide over my flesh. “There are too many things alive in this place. Every step you take you’ve got to look everywhere, up and down and sideways, all the time. I just touched a tree that was covered with spikes. It’s all so bloody wild and we’re not in control here.”

“If Laura hadn’t taken that machete,” Savich said, “we wouldn’t be here at all.”
I traced the flight of a scarlet macaw, its brilliant red feathers blending down its back into yellow, then blue. He landed, hovering on the very end of a branch not three feet from us that pumped up and down with the bird’s weight. I wondered what Nolan would think of this otherworldly bird.
“A trail or two might be nice,” Savich said. “There’s no sign of anyone else. Let’s get back.”
It was so hot now it was hard to breathe. The humidity was crushing. Our shirts were soaked with sweat. The sweat was so deep on my forearm I could see insects drowning before they could bite me.
“It’s still morning,” Savich said. “I can’t wait to see how much hotter it gets by this afternoon. Look at this damned soil—it’s clay. I don’t want it to rain. Maybe it’s not the rainy season, you think?” He laughed, shaking his head at himself.
I said to Savich, “It’s not even ten o’clock yet, but we shouldn’t stay here. What do you think? Carrying Sherlock and Laura and all the supplies, can we make maybe half a mile before collapsing under a tree?”
“At most,” Savich said. “If we have to use the machete to get through, we might not make more than a couple of miles all day.”
“Better the women are down than us. I can just see Laura trying to tote my carcass over her shoulder.”
Savich laughed, then sobered. “If Laura’s wound gets infected, she’s in major trouble.”
“We’ve got some more shirts. We’ll cover every naked bit of her. The shirts might not smell real sweet, but they’re blessed protection against the filth and the bugs.”
I looked up at the dense canopy overhead, saw a big reddish monkey staring down at us. “There are so many colors,” I said, “everywhere. Look, Savich, mangoes. They’re even ripe. We can eat our Baby Ruths, then have mangoes for dessert.” I picked about half a dozen of the best. I was surprised that some of the critters hadn’t already nabbed them.
 
At one o’clock in the afternoon, we broke into a small clearing, maybe two square meters, that wasn’t overflowing with growing green things. The canopy wasn’t as thick here and more light came through. That light brought us some breathing space, literally. I stood a moment, Laura in my arms, under a thick shaft of hot, clear sunlight. I laid her on a blanket right beneath that blessed shaft of light. “Soak it up,” I told her. “Let it dry you to your toes.”
I dragged the thick net that held the water bottles over the last thirty or so yards. Two snakes flashed across the ground so fast I couldn’t imagine any predator catching them. I had no idea if they’d kill you with a bite or not.
I spread out the blankets, then scraped away more foliage to create a small perimeter. Laura had been largely silent for the past two hours. I think she’d slept part of the time, so drugged that she couldn’t stay awake. I laid my palm across her forehead. She was hot as hell, but maybe that was normal in this hellhole. It had to be near one hundred percent humidity on the floor of the rain forest. At least her skin didn’t feel clammy.
Sherlock was finally awake. She was sitting cross-legged in the middle of a blanket, staring over at Laura. “Don’t let her die,” she said to me, and began shredding the ragged edge of one of the shirts she was wearing. She’d torn off a strip of shirt and tied her thick red hair back from her face. Still, strands were curling haphazardly around her ears. “I couldn’t have imagined a place like this. I just saw a frog that flew from one tree to another tree. They were at least ten feet apart. It was long and skinny and just about the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen. I think it was red, maybe orange, I can’t be sure, it flew so fast. This place isn’t meant for people, you know?”
“I know,” Savich said. “Maybe we should think of our little sojourn here as a bizarre sort of vacation. Maybe Club Med would be interested. Mac and I saw a jaguar. You rarely see them, even here. Drink this, sweetheart. No, don’t just give me ladylike sips. Gulp it down. That’s right.”
When she’d drunk her fill, Savich wiped her mouth. She raised her hand and touched his fingers as they lay against her cheek. “Dillon, my brain feels like it’s coming back to me. Is that a lemon I see?”
“Good,” he said. “That’s good. Yep, Mac and I found some lemon and lime trees. We picked both. If we run out of water or need to wash up, we can use them.”
“We can use the lime in Laura’s margaritas. I can see you now, Dillon, see exactly who you are. I didn’t like being away from you like that.”
“I didn’t like it either,” Savich said.
“You don’t have to carry me anymore now.”
He leaned over and kissed her hard and quick. “Good. That means you can help carry the water bottles.”
She laughed, a real Sherlock laugh, and again, it made me wish I’d killed Molinas for what he’d done to her. And what he’d done to me.
Laura’s eyes were closed. I knew she was in pain, but I needed to ration the pain pills. I gave her water, antibiotics, and two aspirin.
“It’s time for lunch,” I said. “It’s all sugar and fat. My two most favorite things in the world. We’ll be on such highs, we’ll be jumping around up there in the trees with the monkeys.”
Savich said, “I saw half a dozen red howler monkeys about seventy-five paces behind us. They were swinging around, high above us, interested but not going crazy at the sight of us. It was like we were neighbors they just didn’t like. It made me think they’ve seen a number of people here in their territory. Maybe we aren’t deep in a rain forest in the bowels of Colombia, a hundred miles from civilization. Maybe we’re close to a village or a town. Though I don’t know who would live in a place where taking a breath feels like sucking on a blast furnace.”
I frowned over at him, nodding. “You’re right. That jaguar we saw just seemed bored, like we were no big deal. Like he’d keep an eye on us because it was part of his job but he wasn’t at all worried.”
“That’s probably how they look just before they spring,” Savich said, laughing at my expression. “Nah, I wouldn’t worry about the cats. Who knows? Hey, are you guys ready for some lunch?”
“I want my margarita,” Laura said, her voice slurred. “I know you picked some limes. I heard Sherlock talk about it.” I opened her two shirts and looked at the bandage. No blood, thank God. What should I do for it now? I’d been through some basic survival training, but that was it. I saw a small pool of dried blood on her right breast that I’d missed when I’d cleaned her with the alcohol. I didn’t think, just lightly scratched up the dried blood. Her eyes opened.
“Blood,” I said. “I couldn’t bear to see it on you, Laura.”
“How do I look?”
I wanted to tell her that despite everything I was still a guy, with guy thoughts, and I wanted to look at her breasts and smooth my fingers over them while my eyes were closed, and tell her she was beautiful. I felt an insect bite the base of my index finger. “No new bleeding. The bandage is nice and clean. You’re sweating and that’s good. A nice dry, hot sweat from the sun. I think the best thing is just to leave everything alone. Tomorrow morning I’ll change the bandage and see how the wound looks. Now, since you’re such a good patient, you get a reward.” I peeled a Baby Ruth candy bar and broke off a small chunk. I waved it under Laura’s nose. She didn’t say a word, just opened her mouth. She smiled while she chewed. I fed her the entire bar. “You’re going to want to start dancing from this sugar high,” I said.
“She can dance with Sherlock,” Savich said. He was sitting on Sherlock’s blanket, licking chocolate from his fingers.
“Sherlock, you okay now?”
“I’m a lot better than you are, Laura. Is the pain bad?”
“I can control it. I’m forced to lie here and watch Mac eat one of my candy bars. It’s tough. My mouth is watering. If I had the strength, I’d rip it out of his mouth.”
I broke off a little piece and put it in her mouth. She closed her eyes in bliss and chewed.
I counted. We had five more candy bars. We needed to find some fruit besides the mangoes. I thought bananas should be all over the place, but I hadn’t seen any. I’d seen a small anteater scraping along on the floor, and I tried to imagine baking him over a fire. I said, “Everyone, keep your eyes open for some edible stuff, probably fruit, that we can pull off a tree, peel, and eat, okay?”
“We might as well start on the mangoes,” Savich said, as he began peeling mangoes and handing them out. “Nice and ripe. Eat up.”

“I’ve got matches,” Sherlock said, mango juice dripping off her chin. “When we stop this afternoon, we’ll build a fire. It’ll keep the creepy things away.”
“I know all about how to do that,” Laura said. “I spent lots of my childhood at campgrounds being ordered around by Dad and an older brother. I’ve seen some birch and beech trees. Even some oak. That’s hard wood, good for burning in a fire.”
Sherlock crawled over to Laura. “I’ve got another strip of shirt. Let me braid your hair, it’s kind of all over the place.”
I watched Sherlock try to make a French braid of Laura’s long, very matted hair. She smoothed out most of the tangles and picked away half a dozen insects. The best I could say about the result was that her hair was away from her face.
“How is it?” Laura asked.
“You’re gorgeous. Sherlock’s got a real talent with hair, particularly really long hair like yours.” I dabbed a piece of wet shirt over Laura’s mouth to get rid of the sticky mango juice. I could just imagine how all the flying critters would love that stuff.
She smiled and closed her eyes.
I got to my feet and stretched. I packed everything up, then lifted Laura into my arms. I was used to her weight now. It felt good. I looked all around me, carefully. Nothing lethal in sight, man or beast.
Sherlock, thank God, was walking on her own. She kept up with Savich, right on his heels, carrying the first-aid kit and an AK-47. “Sleep, Laura,” I said. “I won’t tell any bad jokes to keep you up.”
“That’s good, Mac,” she said against my shoulder. Her voice was weaker.
We kept moving. Laura seemed lighter than she had just an hour before. It was as if she were fading away, slowly, and there didn’t seem to be anything I could do to stop it. Except find help.
Savich kept up a steady stride, chopping away the undergrowth ahead of us. We saw very little but we heard scurrying sounds all around us.
Suddenly we heard screaming and barking sounds, high above us. A family of spider monkeys, about ten of them, were jumping up and down, rattling branches. Savich got hit in the middle of his back with a shriveled piece of brown fruit we couldn’t identify. They hurled other vegetation and small branches down at us, but nothing that hurt us. I hurried and got a thick, sharp-edged leaf in my face for my trouble. They weren’t afraid of us, just pissed that we were in their territory. Once we had moved sufficiently on, they ignored us.
When the rain came in the middle of the afternoon, hot, thick sheets of rain, I would have given two of my candy bars for a big umbrella. Then we discovered that parts of the canopy overhead were so thick, we were able to stay relatively dry if we stayed in the right spots. I covered Laura as best I could. Steam rose off the ground when the deluge finally stopped. The humidity didn’t lessen, it just wasn’t liquid anymore. Steam rose from our clothes again.
We all smelled very ripe.
I eased Laura onto her feet, holding her upright against me.
“Can you imagine what a cold shower would feel like, Mac?” she asked.
“Right now,” I said, and closed my eyes briefly, “it would be on my top-ten list. Maybe top three. I want you in that cold shower with me, Laura, laughing and fit again.”

She didn’t say anything and that scared me. We kept going.
Now, to add to the impenetrable undergrowth in front of us, the ground was mud. The nicely packed clay was slippery and wet through to a depth of a good six inches. Mud covered us to our knees. It made walking as hard as sucking one of our limes through a straw. I nearly fell once. It was Sherlock who steadied me.
Sweat poured off us. Savich was grunting with each swing of the machete. Monkeys and birds shrieked and howled above us. We couldn’t see even one of them. The racket was nearly deafening at times.
Just when I wanted to stop, go down on my knees, and never move again, I saw butterflies sporting the most amazing colors—reds, yellows, greens. I just pointed at them. One followed us a good distance, gliding beside my face, wide-winged, the brightest blue imaginable, its wings rimmed with solid black. When the butterflies disappeared, taking their beauty with them, I realized we’d moved at least another twenty feet west. The rain forest was deadly, horrific, and those butterflies were the most beautiful things I’d ever seen.
Sherlock spotted two coral snakes. She came to a stop and just stared two feet to her left into some undergrowth. There was no way a coral snake could go unnoticed. The vivid orange-and-white stripes slithered away from us and into deeper cover.
I checked to see that everyone’s boots were tightly laced up, the ends of their pants firmly tucked inside the boots. It was hard to tell with all the mud covering everything. At least we didn’t have any mud on our skin. Talk about itching. But no insects could get inside, and no snakes. I noticed bites on the backs of my hands. No hope for it.

Survival, I thought. We just had to survive. We didn’t hear any helicopters for the rest of the afternoon, or the noise of any other humans. It was just the four of us, alone in this living oven.
“Hot damn,” Savich shouted. “Look what I found. Ripe bananas, to go with our mangoes. Now the Baby Ruths can be our dessert.”
We also found some pipas, a green coconut you can crack open and drink out of. Since Sherlock had taken one of those huge leaves and fashioned it into a funnel to catch rainwater during the downpour, both the empty water bottles were full again. We picked half a dozen pipas just in case.
I was doing the hacking now, Savich carrying Laura. I said over my shoulder, after I’d had to whack a welter of green intertwined leaves three times to get them apart, “I wonder if they found Molinas, the bastard. Maybe they didn’t. Maybe a coral snake got him. Or maybe he’s still lying there with insects crawling all over him.”
“Or maybe,” Savich said, “this Del Cabrizo character was so angry that we escaped, he killed him.”
I didn’t want to think about what could happen to Molinas’s daughter.
We stopped to make camp when we came to another small clearing. When we stepped into the sunlight, we saw a flock of wild turkeys running through the deep grass to the other side. They disappeared into the forest. It was late in the afternoon, time to stop anyway.
Laura was getting weaker. It required too much energy for her to talk. I gave her more antibiotics, more aspirin, and two more pain pills. There were only four left. She didn’t have a fever, and the bandages looked clean, but she was getting weaker.
Sherlock swept our small campsite clean with the thick net. The ground here was nearly dry because of the direct, hot sunlight. She managed to get it completely bare. “It’s important that we leave room so lots of oxygen can circulate. Once we build a fire, it will stay brighter and hotter.” I collected tinder: low, dead hanging branches, rotted pieces of tree that were dry. We managed to find some birch that Laura said was good for fires. Sherlock began digging a moat around our campsite. She said it would keep the critters out.
Savich used the scissors from the first-aid kit to make several fire sticks. He shaved the sticks with shallow cuts to “feather” them. “My granddaddy taught me how to do this,” he said. “It’ll make the wood catch fire more quickly.”
We mixed birch bark and dried grass. I stood back and watched Sherlock build a teepee of kindling over a pile of tinder. I handed Savich the matches from the first-aid kit and watched him light one of his fire sticks, let it burn brightly, and touch it to the tinder. I couldn’t believe it actually worked. It bloomed up bright and hot. It must have been ninety degrees, and there we were, sucking up to it.
“A hot dog might be nice,” Sherlock said. “Potato chips, some dill pickles.”
“Tortilla chips and hot salsa,” Savich said, rubbing his hands together, and grinned. Behind him, a branch shimmied. A brown-spotted gecko poked its head around a tree, looked at us, then pressed itself flat against the bark. I swear it disappeared.
“Maybe some pickle relish on the hot dog,” Sherlock said. “Forget the dills.” As she spoke, she was looking over at Laura, who lay quietly.
We were trapped in a Hieronymus Bosch painting and we’d managed, for a moment, to superimpose normalcy. As evening settled in, the beetles began to move around. You could hear them scuttling to and fro. So many of them, all hungry. I smiled over at Laura. “We’re geniuses. Just look at that fire.”
But Laura wasn’t looking at either me or the fire. She was staring to her right, just beyond the perimeter of the campsite, just beyond Sherlock’s moat. Her face was whiter than boiled rice. I heard her say my name, her voice just above a croak.
I pulled the Bren Ten out of my waistband and slowly turned.




CHAPTER THIRTY
There, reared up on its hind feet, its claws extended, claws so ragged and huge that one swipe could have taken off my face, was a golden brown armadillo. Not one of those small guys you see as road kill on the west Texas highways, but a giant armadillo. I’d never even seen one in a zoo. I’d only seen pictures of them. It had a long snout and small eyes that never left us. The hoary flesh seemed to retract farther, showing more of its claws.
“It doesn’t eat people,” Laura whispered. “It eats worms.”
“That’s a happy thought,” I said as I lowered the Bren Ten. Who knew if men were out there to hear the noise? Savich tossed me a rock. I threw it, kicking up leaves and dirt not six inches from where the armadillo stood. It made a strange hissing noise and disappeared back into the undergrowth.
I heard a collective sigh of relief.
It was time to eat. Savich peeled mangoes with the first-aid scissors. A great find, those scissors. Savich assigned me the task of peeling bananas.

I eyed my slice for just an instant before eating it. I didn’t think we could get food poisoning or diarrhea from something we had just peeled. We each ate only two mangoes, followed by one banana, and polished it off with one of the precious Baby Ruths.
“It’s only eight o’clock,” Sherlock said. “Does anyone know what day it is?”
“If it’s Friday,” Savich said, “you and I would be putting Sean to bed and curling up downstairs with some of my French roast coffee.”
Sherlock grinned at the thought, then she scooted over to Laura. She lightly laid her palm on Laura’s cheek, then her forehead. “Mac, when did you give her aspirin?”
“Two hours ago.”
“She’s getting a fever. We’ve got to dump water down her throat and keep at it. That’s what the doctor told me to do with Sean when he had a high fever.”
I’d endured long nights before, but this was the longest. At least three dozen different beetles kept up an endless dissonant concert throughout the night. We heard things slithering all around us. I’d swear I heard at least a dozen winged things fluttering over my head. But the noise of those beetles, there was nothing like it.
Savich kept the fire burning bright. No more giant armadillos came to visit. No snakes slithered in to get warm. Just the four of us and the fever that was burning Laura up inside.
I was sleeping lightly when I felt her trembling beside me. The shakes, I thought, from a breaking fever. I got all the water I could down her throat, then eased her tight against me, and perhaps it worked because she stopped moaning and eased into fitful sleep for several hours.
We had to find civilization.

With our luck, we’d probably go loping into another drug dealer’s compound.
 
The next morning, we drank a bottle of our precious water, ate two more mangoes, three more bananas, and savored the last of our Baby Ruths.
When we were ready to head out, Savich looked at me and held out his arms. I shook my head and pulled Laura closer to my chest.
“Give her to me. You’re driving yourself into the ground, Mac. It hasn’t been that long since Tunisia. You do the chopping for a while. I’ll carry her until noon, then you can take over again.”
It was clear ahead, no need for the machete. It was an unlooked-for blessing.
Laura’s fever had fallen close to morning and hadn’t come back, as far as any of us could tell. But she was weak. The wound was red and swollen, but there wasn’t any pus. I rubbed in the last of the antibiotic cream. Her flesh felt hot beneath my fingers. I didn’t know how serious it was, but I knew we had to get out of this damned hellhole. I had very little of anything left. I prayed that a real live doctor would suddenly appear in the path just ahead of us, waving a black bag and speaking English.
When Savich was holding her, I took the edge of one of the shirts she was wearing and wet it. I dabbed it all over her face. Her mouth automatically opened. I gave her as much water as she wanted.
“I figure we pulled a little south before we stopped yesterday,” I said, once I’d gotten my bearings. “Let’s go due west and hold to it.”
“Look, we’ve got to be somewhere,” Sherlock said, swiping an insect off her knee. “It’s a small planet, right?”

“You’re right,” Savich said. “Sherlock, lead the way. Mac, you take the rear. Everyone, eyes sharp. I’ve got a hankering for a banana, so keep a lookout for some ripe ones.”
When it rained late that morning, Sherlock managed to capture a good half bottle of fresh rainwater, again using one of those big leaves as a funnel. She stood holding that half-filled water bottle, hair streaming down her face, covered with bite marks, puffed up proud as a peacock, grinning like a fool.
We were wet, but there was nothing we could do about it. Savich managed to keep Laura’s wound dry.
The ground turned to mud again and the undergrowth suddenly thickened. I pulled out the machete and began hacking. My arms felt like they were burning in their sockets. When we found a small area that enjoyed, for some reason unknown to me, a patch of clear sunlight, Savich laid Laura on her back on a blanket and wrapped another blanket around a water bottle to put under her head.
We got a small fire going within ten minutes this time. With that sun overhead, we found dry tinder quickly. With the fire burning brightly, the insects backed off.
Savich began peeling mangoes with the first-aid scissors. “I always liked these things,” he said. He gave a slice to Sherlock.
He cut off another thick slice and handed it to me. I waved it over Laura’s mouth. She opened up. She was still eating. The food seemed to rouse her. She sat up and said suddenly, “Sherlock, have you felt any sort of withdrawal signs? Like you wanted more of that drug?”
“God, no.” She shuddered. “Why do you ask? Oh, I see. If a drug’s not addictive, it wouldn’t be worth the drug dealer’s time to sell it. No repeat customers.”

“Right. Mac, how about you?”
“I haven’t felt anything either.”
“Maybe you guys haven’t had enough of it,” Laura said. “Maybe it takes more than three doses to get hooked.”
“Do you think Jilly was hooked, Mac?”
I hated to say it, but I did. “Yes.”
“I wonder who else in Edgerton has tried the stuff and what they’re doing now,” Sherlock said.
“I’ll bet you Charlie Duck tried it. The coroner told me there was something odd in Charlie’s blood. He was going to run more tests. Maybe he even tried it on purpose to find out what was going on. He was a retired cop, remember.”
“Maybe that’s why someone killed him,” Laura said.
“That works,” Savich said, nodding as he ate a bite of banana.
“Mac,” Sherlock said suddenly, “you had that hookup with Jilly when she went off the cliff and you were actually in bed in Bethesda. You just didn’t understand it. Well, maybe it happened again. Maybe Jilly was just in your mind, warning you.”
“There’s really no other explanation,” Savich said, folding up the banana peel. “Unless you just dreamed it up because you were drugged out of your mind.”
“I was drugged for sure. Whatever it means, I hope it also means that Jilly is alive. Jesus, Laura, this is tough to take,” I said, leaning over to feel her forehead. “How do you feel?”
“There’s something crawling up my leg—on the outside, at least.”
I swiped off the salamander, who flicked its skinny tail, then flitted off into the undergrowth.

Savich was carving another feather stick with the scissors. The damned thing looked like a piece of art.
Laura moaned. She was lying on her back, her eyes closed. Her face was paper white, her lips were nearly blue. I shoveled more aspirin down her throat.
There wasn’t much of anything left in the first-aid kit. My eyes met Savich’s across her body. He was frowning. He was also holding Sherlock’s hand, tight.
We slogged through the mud at least another couple of miles before we stopped for the night.
Laura was about the same the following morning, weak, shaky, and feverish. The wound was redder, more swollen. There was no kidding anybody now. It was bad. We had to get her to a hospital. We were up and walking, Savich carrying Laura, by sunrise.
“Due west,” I said again, and began hacking.
We found a stalk of ripe bananas at nine o’clock. Savich tore them off the stalk to the accompaniment of screaming monkeys, whose breakfast we were stealing. I was relieved they didn’t dive-bomb us.
It was nearly noon when I smelled something. I stopped dead in my tracks, lifted my head, and smelled. It was salt, so strong I could taste it.
I started to let out a yell when I heard men’s voices, loud, not twenty feet away from us.
“Oh, no,” Sherlock said, and backed up, dropping everything except her AK-47. “How could they have found us? Dammit, it’s not fair.”
Savich held Laura, who was either asleep or unconscious. He didn’t put her down, just drew back so I could come up alongside Sherlock.
“They don’t care that we can hear them,” I whispered. “Are there that many of them? Have they fanned out?”

“I can smell the salt now, Mac. We’ve got to be near the ocean.”
The voice moved away. Then, to my shock, I heard women’s voices. Then laughter. Lots of laughter, yelling, more laughter. I heard screaming, but not in terror, screaming and shouting in fun, and all of it was in English.
Something was very strange here.
The thick foliage melted away, everything suddenly thinning out. I took the lead, my Bren Ten in my hand, Sherlock in the rear, Savich carrying Laura between us. We moved as quietly as we could. I saw a troop of green parrots flying from one banana tree to the next, a phalanx of green with flashes of red and yellow. The salt smell grew stronger, and the sun slashed down through the trees above us as the thick canopy above disappeared.
I felt a breeze on my face. I broke through a final curtain of green leaves and stepped onto white sand. Savich inched out behind me. I heard Sherlock suck in her breath. We just stood there, staring.
We were standing at the edge of the rain forest, a good fifty feet of pristine white sand stretching between us and the ocean. It was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.
Some twenty yards up the beach were at least twenty men and women in swimsuits, playing volleyball.
There were beach towels strewn over the sand, a couple of sand castles, half a dozen umbrellas and beach chairs. To top it off, there was a guy on a seat set up some twenty feet above the ground, an umbrella covering him. He was a lifeguard.
Laura made a soft noise in her throat. She opened her eyes and looked at me. “What’s happening?”
“I’d say we lucked out, sweetheart. Just hold on. You and I are going to be in that cold shower before you know it.”
The laughter slowly died away. The men and women were looking down the beach at us. Two of the men waved the others back and came walking toward us. I dropped the Bren Ten to my side. Sherlock eased down on the AK-47, trying to look a little less terrifying.
I yelled, “We need some help. We’ve got a wounded person here.”
The women came trotting up behind the men. One of the guys sprinted toward us. Short and fiercely sunburned, he was wearing glasses and a slouchy green hat. “I’m a doctor,” he said, panting when he stopped in front of us. “My God, what happened to you guys? Who’s hurt?”
“Over here,” Savich said. He carefully laid Laura down on a blanket Sherlock quickly spread beneath a palm tree.
She was barely responding. I unbuttoned the two shirts and bared the bandages. As he knelt down beside her, I said, “It’s a gunshot wound through the shoulder, happened two days ago. I had a first-aid kit, thank God. I didn’t set any stitches for fear of infection. I changed the bandages every day and kept the wound as clean as possible. But it looks like it got infected anyway.”
In the next minute, at least a dozen men and women circled around us. Savich rose and smiled at them, looking ferocious, I realized, seeing how dirty he was, with mud dried to his thighs and his growth of beard. He looked like a wild man, filthy and dangerous.
Then Sherlock laughed. She tossed the water bottles in their net to the ground and let out a big whoop. “We’ve been in the rain forest for over two days. Is this Club Med?”
The men and women just looked at one another. A man in a loose red-and-white-striped bathing suit said, “No, we’re on a day trip here from up the coast,” he said, eyeing us closely. “You got separated from your guide?”
“We didn’t have a guide,” Sherlock said. “Where are we?”
“You’re in the Corcovado National Park.”
“Anywhere near Dos Brazos?” I asked, and slapped a bug off my neck.
“Yeah, it’s at the southeast end of the rain forest.”
Laura opened her eyes and looked up at the man who was carefully lifting up the bandage on her shoulder. “It’s all right. You just hang in there. It’s not bad. But you need a hospital. What’s your name?”
“I’m Laura. What’s yours?”
“I’m Tom. I’m here on my honeymoon. It’s a great place. Well, maybe it wasn’t such a great place for you. What happened?”
“I’m a federal agent. All of us are. I got shot by some drug dealers. We’ve been in the rain forest for the past two days.”
Tom the doctor sat back on his heels and turned to a woman who had to be close to six feet tall. “Glenis, go tell the lifeguard that we need a helicopter here fast. It’s a medical emergency.”
“And the police,” I said.
Tom said to all of us, “The Sirena Ranger Station is just up the way a bit. It shouldn’t take too long. The wound’s infected, but it doesn’t look too bad, considering. You guys did really well taking care of her.”
“Thanks,” I said.
“I want a margarita,” Laura said. “With lots of lime. We’ll even provide the lime.”
I looked around at everyone in that circle. “I’ve heard of Corcovado,” I said slowly. “Isn’t it in Costa Rica?”

One of the women who was wearing a bright red bikini nodded. “Where did you think you were?”
“Maybe Colombia,” I said. “Hey, I’ve always wanted to visit Costa Rica.”
“No wonder the animals were bored with us,” Sherlock said.
One of the men said, “Didn’t you see anyone?”
“Just the bad guys,” Sherlock said. “And some footprints that led off into the undergrowth. We couldn’t take a chance of getting more lost than we already were. We’ve just been making our way west.”
“You didn’t see the tram overhead?” Tom asked. At our blank looks, he said, “Hey, we all took a ride through the rain forest on it yesterday. It was awesome. Well, I guess you must have missed it.” He stuck out his hand to me. “Welcome to Playa Blanca.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
I was staring at the man when I heard Laura wheezing and choking. I was at her side in an instant, grabbing her arms, lifting her against me. She was trembling violently. “Laura,” I said.
“No!”
Tom shoved me out of the way. He peeled back her eyelids, checked her pulse, then immediately yelled for beach towels. Beach towels?
Men and women came running, their arms loaded down with colorful towels with parrots and leopards and bright suns on them. Tom covered her with a good half-dozen beach towels, wet down the end of one of them and spread it over her forehead. He sat back on his heels and said, “Bring me cold drinks, not the diet ones, the ones filled with sugar.”
Someone slapped a Dr Pepper into his hand. He peeled back the tab and said to me, “Hold up her head. We need to get this down her.” I didn’t think she’d take any, but she did. On some level she must have known she had to drink. “The sugar’s really good for her,” Tom said. “And she needs the liquid badly. Let’s just keep getting it down her throat. We’ve got to keep her hydrated.”
The beach crowd gave her some room.
“Where’s that helicopter?” Tom called out as he poured more Dr Pepper down Laura’s throat.
“The lifeguard says another ten, fifteen minutes,” someone yelled back.
The men and women seemed to have assigned themselves tasks. Some of them brought us drinks, others food, still others brought insect repellent and more beach towels. One woman wearing a thong bikini that was an eye-catcher dragged up a huge umbrella and positioned it so that Laura was well protected from the sun.
It seemed like an eternity had passed when—no more fluttering eyelids, no moans, no twitches—Laura just opened her eyes and looked straight up at me. She was dead white but her eyes were focused. She was back again. She smiled at me. Tom gave her more Dr Pepper.
“You’re doing great, Laura,” he said. “Just hang in there. Breathe slowly and lightly. Yes, that’s it. Don’t let yourself go under again. Okay?”
“Okay.” It was her voice, frail and paper thin, but she was back.
“I can hear the helicopter,” I said. “Don’t leave me now, Laura. No more going back into the ether. It would really piss me off. I think Tom would freak out. Just smile at me every couple of minutes while you concentrate on breathing. I need reassurance. Okay?”
“I’m all right,” she whispered. “It just hurts really bad, Mac, but I can deal with this. How’s this for a smile?”
“It’s the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen. I’m sorry, but I don’t have any more pain pills. Just squeeze my hand when it gets really bad.”
When the helicopter landed some twenty yards away from us down the beach, I was nearly a basket case. Two men, each with a gurney slung over his back, and one woman carrying a black bag ran to us. For the first time, I began to really believe that Laura would make it. I wanted to cry with relief.
When the helicopter lifted off, I was holding Laura’s hand and waving to Dr. Tom and all the men and women vacationers who’d helped us out. One of the medics was sticking an IV into her arm, saying as he did so, his English beautifully deep and soothing, “It’s just sugar and salt water. Nothing to worry about. The doctor said she’s been drinking soda. This is even better.”
“She’s dehydrated,” another medic said, a young woman wearing a Mets baseball cap backward on her head. She fit a plastic oxygen mask over Laura’s nose and mouth. “Is she allergic to anything?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
The woman said nothing, just nodded. “I’m going to give her an intravenous antibiotic called cefotetan. It’s very rare that anyone’s allergic to it.” She added, slanting a look at me, “She your wife?”
“Not yet,” I said. Another of the medics was checking Sherlock. The helicopter rose well above the treetops and we got a panoramic view of the rain forest. Dense, forbidding, so green you felt like you were growing mold just looking at it. Low, thick fog was hanging over parts of it, like a wispy gray veil. It looked mysterious, otherworldly. It didn’t look like a place where human beings belonged. Far off to the southeast must have been where we ran into it to escape the helicopters shooting at us. The town of Dos Brazos was over there, I guessed, somewhere, and a few miles southwest was the compound and Molinas, the bastard, and his men who had balls but no discipline.

We’d survived. Odd to think that trams ran tourists through the rain forest, all snug and safe, hands holding cameras and soft drinks.
It was too difficult to be heard over all the noise of the rotors, so we just sat there, looking down at the huge stretch of rain forest that had been both prison and haven.
The woman paramedic lightly touched her hand to my shoulder. I leaned close. “We’re going directly to San José,” she said. “The señorita needs the best facility.”
“How much longer?”
She shrugged. “Maybe an hour.”
I took Laura’s hand. She was still mumbling, still out of it. It was a very long hour.
I’d always wanted to visit Costa Rica, but not like this. Another five minutes and the helicopter set down in the parking lot of the Hospital San Juan de Dios.
There were medics with a gurney waiting. The last I saw of Laura was her long hair hanging off the side of the gurney—tangled and damp from the cold wet towels they’d kept on her forehead—beautiful hair, I thought. Hell, I was in love. She could have been bald and I’d have admired the shine.
The woman medic turned, smiled, and said, “Go to the third floor as soon as they’ve checked you all out. She’ll be in surgery there.”
Sherlock took my arm and led me toward the emergency room. “We made it,” she whispered. “Don’t worry, Mac. Laura will be fine.”
An hour later we’d been examined, cleaned up somewhat, but Savich and I still looked like wild men, with stubble on our faces, torn fatigues, and swollen insect bites covering our necks and the backs of our hands. As for Sherlock, she looked like Little Orphan Annie before she hit the big time, her red hair a wild nimbus around her head, her face pale, her clothes stiff with dried mud. I leaned down and kissed her cheek. She tasted like insect repellent.
But at least we looked human again, barely, and that was a good start.
I called Laura’s boss, Richard Atherton, of the DEA. Savich set up a conference call with his boss, Jimmy Maitland, and Carl Bardolino, my chief. We went over every detail of what had happened. It took at least an hour, some of it peppered with curses from Atherton. We agreed they would fill in our embassy and contact the local authorities to get us protection. They all wanted to come and bring agents with them. Bottom line, no one was going to take four federal agents and haul them off to another country and get away with it. They were arranging for an assault on the compound with the Costa Rican military. Edgerton was already covered with agents, searching for us, questioning everyone, turning the town upside down. I thought of my sister. I was worried and scared for her.
I listened as Sherlock and Savich called his mom and talked baby talk to their son.
Dr. Manual Salinas came to us in the waiting room and said in only slightly accented English, “You did very well. Two days in the rain forest with a bullet through her shoulder, I will tell you that I am surprised Ms. Bellamy survived. You took very good care of her. We went in and cleaned the wound. There was not any deep infection, which is a big relief. We were able to stitch the wound. She will be all right. She is still under the effects of the medication. You can see her in another hour or so.” He shook my hand. “You did an excellent job, all of you. I would like her to remain here for another two days to be sure there are no complications. Then you may fly back to the United States.”
I wanted to kiss him.
After assuring myself that Laura was going to be all right, I left with Sherlock and Savich to buy new clothes. Since we had no wallets, no ID, and not even a dollar bill among the three of us, Dr. Salinas loaned us money. Once Savich and I had shaved and no longer looked like desperadoes, they let us into the stores. When we got back to the hospital, we all showered again and changed in the doctors’ locker room. Then we ate, wearing our new duds, and waited. Local police authorities arrived to question us and to provide protection, which made us all feel better, given the tenacity of Molinas’s soldiers. They agreed to wait until representatives from the DEA and the FBI arrived. They seemed concerned and cooperative. One police lieutenant told us that he’d heard about an old army compound near Dos Brazos. He was surprised someone would try to use it for the drug trade into his country. They wouldn’t get away with anything like that in Costa Rica.
The day seemed to last forever. Laura awoke briefly, but mostly slept. We all elected to stay at the hospital that night, at the urging of the six police officers there to protect us.
The next morning we were seated in Laura’s room, speaking quietly since she was sleeping. I heard a man’s voice but didn’t look up. Then the hospital room door opened and Savich roared to his feet. “Good God, sir, am I glad to see you!”
Assistant Director Jimmy Maitland, Savich’s boss, came into the hospital room like a tackle bursting through the line, grinning from ear to ear when he saw Sherlock and Savich.
“S and S, good to see you guys on your feet! I don’t mind telling you though that I’m glad this sort of thing is mostly behind me.” He hugged Sherlock tightly and shook hands with Savich.
Behind him was my own boss, Big Carl Bardolino. He was a man I’d walk over coals to work for, a man who was ferocious in his loyalty to his people, just as Jimmy Maitland was to his. Big Carl came in at just under six feet five inches and weighed a lithe two hundred pounds. I’d never yet seen an agent who could take him in the gym. “Sir,” I said. “Welcome to Costa Rica.”
“Good to see you in one piece this time, Mac.”
Another man I’d never seen before walked over to Laura’s bed. I knew he wasn’t FBI. Funny, but I knew that immediately. I also knew that I wasn’t going to like him.
“We met this fellow at the airport,” Jimmy Maitland said. “He’s DEA. We let him come with us because he’s Laura Bellamy’s boss, at least that’s what he says. His name’s Richard Atherton.”
I looked him over. He was tall, thin, too well dressed for a Fed, very blond, and looked supercilious. He was wearing loafers with little tassels on them. I said to him, “I was not in Edgerton on assignment for the FBI. I was there on a personal matter, to help my sister. You were dead wrong.”
“That’s what you told me on the phone,” Atherton said, looking at Big Carl. He ignored all of us and looked down at Laura a moment, then said to Savich, “I suppose you were there just to visit with him.” He nodded in my direction.
“That’s right. As I’m sure he told you, someone tried to kill him. Sherlock and I don’t like it when folks try to kill our friends.”
A too-blond brow arched up. “You’re Sherlock? You’re the agent who took down the String Killer?” There was stark admiration in his voice, and Savich frowned.
Sherlock flinched and I knew she was remembering the drug-induced nightmares filled with Marlin Jones. Ignoring him, she addressed Big Carl and Maitland. “The local cops want to take out that compound as much as we do. Shall I tell them that you’re here and ready to go?”
“It’s okay, Sherlock,” Maitland said. “We’ve already set things up.”
“This is DEA business,” Atherton said. “It’s not in FBI jurisdiction. Anything you have to say, you say it to me first, not these guys.”
“Are you always an asshole?” I asked him.
Atherton took a step toward me, looked uncertain, then stopped. I wanted him to take a shot at me, I really did, and so I added, “Laura said you were ambitious, but she didn’t say you were an asshole. Surely that isn’t a requirement for supervisors in the DEA?”
I heard Maitland cough behind his hand. Atherton took a step toward me.
Savich took his forearm. “Don’t do it,” he said to him quietly, very close to his left ear. “Trust me on this, Atherton. It wouldn’t be smart. We’re both pretty pissed at your attitude. I suggest if you want to keep your nice capped teeth intact, you sit yourself down and listen. It’s time for full cooperation. This isn’t some sort of game. Look at Laura. She nearly died.”
“Yeah, because she disobeyed my direct orders.”
And that, I knew, was the truth. I said, “Yes, she did. As a matter of fact, we were all hot dogs, but believe me, we paid for it.”

“You wrecked my operation.”
“That remains to be seen,” Maitland said. “We’ve got about a dozen FBI agents in Edgerton as we speak, turning over every rock.”
“We were about to holler for help,” Sherlock said. “We just didn’t have time. They got us that very first night.”
Maitland said, raising his huge hands, “What’s done is done. Carl and I are used to S and S playing things too loose. We’ll deal with that later. As for Mac, he wasn’t there on the job but on personal business. We’re all in Edgerton now tearing the place down to the ground. If there’s still anything there to tie Tarcher and Paul Bartlett to this drug operation, we’ll find it.”
Atherton stepped back from me, looked hard at Maitland, and sighed. “Well, hell. If there’s a chance we can get anything on Del Cabrizo, I want to be there with you to find it. But I think they must have hit you guys so quickly to give themselves time to close down shop, to destroy evidence.”
Maitland, always a diplomat, said, “If you can nail Del Cabrizo it would be quite a feather in the DEA’s cap. We can use all the help we can get.”
“As of right now,” Big Carl said, “this is an interagency operation. All right with you, Atherton?”
Atherton nodded. He was looking at Laura, oxygen in her nose, an IV in her arm, lying there pale and silent. He walked over to her and lightly touched her shoulder. Maybe he really gave a damn about her.
Laura, her voice a thread of sound, said, “Please get Molinas. He tried to make us think he was so noble, trying to make his daughter well, but he isn’t. He would have done anything to us. He wouldn’t have cared if we died or just went crazy. He’s as bad as Del Cabrizo.” She blinked, closed her eyes, and turned her cheek into the hospital pillow.
Maitland stood up. “It’s time for the FBI and the DEA to mount a joint operation. We’ll all go down to this compound to see what’s going on.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Out with it, Mac. What happened?”
“Molinas is dead,” I said to Laura. “It wasn’t our side who killed him. Del Cabrizo’s people arrived before we did and executed him.”
“He was afraid of Del Cabrizo.”
“He was right to be. Unfortunately, we didn’t find Molinas’s daughter. By the time we and the Costa Rican people got to the compound, it was deserted. The police burned it to the ground to prevent any possibility that it could ever be used again as a halfway point. They’re going to patrol the airspace too.”
“Any word yet from Edgerton?”
“They searched the Tarcher house from top to bottom, and they’re going through his business records. Nothing yet, no financial records to indicate anything concerning drugs.
“Paul’s gone, everything in his house including his computer, gone as well. Tarcher says he doesn’t have any idea what all this is about. They can’t hold him, at least not yet. They’re still looking for Jilly too. But as of two hours ago, we’ve got nothing on anybody.”
I helped Laura move herself higher on the pillow. “There, that’s better. Now, what about Charlie Duck and the traces of the drug the M.E. found?”
“Tarcher said he hadn’t any idea how Charlie Duck had gotten ahold of Paul’s drug. Maybe Paul killed him, Tarcher said.” I lightly kissed Laura’s hand. Her skin was smooth and soft. Her fingers clasped mine. Her grip was stronger. “As you can imagine, the local sheriff, Maggie Sheffield, isn’t a happy camper. She and Atherton are going at each other like two cocks after the same hen.”
Laura laughed.
“Well, two dogs after the same bone. You get the idea. Since I got this from Atherton, he didn’t quite phrase it like that, just complained that this cop in Edgerton was a pain in the butt.”
“What are we going to do, Mac?”
I kissed her mouth and the tip of her nose. I got her earlobe on the third kiss. “We’re going to stay right here until you’re well enough to travel. Then”—I drew a deep breath—“I’ve got to go back to Edgerton. I’ve got to find Jilly.”
“Give me a couple more days, Mac. We’ll go together.”
 
Four days later, all four of us landed in Portland, Oregon. Sherlock and Savich wouldn’t let us go alone.
Savich rented a Toyota Cressida and I rented a Ford Explorer at the airport. They remembered us from last time and gave us a distrustful look, but our original rental cars had been returned to the rental company, the repair bills paid, everything right and tight.
I laid back behind Savich’s car, bright red and in-your-face, on the road to Edgerton. We pulled into Paul’s driveway on Liverpool Street a little over an hour later. It was two o’clock in the afternoon, a Thursday, in early May. A thick wet fog hung over the coastline. Since Paul and Jilly’s house wasn’t even fifty feet from the ocean, the fog was thick, so thick I could barely see Savich’s red car right in front of me. I ached all over in the dampness, a lingering present from my injuries in Tunisia, I guessed. I wondered if this bone-deep damp made Laura’s shoulder ache and pull.
There was no one around to see me pop the lock on the front door.
“It’s not really breaking and entering,” Savich said, providing me some cover as I broke in. “This is your sister’s house, after all.”
The house felt as cold and hollow as ever.
And empty. If Paul had left any notes or journals or equipment, the cops had taken it. I imagined that he’d taken everything.
“We might as well look,” Laura said beside my elbow. “You never know.”
Sherlock, humming, went off to the back of the house. I stood there quietly in the living room, wondering just where Paul would have hidden something he hadn’t taken.
I turned slowly, taking in the modern art, the glass and furnishings, all cold whites and blacks that filled the long room. I still hated it.
Thirty minutes later I joined Savich upstairs in Paul’s laboratory. Savich was looking through an empty closet, singing a country-and-western song under his breath.
I smiled as I carefully scanned the long narrow room, looking, I suppose, for anything that might be out of place, or something that wasn’t quite in the right place, like a seam in the wall. Anything that felt even slightly unusual to me.
Nothing.
Savich was singing about Tommy breaking out of that hot, dark Mexican jail . . .
He stuck his head out of the closet. “I even tapped around the walls. Nothing.”
He rose, wiped his hands on his pants, and said, “Well, I say we go over to the Tarcher house and see how glad they are to see us.”
I said, “This is probably off the wall, but once Maggie told me that Jilly was sleeping with Rob Morrison. Let’s just go see if he knows anything.”
Morrison’s cottage was deserted, not even a car parked in front. No fresh tire tracks. The place looked like it had been empty for a good number of days.
Savich tried the front door. It was locked. Savich looked at me and said, “This is personal, Mac.” He pulled out his small pick set and went to work. He couldn’t get it open. “Interesting,” he said.
“It is,” Sherlock said, crowding in on him. “Why would you have a Fort Knox lock on a shack?”
“Good question.”
I walked around the cottage to the large glass window behind the sink in the kitchen. I whistled as I gently broke the glass. Now this was breaking and entering, for sure.
I managed not to cut myself as I pulled myself in over the sink and jumped to the linoleum floor. The lock on the front door was elaborate, state of the art. It took a minute to figure out. Finally, I flipped three switches and opened the door for Savich and Sherlock.
“A guy lives here?” Sherlock said, looking around. “Alone? This place is as neat as ours, Dillon, just after Julie our housekeeper’s been there.”
“Morrison’s got a housekeeper too, a retired Alaskan fisherman named Mr. Thorne. I’ve never met him, but he sure does good work.”
We got to it. Twenty minutes later, we gathered in the living room, not a whit wiser than twenty minutes before. We’d found a file drawer that held his insurance papers, medical records, car repairs from three different mechanics, and a few odd letters from relatives, nothing interesting or informative. There were a few framed photos around, but the only one that made me stop cold was one of Jilly, set in a gold frame, facedown on the bedside table. She was standing on a cliff, smiling big, wearing a sundress and big sunglasses.
“The shed beside the house,” Savich said. “I want to take a look in there.”
The shed looked as old as the dirt it sat on, the wood rotting and smelling of damp, the door rickety. It was locked. Savich gave it a solid thump with his fist. The door shuddered off its hinges and fell inward. An ungodly odor slammed out at us.
“What is it, Dillon?” Sherlock was crowding him.
“Jesus,” Savich said, turning slowly and taking her arms. “Stay back.”
We hadn’t found Jilly.
We’d found Rob Morrison.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
I looked on as Maggie watched them put her lover into a body bag. Two men heaved the body bag up into the coroner’s van and slammed the doors. She just stood there, watching the van disappear around a curve about half a mile away from Rob Morrison’s cottage.
She’d looked only once at his body, her hand covering her nose and mouth, then walked away and said nothing to any of us for at least ten minutes. Then we’d waited for nearly an hour before the Salem coroner’s office and forensic guy showed up, Detective Minton Castanga in charge. Until now, he’d said nothing at all to Maggie, done nothing more than greeted us.
It had started raining just as the coroner’s van pulled away. Castanga motioned all of us into the house.
“Talk to me,” he said, and sat down on Rob Morrison’s sofa.
We told him everything, except we told him we broke into the house after finding the body.
Castanga scratched his chin with his pen and said, “Now, let me get this exactly straight. You federal people have been all over this town for nearly a week now, then you four came here expecting to find Mac’s sister, Jilly. Or because Morrison might know where she is?”
“That’s right,” I said. Laura sat beside me, listing slightly to the left, against my shoulder.
“Do you have any idea who killed Rob Morrison?” He lifted a beautifully polished red apple from the full bowl on top of the coffee table, rubbed it on his jacket arm, and took a big bite.
“None of us know who killed Rob Morrison,” I said. “None of us know anything about this. His murder must somehow be connected to the drug operation that’s being investigated, but we have no direct knowledge of that. We were just looking around, saw the shed door hanging open, and checked it out. There was Morrison, dead.” So the door hadn’t been exactly open. I didn’t think Castanga needed to know we were searching Morrison’s property.
“Two gunshots in the middle of the back,” Castanga said. “Someone wanted him gone and took care of it efficiently. It appears he’s been dead for at least four days.” Castanga put down the apple core on the polished coffee table, frowned, then gently set it atop the other apples. “Don’t want to stain the wood,” he said.
“You never cared about staining wood when we were married,” Maggie Sheffield said.
“I was young and foolish then.”
“Yeah, no more than thirty-five.” Maggie stood.
Castanga said gently, “Maggie, I understand that you were seeing Rob Morrison. Hadn’t you wondered where he was?”
She shrugged. The pain in her eyes was there for all to see. “He’s not known for fidelity. When he didn’t call me, I tried to get him a couple of times. Then I just stopped.”
“We’re really sorry, Maggie,” Sherlock said.

“I am too,” I said. “He saved Jilly’s life.”
Maggie’s chin went up. “Thanks. Now, I’m going to start interviewing to see what I can find out.”
Castanga looked as if he’d object, then he just shrugged. “Go easy, Maggie, and be careful. I’m not being overprotective. People are in the habit of dying around here.”
Maggie said, “Shit, I should have stayed in Eugene.”
Castanga turned to Laura, who was still leaning against my shoulder. “Take care of her,” he said to all of us. “She should be in bed.”
Castanga closed his small notebook and shoved it inside his jacket. He rose, wiping his hands on his slacks. “Oh, yeah, not a clue as to who drugged you two. As you probably know, the DEA also slammed the lid down on our investigation. It wasn’t going anywhere, anyway.”
We had lunch at Grace’s Deli on Fifth Avenue. I think Grace was the only person in Edgerton who was actually pleased to see us. She took one look at Laura, started patting her, and led her to a chair.
While she made us sandwiches, she talked nonstop about all the trouble. “Must have been thirty federal officers. They blanketed Edgerton, even tucked in the corners. No one could get in or out. They were everywhere, talking to everyone. You know what?”
She handed Laura her tuna salad sandwich and answered her own question.
“No, of course you don’t know anything. You poor people were down in a drug dealer’s camp, being tortured.”
“How did you know about that?” I asked and, unable to wait, took a big bite of my corned beef sandwich on rye.
“Everybody knows everything. There was a meeting of the BITEASS and we all talked about it. Isn’t it something about that drug that Dr. Bartlett invented? And Rob Morrison, murdered because he knew about it and was going to turn those dealers in, whoever they are. Poor boy. Of course, Cotter Tarcher was telling everybody it was all ridiculous, that the drug just gave you great sex, and what was wrong with that?”
“Great sex,” I said, shaking my head.
“I wonder,” Laura said, “if there has been an increase in rape reports around here lately.”
When we pulled into the Tarcher driveway, it was like an alarm went off. Laura straightened up, blinked, and insisted she felt wonderful and renewed after her tuna sandwich and nap.
“A five-minute nap.”
“I’m a woman. I can do more on less.”
Sherlock and Savich pulled up behind us in the driveway.
My knock brought an immediate response.
“Jesus, not you clowns again. What do you want?”
I smiled at Cotter Tarcher, who was blocking the front door, dressed like a thug in black jeans and a white T-shirt. He was even wearing black boots. He looked as dark as a night in hell, spoiling for a fight.
“Hi, Cotter,” I said. “You remember Savich and Sherlock, don’t you? And Ms. Scott? Sure you do. Savich and you caused a little ruckus.”
He stepped back to slam the front door in my face. “I don’t think so,” I said. I slammed the door open, sending him onto his back, skidding across the black-and-white Italian marble floor.
“Control yourself, Cotter. We’re here to speak to your parents. It’s time for you to show some manners.” I walked into the house, with Laura, Savich, and Sherlock right behind me. “You’ve really got to change that bad-boy image.”
He started to get to his feet so he could come at me, but a woman’s voice stopped him.
“No, Cotter, don’t waste your energy on the federal agents. There are four of them and just one of you, although the women probably aren’t that tough. I’m sure you could deal with the one wearing the sling. Don’t forget too, that they can always arrest you.”
She turned to us. “I see you’ve come into my house without invitation. Since I do have some manners, quite good manners, you may stay for a while. You said that you wanted to speak to me?” At my nod, she waved her hand. “I suppose you will come into the living room. Goodness knows, we’ve had more federal agents trooping through the house, tearing everything apart, making huge messes and not bothering to clean them up.”
Elaine Tarcher looked elegant in a pair of tight white jeans and a loose pale peach cashmere sweater. Her rich brown hair was tousled around her face, and she wore cream-colored ballet slippers on her feet. She led the way, not looking back to see whether or not we followed her.
“Poor Maggie,” she said as she gracefully displayed herself on an elegant wing chair that looked at least two hundred years old. “Is she dreadfully distraught over Rob’s death?”
“How did you find out so fast?” Sherlock asked, uncrossing her legs and sitting forward.
Elaine shrugged elegantly. “One hears things so quickly in Edgerton. Perhaps it was our postman who told our housekeeper who told me, just minutes ago. I can’t be expected to remember everything.”
“He didn’t just die,” I said. “Someone murdered him. Two shots in the back. They threw him in the shed and left him there. We found him by accident.”
“Yes, I know. Rob wasn’t at all faithful to Maggie, you know. It wasn’t Maggie’s fault. Actually, I’ve never known Rob to be faithful to any woman for longer than perhaps two and a half weeks, maximum.”

I leaned back in my chair, a match to hers, my elbows resting on my thighs, hands clasped between my knees. “He was only faithful to you that long, Elaine?”
“I suppose there’ll be an investigation,” she said, giving me a sad smile. “It was two and a half weeks exactly. I’ll tell you, I was very surprised when he patted my cheek one evening after we’d made love and told me he was moving on. He was speaking metaphorically, of course, since we were at his cottage and so I was the one who had to leave. It was always so clean, that precious little house, what with Mr. Thorne taking such good care of it. I never even questioned if the sheets were fresh. I knew they were.” She sighed and dabbed a very pretty swatch of white handkerchief to her eyes. “Rob was such a lovely young man. I could be with him for hours, not saying anything, content to touch his beautiful body.” She actually sighed again. “Such endurance he had. And he just got more and more devoted as time went on.” She looked over at me through her lashes. “In matters of the flesh, I mean.”
“Who did he move on to?” Savich asked. He’d remained standing behind Sherlock, who was sitting on a low blue brocade love seat, his hand lightly resting on her shoulder.
“To Maggie. I tried to tell her that he was a Teflon kind of guy, but she just laughed and said just because I was rich didn’t mean Rob would stay with me.”
“Mother, get rid of these creeps. Tell them to get out. They don’t have a warrant. They have no power to make us do anything.”
“Now, Cotter, there’s no call to be rude,” Elaine said. She looked at him like she really loved him, but she also let him see her parental disappointment. “You did learn manners and good breeding when you were growing up, remember? I don’t know what happened to them though.”
“You can take the boy out of the loony bin,” Sherlock said, giving Cotter a small salute, “but you can’t take—well, you know the rest of it.”
I thought Cotter would leap on Sherlock, but then he saw Savich’s face.
“I’m not crazy.”
“No, of course you’re not, dear. You’re just high-strung, like I was when I was your age. I want you to keep yourself calm. Our guests are nearly ready to leave.”
“Do you know anything about Rob Morrison’s murder?” I asked him.
“Not a damned thing,” Cotter said, his voice savage. “But no big loss. The bastard’s dead. No one wants the prick now.”
Savich said in that deep, calm voice of his, “I’m tired of your foul mouth, Cotter. You’re an undisciplined boy in a man’s body. You’re offending me.”
Cotter just stared at Savich for a long moment, then he took a step back.
“I can say whatever I want to, you fuckhead.”
“That’s quite enough,” Elaine Tarcher said, rising gracefully to her feet to face the man who was her son, and who was also certifiable. “You’re not off in the woods with them somewhere, Cotter, you’re here in the living room of my house.”
To my wonder and relief, Cotter said in a calm, controlled voice, “I’m sorry, Mother. I don’t want to make a mess in the living room. You have so many nice things in here.” He’d made the right choice.
“Yes, dear. It’s kind of you to remember. Go find your father now.”
Cotter walked out through the elegant arch of the living room doorway. He turned and said, “Rob Morrison was a fool. He only wanted you for two and a half weeks, Mother. Was he blind? You’re so beautiful the bastard should have been crawling to you. Rob was fucked up, crazy.” Then he was gone.
“I apologize,” Elaine said with a charming smile to all of us. “Cotter gets overstimulated sometimes. My mother was exactly the same way. I believe it’s drinking too much coffee. He doesn’t mean any harm. Now, are you all ready to leave? It’s time, you know. I do have a lot to accomplish this afternoon.”
Sherlock shuddered. Laura said, “Mrs. Tarcher, your son is very seriously disturbed. He’s a sociopath. He needs professional help before he hurts someone or himself. Surely you see that?”
“She’s right,” Savich said. “He’s dangerous, ma’am, and one of these days he won’t back down.”
“I’ll deal with it if and when that day comes,” she said. “He doesn’t need a shrink. That’s absurd. Actually, I believe he got himself involved with that terrible drug of Paul’s. As soon as some time passes, I’m sure he will be all right again.
“I’d like you all to leave now. I’ve been very cooperative, but enough is enough. Why are you staring at me, Agent Savich?”
“You said your son was taking Paul’s drug,” Savich said, his hand still on Sherlock’s shoulder.
“Yes, I’m afraid so. I’m not sure what it was, but he’s seemed more aggressive, not always in control of himself.”
“What we gave Cotter, my dear, was a simple tranquilizer that Paul recommended, nothing more.” Alyssum Tarcher had entered the room speaking these words. He stood tall and imposing in tailored Italian slacks and a white shirt open at his throat. How much had he heard his wife spill?
He continued, “Well, if it isn’t more federal agents, in my living room, threatening my wife and bullying my son. Poor Cotter is in a state. Now, I’ve had it with all of you. If you don’t have a warrant, I want you out of here.”

“Sir,” I said to Alyssum Tarcher, “we came to ask you about Jilly. She’s still missing. I’m very worried about her. Have you seen her? Do you know where she is?”
“We haven’t seen Jilly since before her accident,” he said.
“Do you think Jilly was taking Paul’s drug?” Savich asked. “Do you think she was taking too much of it? That it made her mentally unstable and that’s why she drove off the cliff?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. You are upsetting my wife.”
Laura was hurting, I could tell, but she was controlling it well. She said, “Did you know that John Molinas was murdered in Costa Rica at a drug compound run by Del Cabrizo?”
“It was on the national news,” Alyssum said slowly, one eye on his wife. She was sitting very still, her eyes on her ballet slippers. “Neither Elaine nor I have seen John in a very long time. We were saddened to hear of his death.”
“Unfortunately, your niece is missing,” Sherlock said.
“My brother loved his daughter very much,” Elaine said, rising slowly to stand by her husband. “He wasn’t a bad man.”
“I want you to leave now,” Alyssum Tarcher said. “I am innocent of any drug-trafficking charges, these horrible murders that you and your sister, Mr. MacDougal, seem to have brought to us. There is nothing for you here. I don’t plan to fall apart and confess because there is nothing to confess. Get out now.”
We were nearly to the front door when he said from behind us, “I’ll be sending you a bill for the repairs I had to have done on Seagull Cottage. You left it in a mess.”
He had wonderful gall.
“That was a good touch,” Savich said as we left. “That man’s something.”

I turned to look back at the house. I saw Cotter staring at us through one of the upstairs windows. When he saw me looking up at him, the curtain fell back over the window. I knew exactly what the drug had done to him. But he’d probably loved it. Had his father taken the drug as well? His mother? I didn’t think so. As for Cal, I’d probably never be certain one way or the other.
I felt empty. Coming here had been a waste of time. Jilly was gone and I had no idea now where to look.
“Let’s spend the night in Salem at my condo,” Laura said. “I want to see Grubster and Nolan. When I called the super from San José, he said they were eating well, but not happy that I was gone. It was very nice of Maggie to take them back home.”
“Will they sleep with us?”
“It’s a queen-size bed,” Laura said. “There’ll be room enough for all of us. Oh, yes, I’ve got a nice guest room for Sherlock and Savich.”
I called Maggie Sheffield and told her where we’d be if anything happened to turn up, which I strongly doubted. So did she, but she was nice enough not to say so.
I fell asleep in Laura’s very comfortable bed, at arm’s length from Laura because Grubster had decided to purr the night away snuggled against her side.
I dreamed I saw headlights, bright and sharp, piercing through a dense fog that seemed to cover everything in a thick veil of white.
Odd, but I could clearly see the road ahead. It was coming at me quickly, too quickly. I wanted to yell and smash down on the brakes, but I couldn’t. If there were brakes, I didn’t know where to find them. I wanted to get away from that highway that was moving so quickly, but I was helpless. I was trapped.
I couldn’t draw a breath I was so afraid. Suddenly, I heard a soft keening sound from beside me. It was a woman moaning as if she hadn’t anything left, as if there was nothing more for her and she knew it and accepted it.
I wanted us both to stop, but the road kept coming up through those bright headlights, faster and faster. I tried to tell her I was here with her, that I would help if I could. But she couldn’t hear me.
I heard her speaking now, quietly. She was praying. I was nearly part of her in those moments when she prayed for forgiveness.
I knew I was dreaming despite what I thought, what I felt. I wanted to wake up but I couldn’t.
The road disappeared. I was thrown forward hard, but then everything seemed to fade away. We were flying out into the fog, sailing high, then dropping toward the water.
I was aware of immense pain slamming through me, a tremendous pressure against my chest that didn’t really hurt but was just there. Then it too was gone. There was just an eerie sense of calm, of finality. So easy, I thought, it was so very easy. I smiled at the gentleness of it, smiled even as everything simply went black, and I felt nothing at all.
 
The next morning the four of us stood together on the cliff, looking out over the water. It didn’t take long. A man in scuba gear split the surface of the water and yelled, “She’s down here!”
I’d known Jilly would be. In my dream I was down there with her.
Another man came up beside him. He called out, “There are two cars down there, next to each other. There’s a white Porsche that looks like it’s been there awhile and the one she’s in looks like a rental car.”




EPILOGUE

Washington, D.C.
 Three Months Later 
S quawk.” 
“Keep your feathers on, Nolan.” I dumped a pile of sunflower seeds in my palm and reached inside his cage. 
“Squawk.” 
“Here you go.” 
Grubster rubbed against my bare leg. “Yep, you’re next, fella.” 
You’d look at Grubster and believe he’d eat anything that didn’t move out of his path he was so big, but it wasn’t true. Grubster ate only gourmet cat food. That had started the day we’d all moved into a new town house in Georgetown. 
“He thinks he’s upscale now,” Laura had said. “It’s his statement of self-worth.” 
I put a slice of bread into the toaster and got out the can opener. I forked out an entire can of salmon and rice into Grubster’s big white bowl, with a smiling cat face on the bottom, petted his back, rubbed his ears, and listened to him purr as he chowed down. 
“Squawk.” 


I waved a hot slice of toast until it cooled and broke off small pieces for Nolan. 
“Everyone happy now?” 
There was blessed silence. 
It was Saturday morning, already warm and promising to be hot by noon, and Laura was still asleep. I was about to go back to bed to kiss her awake when the doorbell rang. 
“Just a minute,” I called out and went into the bedroom to pull on a pair of jeans. 
“A registered letter. Are you Mr. MacDougal?” 
I nodded. “Who is it from?” 
“It’s from Oregon, that’s all I know.” 
I don’t know what I expected, but this wasn’t it. It was a short note from a lawyer in Salem, Oregon, telling me only that my sister wished this to be mailed to me exactly three months after her death had been confirmed. 
My hand shook as I smoothed out the pages. 
My dearest Ford: 
I wonder if you will be with me tonight. If so, you will know what it is I have done. I am so sorry to cause you this pain, but I will be grateful if you are there with me. 
How can I begin? At the beginning, I suppose. Paul and I had such great hopes for my brainchild. I managed to bond a neurotransmitter involved with memory to an opiate, and was surprised when the compound proved stable. We thought we would accomplish so much with it when it seemed not to be toxic and had such profound effects in our laboratory. We thought we’d found a key to how memory works, and maybe sexual drive too. But no matter what we tried, we couldn’t control it or predict its effects well enough, and the bastards at VioTech pulled the plug on us. 
Actually, Ford, they pulled the plug because both Paul and I had tried the drug ourselves, and they found out about it. It was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. It was so wonderful at first. The sex was simply incredible. By the time we left VioTech, I was badly hooked. Paul was always afraid of it, even though he loved what it did to his sex drive, and so he kept his doses in check, and it saved him. 
But we had to be able to make more of it by then, and I wanted to keep trying to alter the drug, or control it better. We approached Cotter Tarcher in Edgerton. Paul knew the vicious little bully well enough to think he’d be interested. After Cotter tried the drug, he was willing to help talk his parents into supporting us. Cotter thought he would get rich beyond his dreams. We didn’t know his uncle, John Molinas, was a drug distributor, and that Cotter would tell him about us. Nor did we know that he’d bring that big drug lord in on it—Del Cabrizo. 
We didn’t make any progress, and I got worse. The drug just took over. It still has control. I’m not proud of what I’ve done in the last six months, Ford, the men I’ve been with, including Del Cabrizo. When Del Cabrizo had Molinas tell us Laura was DEA, it turned me completely psychotic. She was inside my head, tormenting me, and I couldn’t stand it. I tried to kill myself so that I would be killing her too. 
And then you arrived. You were such a comfort to me. I left the hospital because Cotter called to warn me that Del Cabrizo knew that you’d found Laura, and he was threatening to kill both of you. I don’t know how he found out, but he did. I was so afraid for you. There was nothing else I could do, so I left the hospital and went into hiding. I stayed with Rob Morrison for a little while, another man I’m not proud to say was my lover. Because Rob crossed them by hiding me for just that first night, they killed him. 
Del Cabrizo needed me to make progress on the drug, you see, and it became a sort of standoff. I told them I’d keep working on the drug if they didn’t kill you. But I couldn’t stop them from taking you. They promised not to kill you if I helped them clear out all the evidence and move the operation to a cabin outside Spokane. They wanted me to get back to work once we moved everything to Spokane out of sight. 
They also killed Charlie Duck, an old man who just dug and dug once he suspected what was going on. I told Molinas I was afraid of what he’d found out and that he’d talk. With those words, I signed his death warrant. Del Cabrizo sent some goons to his house to search for anything he’d written down about what he’d found out. Paul told me that they’d forced a lot of the drug down him, then killed him when he tried to break away. 
I’m so sorry about what they did to you, Ford. Please forgive me. I heard about your escape. Good for you. My brother the cop, you were always my hero. 
I’ve been responsible for so much death and pain. It’s all my fault. 
As you know, I got away from them. But they’ve still got Paul. I know you can track him down if you want to, but they will kill him in a heartbeat if you do. They will probably kill him anyway when they realize he can’t help them. He just doesn’t know enough. Please, don’t you be the one to go after him. 
I wanted you to know what happened so you could put me away, maybe tuck me in the back of your mind as at least a bittersweet memory. No matter what I was, what I became, I loved you, Ford. 
By the way, you should get together with Laura. She’s perfect for you. 
Good-bye, my dearest. Jilly 
I slowly folded the pages and eased them back into the envelope. I lit a fire in the fireplace. When it was going strong, I gently placed the envelope on top of the flames. 
I sat on my haunches and watched as it burned. I didn’t move until it was completely gone. 
“Mac? It’s got to be ninety degrees in here. You lit a fire?” 
I rose slowly and walked to my wife. I hugged her tightly against me. “Would you believe that I found an old photo of me hugging a girlfriend and I burned it before you saw it and got jealous?” 
“Squawk.” 
“Nolan believes me.” 
“Sure, Mac,” she said. I knew she didn’t understand, but she was willing to accept that I didn’t want to explain. 
I hugged her for a very long time. 
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1
New York City
 June 15
 Present
Becca was watching an afternoon soap opera she’d seen off and on since she was a kid. She found herself wondering if she would ever have a child who needed a heart transplant one month and a new kidney the next, or a husband who wouldn’t be faithful to her for longer than it took a new woman to look in his direction.
Then the phone rang.
She jumped to her feet, then stopped dead still and stared over at the phone. She heard a guy on TV whining about how life wasn’t fair.
He didn’t know what fair was.
She made no move to answer the phone. She just stood there and listened, watching it as it rang three more times. Then, finally, because her mother was lying in a coma in Lenox Hill Hospital, because she just plain couldn’t stand the ringing ringing ringing, she watched her hand reach out and pick up the receiver.

She forced her mouth to form the single word. “Hello?”
“Hi, Rebecca. It’s your boyfriend. I’ve got you so scared you have to force yourself to pick up the phone. Isn’t that right?”
She closed her eyes as that hated voice, low and deep, swept over her, into her, making her so afraid she was shaking. No hint of an Atlanta drawl, no sharp New York vowels, no dropped R’s from Boston. A voice that was well educated, with smooth, clear diction, perhaps even a touch of the Brit in it. Old? Young? She didn’t know, couldn’t tell. She had to keep it together. She had to listen carefully, to remember how he spoke, what he said. You can do it. Keep it together. Make him talk, make him say something, you never know what will pop out. That was what the police psychologist in Albany had told her to do when the man had first started calling her. Listen carefully. Don’t let him scare you. Take control. You guide him, not the other way around. Becca licked her lips, chapped from the hot, dry air in Manhattan that week, an anomaly, the weather forecaster had said. And so Becca repeated her litany of questions, trying to keep her voice calm, cool, in charge, yes, that was her. “Won’t you tell me who you are? I really want to know. Maybe we can talk about why you keep calling me. Can we do that?”
“Can’t you come up with some new questions, Rebecca? After all, I’ve called you a good dozen times now. And you always say the same things. Ah, they’re from a shrink, aren’t they? They told you to ask those questions, to try to distract me, to get me to spill my guts to you. Sorry, it won’t work.”
She’d never really thought it would work, that stratagem. No, this guy knew what he was doing, and he knew how to do it. She wanted to plead with him to leave her alone, but she didn’t. Instead, she snapped. She simply lost it, the long-buried anger cutting through her bone-grinding fear. She gripped the phone, knuckles white, and yelled, “Listen to me, you little prick. Stop saying you’re my boyfriend. You’re nothing but a sick jerk. Now, how about this for a question? Why don’t you go to hell where you belong? Why don’t you go kill yourself, you’re sure not worth anything to the human race. Don’t call me anymore, you pathetic bastard. The cops are on to you. The phone is tapped, do you hear me? They’re going to get you and fry you.”
She’d caught him off guard, she knew it, and an adrenaline rush sent her sky-high, but only for a moment. After a slight pause, he recovered. In a calm, reasonable voice, he said, “Now, Rebecca sweetheart, you know as well as I do that the cops now don’t believe you’re being stalked, that some weird guy is calling you at all hours, trying to scare you. You had the phone tap put in yourself because you couldn’t get them to do it. And I’ll never talk long enough for that old, low-tech equipment of yours to get a trace. Oh yes, Rebecca, because you insulted me, you’ll have to pay for it, big-time.”
She slammed down the receiver. She held it there, hard, as if trying to stanch the bleeding of a wound, as if holding it down would keep him from dialing her again, keep him away from her. Slowly, finally, she backed away from the phone. She heard a wife on the TV soap plead with her husband not to leave her for her younger sister. She walked out onto her small balcony and looked over Central Park, then turned a bit to the right to look at the Metropolitan Museum. Hordes of people, most in shorts, most of them tourists, sat on the steps, reading, laughing, talking, eating hot dogs from the vendor Teodolpho, some of them probably smoking dope, picking pockets, and there were two cops on horseback nearby, their horses’ heads pumping up and down, nervous for some reason. The sun blazed down. It was only mid-June, yet the unseasonable heat wave continued unabated. Inside the apartment it was twenty-five degrees cooler. Too cold, at least for her, but she couldn’t get the thermostat to move either up or down.

The phone rang again. She heard it clearly through the half-closed glass door.
She jerked around and nearly fell over the railing. Not that it was unexpected. No, never that, it was just so incongruous set against the normalcy of the scene outside.
She forced herself to look back into her mother’s lovely pastel living room, to the glass table beside the sofa, at the white phone that sat atop that table, ringing, ringing.
She let it ring six more times. Then she knew she had to answer it. It might be about her mother, her very sick mother, who might be dying. But of course she knew it was him. It didn’t matter. Did he know why she even had the phone turned on in the first place? He seemed to know everything else, but he hadn’t said anything about her mother. She knew she had no choice at all. She picked it up on the tenth ring.
“Rebecca, I want you to go out onto your balcony again. Look to where those cops are sitting on their horses. Do it now, Rebecca.”
She laid down the receiver and walked back out onto the balcony, leaving the glass door open behind her. She looked down at the cops. She kept looking. She knew something horrible was going to happen, she just knew it, and there was nothing she could do about it but watch and wait. She waited for three minutes. Just when she was beginning to convince herself that the man was trying new and different ways to terrorize her, there was a loud explosion.
She watched both horses rear up wildly. One of the cops went flying. He landed in a bush as thick smoke billowed up, obscuring the scene.
When the smoke cleared a bit, she saw an old bag lady lying on the sidewalk, her market cart in twisted pieces beside her, her few belongings strewn around her. Pieces of paper fluttered down to the sidewalk, now rutted with deep pockmarks. A large bottle of ginger ale was broken, liquid flowing over the old woman’s sneakers. Time seemed to have stopped, then suddenly there was chaos as everyone in view exploded into action. Some people who’d been loitering on the steps of the museum ran toward the old lady.
The cops got there first; the one who’d been thrown from his horse was limping as he ran. They were yelling, waving their arms—at the carnage or the onrushing people, Becca didn’t know. She saw the horses throwing their heads from side to side, their eyes rolling at the smoke, the smell of the explosive. Becca stood there frozen, watching. The old woman didn’t move.
Becca knew she was dead. Her stalker had detonated a bomb and killed that poor old woman. Why? Just to terrorize her more? She was already so terrified she could hardly function. What did he want now? She’d left Albany, left the governor’s staff with no warning, had not even called to check in.
She walked slowly back inside the living room, firmly closing the glass door behind her. She looked at the phone, heard him saying her name, over and over. Rebecca, Rebecca. Very slowly, she hung up. She fell to her knees and jerked the connector out of the wall jack. The phone in the bedroom rang, and kept ringing.
She pressed herself close to the wall, her palms slammed against her ears. She had to do something. She had to talk to the cops. Again. Surely now that someone was dead, they would believe that some maniac was terrorizing her, stalking her, murdering someone to show her he meant business.
This time they had to believe her.
Six Days Later
 Riptide, Maine
She pulled into the Texaco gas station, waved to the guy inside the small glass booth, then pumped some regular into her gas tank. She was on the outskirts of Riptide, a quaint town that sprawled north to south, hugging a small harbor filled with sailboats, motorboats, and many fishing boats. Lobster, she thought, and breathed in deeply, air redolent of brine, seaweed, and fish, plus a faint hint of wildflowers, their sweetness riding lightly on the breeze from the sea.
Riptide, Maine.
She was in the sticks, the boondocks, a place nobody knew about, except for a few tourists in the summer. She was sixty-four miles north of Christmas Cove, a beautiful small coastal town she’d visited once as a child, with her mother.
For the first time in two and a half weeks, she felt safe. She felt the salty air tingling on her skin, let the warm breeze flutter her hair against her cheek.
She was in control of her life again.
But what about Governor Bledsoe? He would be all right, he had to be. He had cops everywhere, brushing his teeth for him, sleeping under his bed—no matter who he was sleeping with—hiding in his washroom off his big square office with its huge mahogany power desk. He would be all right. The crazy guy who had terrorized her until six days ago wouldn’t be able to get near him.
The main street in Riptide was West Hemlock. There wasn’t an East Hemlock unless someone wanted to drive into the ocean. She drove nearly to the end of the street to an old Victorian bed-and-breakfast called Errol Flynn’s Hammock. There was a widow’s walk on top, railed in black. She counted at least five colors on the exterior. It was perfect.
“I like the name,” she said to the old man behind the rich mahogany counter.
“Yep,” he said, and pushed the guest book toward her. “I like it, too. Been Scottie all my life. Sign in and I’ll beam you right up.”
She smiled and signed Becca Powell. She’d always admired Colin Powell. Surely he wouldn’t mind if she borrowed his name for a while. For a while, Becca Matlock would cease to exist.

She was safe.
But why, she wondered yet again, why hadn’t the police believed her? Still, they were providing the governor extra protection, so that was something.
Why?
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New York City
 June 15
They had Becca sit in an uncomfortable chair with uneven legs. She laid one hand on the scarred table, looking at the woman and two men, and knew they thought she was a nut or, very likely, something far worse.
There were three other men in the room, lined up against the wall next to the door. No one introduced them. She wondered if they were FBI. Probably, since she’d reported the threat on the governor, and they were dressed in dark suits, white shirts, blue ties. She’d never seen so many wing tips in one room before.
Detective Morales, slight, black-eyed, handsome, said quietly, “Ms. Matlock, we are trying to understand this. You say he blew up this old woman just to get your attention? For what reason? Why you? What does he want? Who is he?”
She repeated it all again, more slowly this time, nearly word for word. Finally, seeing their stone faces, she tried yet again, leaning forward, clasping her hands on the wooden table, avoiding the clump of long-ago-dried food. “Listen, I have no idea who he is. I know it’s a man, but I can’t tell if he’s old or if he’s young. I told you that I’ve heard him many times on the phone. He started calling me in Albany and then he followed me here to New York. I never saw him in Albany, but I’ve seen him here, stalking me, not close enough to identify, but I’m sure it was him I saw three different times. I reported this eight days ago to you, Detective Morales.”
“Yes,” said Detective McDonnell, a man who looked like he sliced and diced criminal suspects for breakfast. His body was long and thin, his suit rumpled and loose, his voice cold. “We know all about it. We acted on it. I spoke to the police in Albany when we didn’t see anything of him here in New York. We all compared notes, discussed everything thoroughly.”
“What else can I tell you?”
“You said he calls you Rebecca, never shortens your name.”
“Yes, Detective Morales. He always says Rebecca and he always identifies himself as my boyfriend.”
A look went between the two men. Did they think it was a vengeful ex-boyfriend?
“I’ve told you that I don’t recognize his voice. I have never known this man, never. I’m certain of it.”
Detective Letitia Gordon, the only other woman in the room, was tall, wide-mouthed, with hair cut very short, and she carried a big chip on her shoulder. She said in a voice colder than McDonnell’s, “You could try for the truth. I’m tired of all this bullshit. You’re a liar, Ms. Matlock. Sure, Hector did everything he could. We all tried to believe you, at first, but there wasn’t anyone around you. Not a soul. We wasted three days tagging you, and all for nothing. We spent another two days following up on everything you told us, but again, nothing.
“What is it with you? Are you on coke?” She tapped the side of her head with two long fingers. “You need attention? Daddy didn’t give you enough when you were a little girl? That’s why you have this made-up guy call himself your boyfriend?”
Becca wanted to punch out Detective Gordon. She imagined the woman could pulverize her, so that wouldn’t be smart. She had to be calm, logical. She had to be the sane adult here. She cocked her head at the woman and said, “Why are you angry at me? I haven’t done anything. I’m just trying to get some help. Now he’s killed this old woman. You’ve got to stop him. Don’t you?”
The two male detectives again darted glances back and forth. The woman shook her head in disgust. Then she pushed back her chair and rose. She leaned over and splayed her hands on the wooden tabletop, right next to the clump of dried food. Her face was right in Becca’s. Her breath smelled of fresh oranges. “You made it all up, didn’t you? There wasn’t any guy calling you and telling you to look outside your window. When that bag lady got blown up by some nutcase, you just pulled in your fantasy guy again to be responsible for the bomb. No more. We want you to see our psychiatrist, Ms. Matlock. Right now. You’ve had your fifteen minutes of fame, now it’s time to give it up.”
“Of course I won’t see any shrink, that’s—”
“You either see the psychiatrist or we arrest you.”
A nightmare, she thought. Here I am at the police station, telling them everything I know, and they think I’m crazy. She said slowly, staring right at Detective Gordon, “For what?”
“You’re a public nuisance. You’re filing false complaints, telling lies that waste manpower. I don’t like you, Ms. Matlock. I’d like to throw you in jail for all the grief you’ve dished out, but I won’t if you go see our shrink. Maybe he can straighten you out. God knows someone needs to.”
Becca rose slowly to her feet. She looked at each of them in turn. “I have told you the truth. There is a madman out there and I don’t know who he is. I’ve told you everything I can think of. He has threatened the governor. He murdered that poor old woman in front of the museum. I’m not making anything up. I’m not nuts and I’m not on drugs.”
It did no good. They didn’t believe her.
The three men lined up along the wall of the interrogation room didn’t say a word. One of them simply nodded to Detective Gordon as Becca walked out of the room.
 
Thirty minutes later, Becca Matlock was seated in a very comfortable chair in a small office that had only two narrow windows that looked across at two other narrow windows. Across the desk sat Dr. Burnett, a man somewhere in his forties, nearly bald, wearing designer glasses. He looked intense and tired.
“What I don’t understand,” Becca said, sitting forward, “is why the police won’t believe me.”
“We’ll get to that. Now, you didn’t want to speak with me?”
“I’m sure you’re a very nice man, but no, I don’t need to speak to you, at least not professionally.”
“The police officers aren’t certain about that, Ms. Matlock. Now, why don’t you tell me, in your own words, a bit about yourself and exactly when this stalker first came to your attention.”
Yet again, she thought. Her voice was flat because she’d said the same words so many times. Hard to feel anything saying them now. “I’m a senior speechwriter for Governor Bledsoe. I live in a very nice condominium on Oak Street in Albany. Two and a half weeks ago, I got the first phone call. No heavy breathing, no profanity, nothing like that. He just said he’d seen me running in the park, and he wanted to get to know me. He wouldn’t tell me who he was. He said I would come to know him very well. He said he wanted to be my boyfriend. I told him to leave me alone and hung up.”
“Did you tell any friends or the governor about the call?”

“Not until after he called me another two times. That’s when he told me to stop sleeping with the governor. He said he was my boyfriend, and I wasn’t going to sleep with any other man. In a very calm voice, he said that if I didn’t stop sleeping with the governor, he’d just have to kill him. Naturally, when I told the governor about this, everyone licensed to carry a gun within a ten-mile radius was on it.”
He didn’t even crack a smile, just kept staring at her.
Becca found she really didn’t care. She said, “They tapped my phone immediately, but somehow he knew they had. They couldn’t find him. They said he was using some sort of electronic scrambler that kept giving out fake locations.”
“And are you sleeping with Governor Bledsoe, Ms. Matlock?”
She’d heard that question a good dozen times, too, over and over, especially from Detective Gordon. She even managed a smile. “Actually, no. I don’t suppose you’ve noticed, but he is old enough to be my father.”
“We had a president old enough to be your father and a woman even younger than you are and neither of them had a problem with that concept.”
She wondered if Governor Bledsoe could ever survive a Monica and almost smiled. She just shrugged.
“So, Ms. Matlock, are you sleeping with the governor?”
She’d discovered that at the mention of sex, everyone —media folk, cops, friends—homed right in on it. It still offended her, but she had answered the question so often the edge was off now. She shrugged again, seeing that it bothered him, and said, “No, I haven’t slept with Governor Bledsoe. I have never wanted to sleep with Governor Bledsoe. I write speeches for him, really fine speeches. I don’t sleep with him. I even occasionally write speeches for Mrs. Bledsoe. I don’t sleep with her, either.
“Now, I have no clue why the man believes that I am having sex with the governor. I have no clue why he would care if I were. Why did he pull the governor, of all people, out of the hat? Because I spend time with him? Because he’s powerful? I just don’t know. The Albany police haven’t found out anything about this man yet. However, they didn’t think I was a liar, not like the police here in New York. I even met with a police psychologist, who gave me advice on how to handle him when he called.”
“Actually, Ms. Matlock, the Albany police do believe you are a liar. At first they didn’t, but that’s what they believe now. But do go on.”
Just like that? He said everyone believed she was a liar and she was just to go on? “What do you mean?” she said slowly. “They never gave me that impression.”
“That’s why our detectives finally sent you to me. They spoke to their counterparts in Albany. No one could discover any stalker. They believed you were disturbed about something. Perhaps you had a crush on the governor and this was your way of getting him to acknowledge you.”
“Ah, I see. I have, perhaps, a fatal attraction.”
“No, certainly not. You shouldn’t have referred to it like that. It’s much too soon.”
“Too soon for what? I’m still trying to get the hang of it?”
Anger flashed in his eyes. It made her feel good. “Just go on, Ms. Matlock. No, don’t argue with me yet. First tell me more. I need to understand. Then we can determine what’s going on, together.”
In his dreams, she thought. A crush on the governor? Yeah, right. What a joke that was. Bledsoe was a man who would sleep with a nun if he could get under her habit. He made Bill Clinton look as upstanding as Eisenhower, or had Ike had a mistress, too? Men and power—the two always seemed to go with illicit sex. As for Bledsoe, he’d been very lucky thus far, he hadn’t yet run into an intern as voracious as Monica, one who wouldn’t just fade into the woodwork when he was done with her.
“Very well,” she said. “I came to New York to escape that maniac. I was—I am—terrified of him and what he’ll do. Also, my mother lives here and she’s very ill. I wanted to be with her.”

“You’re staying in her apartment, is that right?”
“Yes. She’s in Lenox Hill Hospital.”
“What’s wrong with her?”
Becca looked at him and tried to say the words. They wouldn’t come out. She cleared her throat and finally managed to say, “She’s dying of uterine cancer.”
“I’m sorry. You say this man followed you here to New York?”
Becca nodded. “I saw him here for the first time just after I arrived in New York, on Madison near Fiftieth, weaving in and out of people to my right. He was wearing a blue windbreaker and a baseball cap. How do I know it was him? I can’t be specific about that. I just know. Deep down, I recognized that it was him. He knew I saw him, I’m sure of that. Unfortunately I couldn’t see him clearly enough to give more than a general impression of what he looks like.”
“And that is?”
“He’s tall, slender. Is he young? I just don’t know. The baseball cap covered his hair and he was wearing aviator glasses, very dark, opaque. He was wearing generic jeans and that blue windbreaker that was very loose.” She paused a moment. “I’ve told the police all of this, many times. Why do you care?”
His look said it all. He wanted to see just how specific, just how detailed her descriptions were, how much she’d embellished her fantasy man. And all of the marvelous particulars were from her imagination, her very sick imagination.
She kept it together. When he hesitated, she said mildly, “He ducked away when I turned toward him. Then the phone calls started again. I know he’s keeping close tabs on me. He seems to know exactly where I am and what I’m doing. I can feel him, you know?”
“You told the officers that he wouldn’t tell you what he wanted.”
“No, not really, other than to tell me if I didn’t stop having sex with the governor, he would kill him. I asked him why he’d do that and he just said he didn’t want me to have sex with any other man, that he was my boyfriend. But it sounded funny, like it was just something he was saying, not something he really meant. So why is he doing this, really? I don’t know. I will be frank with you, Dr. Burnett. I’m not crazy, I’m terrified. If that’s his aim, he’s certainly succeeded. I simply don’t understand why the police think I’m the bad guy here, that I’m making all of this up for some crazy reason. Perhaps you could believe me now?”
He was a shrink; he hedged well. “Tell me why you believe this man is stalking you and making these phone calls to you, why you don’t believe that he wants to be your boyfriend, that it really all just boils down to an obsession and his possession of you?”
She closed her eyes. She’d thought and thought about why, but there wasn’t anything. Nothing at all. He’d targeted her, but why? She shook her head. “At first he said he wanted to know me. What does that mean? If he wanted that, why wouldn’t he just come over and introduce himself? If the cops wanted a nutcase to send to you, they should find him. What does he really want? I just don’t know. If I even had a supposition about it, I’d throw it out there, believe me. But the boyfriend thing? No, I don’t believe that.”
He sat forward, his fingertips pressed together, studying her. What did he see? What was he thinking? Did she sound insane? Evidently so, because when he said very quietly, gently even, “You and I need to talk about you, Ms. Matlock,” she knew he didn’t believe her, probably hadn’t believed her for a minute. He continued in that same gentle voice, “There’s a big problem here. Without intervention, it will continue to get bigger and that worries me. Perhaps you’re already seeing a psychiatrist?”
She had a big problem? She rose slowly and placed her hands on his desktop. “You’re right about that, doctor. I do have a big problem. You just don’t know where the problem really is. That, or you refuse to recognize it. That makes it easier, I guess.”
She grabbed up her purse and walked toward the door. He called after her, “You need me, Ms. Matlock. You need my help. I don’t like the direction you’re going. Come back and let me talk to you.”
She said over her shoulder, “You’re a fool, sir,” and kept walking. “As for your objectivity, perhaps you should consult your ethics about that, Doctor.”
She heard him coming after her. She slammed the door and took off running down the long dingy hallway.




3
Becca kept walking, her head down, out the front doors, staring at her Bally flats. From the corner of her eye, she saw a man turn away from her, quickly, too quickly. She was at One Police Plaza. There were a million people, all of them hurrying, like all New Yorkers, focused on where they were going, wasting not an instant. But this man, he was watching her, she knew it. It was him, it had to be. If only she could get close enough, she could describe him. Where was he now?
Over there, by a city trash can. He was wearing sunglasses, the same opaque aviator glasses, and a red Braves baseball cap, this time backward. He was the bad guy in all of this, not her. Something hit her hard at that moment, and she felt pure rage pump through her. She yelled, “Wait! Don’t you run away from me, you coward!” Then she started pushing her way through the crowds of people to where she’d last seen him. Over there, by that building, wearing a sweatshirt, dark blue, long-sleeved, no windbreaker this time. She headed that way. She was cursed, someone elbowed her, but she didn’t care. She would become an instant New Yorker—utterly focused, rude if anyone dared to get in her way. She made it to the corner of the building, but she didn’t see any dark blue sweatshirt. No baseball cap. She stood there panting.
Why didn’t the cops believe her? What had she ever done to make them believe she was a liar? What had made the Albany cops believe she’d lied? And now, he’d murdered that poor old woman by the museum. She wasn’t some crazy figment in her mind, she was very real and in the morgue.
She stopped. She’d lost him. She stood there a long time, breathing hard, feeling scores of people part and go around her on either side. Just two steps beyond her, the seas closed again.
Forty-five minutes later, Becca was at Lenox Hill Hospital, sitting beside her mother’s bed. Her mother, who was now in a near-coma, was so drugged she didn’t recognize her daughter. Becca sat there, holding her hand, not speaking about the stalker, but talking about the speech she’d written for the governor on gun control, something she wasn’t so certain about now. “In all five boroughs, handgun laws are the same and are very strict. Do you know that one gun store owner told me that ‘to buy a gun in New York City, you have to stand in a corner on one leg and beg’?”
She paused a moment. For the first time in her life, she desperately wanted a handgun. But there was just no way she could get one in time to help. She’d need a permit, have to wait fifteen days after she’d bought the gun, and then hang around for probably another six months for them to do a background check on her. And then stand on one leg and beg. She said to her silent mother, “I’ve never before even thought about owning a gun, Mom, but who knows? Crime is everywhere.” Yes, she wanted to buy a gun, but if she did finally manage to get one, the stalker would have long since killed her. She felt like a victim waiting to happen and there was nothing she could do about it. No one would help her. She was all she had, and in terms of getting a hold of a gun, she’d have to go to the street. And the thought of going up to street guys and asking them to sell her a gun scared her to her toes.

“It was a great speech, Mom. I had to let the governor straddle the fence, no way around that, but I did have him say that he didn’t want guns forbidden, just didn’t want them in the hands of criminals. I did pros and cons on whether the proposed federal one-handgun-a-month law will work. You know, the NRA’s opinions, then the HCI’s—they’re Handgun Control, Inc.”
She kept talking, patting her mother’s hands, lightly stroking her fingers over her forearm, careful not to hit any of the IV lines.
“So many of your friends have been here. All of them are very worried. They all love you.”
Her mother was dying, she knew it as a god-awful fact, as something that couldn’t be changed, but she just couldn’t accept it down deep inside her where her mother had always been from her earliest memories, always there for her, always. She thought of the years ahead without her, but she simply couldn’t see it at all. Tears stung her eyes and she sniffed them back. “Mom,” she said, and laid her cheek against her mother’s arm. “I don’t want you to die, but I know the cancer is bad and you couldn’t bear the pain if you stayed with me.” There, she’d said the words aloud. She slowly raised her head. “I love you, Mom. I love you more than you can imagine. If you can somehow hear me, somehow understand, please know that you have always been the most important person in my life. Thank you for being my mother.” She had no more words. She sat there another half hour, looking at her mother’s beloved face, so full of life just a few weeks ago, a face made for myriad expressions, each of which Becca knew. It was almost over, and there was simply nothing she could do. She said then, “I’ll be back soon, Mom. Please rest and don’t feel any pain. I love you.”
She knew that she should run, that this man, whoever he was, would end up killing her and there was nothing she could do to stop him. If she stayed here. Certainly the police weren’t going to do anything. But no, she wasn’t about to leave her mother.

She rose, leaned down, and kissed her mother’s soft, pale cheek. She lightly patted her mother’s hair, so very thin now, her scalp showing here and there. It was the drugs, a nurse had told her. It happened. Such a beautiful woman, her mother had been, tall and fair, her hair that unusual pale blond that had no other colors in it. Her mother was still beautiful, but she was so still now, almost as if she were already gone. No, Becca wouldn’t leave her. The guy would have to kill her to make her leave her mother.
She didn’t realize she was crying again until a nurse pressed a Kleenex into her hand. “Thank you,” she said, not looking away from her mother.
“Go home and get some sleep, Becca,” the nurse said, her voice quiet and calm. “I’ll keep watch. Go get some sleep.”
There’s no one else in the world for me, Becca thought, as she walked away from Lenox Hill Hospital. I’ll be alone when Mom dies.
Her mother died that night. She just drifted away, the doctor told her, no pain, no awareness of death. An easy passing. Ten minutes after the call, the phone rang again.
This time she didn’t pick it up. She put her mother’s apartment on the market the following day, spent the night in a hotel under an assumed name, and made all the funeral arrangements from there. She called her mother’s friends to invite them to the small, private service.
A day and a half later, Becca threw the first clot of rich, dark earth over her mother’s coffin. She watched as the black dirt mixed with the deep red roses on top of the coffin. She didn’t cry, but all of her mother’s friends were quietly weeping. She accepted a hug from each of them. It was still very hot in New York, too hot for the middle of June.
When she returned to her hotel room the phone was ringing. Without thinking, she picked it up.
“You tried to get away from me, Rebecca. I don’t like that.”
She’d had it. She’d been pushed too hard. Her mother was dead, there was nothing to stay her hand. “I nearly caught you the other day, at One Police Plaza, you pathetic coward. You jerk, did you wonder what I was doing there? I was blowing the whistle on you, you murderer. Yeah, I saw you, all right. You had on that ridiculous baseball cap and that dark blue sweatshirt. Next time I’ll get you and then I’ll shoot you right between your crazy eyes.”
“It’s you the cops think is crazy. I’m not even a blip on their radar. Hey, I don’t even exist.” His voice grew deeper, harder. “Stop sleeping with the governor or I’ll kill him just like I did that stupid old bag lady. I’ve told you that over and over but you haven’t listened to me. I know he’s visited you in New York. Everyone knows it. Stop sleeping with him.”
She started laughing and couldn’t seem to stop. She did only when he began yelling at her, calling her a whore, a stupid bitch, and more curses, some of them extraordinarily vicious.
She hiccuped. “Sleep with the governor? Are you nuts? He’s married. He has three children, two of them older than I am.” And then, because it no longer mattered, because he might not really exist anyway, she said, “The governor sleeps with every woman he can talk into that private room off his office. I’d have to take a number. You want them all to stop sleeping with him? It’ll keep you busy until the next century and that’s a very long time away.”
“It’s just you, Rebecca. You’ve got to stop sleeping with him.”
“Listen to me, you stupid jerk. I would only sleep with the governor if world peace were in the balance. Even then it would be a very close call.”
The creep actually sighed. “Don’t lie, Rebecca. Just stop, do you hear me?”
“I can’t stop something I’ve never even done.”
“It’s a shame,” he said, and for the first time, he hung up on her.
That night the governor was shot through the neck outside the Hilton Hotel, where he was attending a fundraiser for cancer research. He was lucky. There were more than a hundred doctors around. They managed to save his life. It was reported that the bullet was fired from a great distance, by a marksman with remarkable skill. They had no leads as yet.
When she heard that, she said to the Superman cartoon character playing soundlessly on the television, “He was supposed to go to a fundraiser on endangered species.”
That’s when she ran. Her mother was dead and there was nothing more holding her here.
To Maine, to find sanctuary.
Riptide, Maine
 June 22
Becca said, “I’ll take it.”
The real estate broker, Rachel Ryan, beamed at her, then almost immediately backpedaled. “Perhaps you’re making this decision too quickly, Ms. Powell. Would you like to think about this for a bit? I will have everything cleaned, but the house is old and that includes all the appliances and the bathrooms. It’s furnished, of course, but the furniture isn’t all that remarkable. The house has been empty for four years, since Mr. Marley’s death.”
“You told me all that, Mrs. Ryan. I see that it’s an old house. I still like it, it’s charming. And it’s quite large. I like a lot of space. Also it’s here at the end of the lane all by itself. I do like my privacy.” Now, that was an understatement but nonetheless the truth. “A Mr. Marley lived here?”
“Mr. Jacob Marley. Yes, the same name as in A Christmas Carol. He was eighty-seven years old when he passed away in his sleep. He kept to himself for the last thirty years or so of his life. His daddy started the town back in 1907, after several of his businesses in Boston were burned to the ground one hot summer night. It was said his enemies were responsible. Mr. Marley Senior wasn’t a popular man. He was one of those infamous robber barons. But he wasn’t stupid. He decided it was healthier to just leave Boston and so he did, and came here. There was already a small fishing village here, and he just took it over and renamed it.”
Becca patted the woman’s shoulder. “It’s all right. I’ve thought about it, Mrs. Ryan. I’ll give you a money order since I don’t have a bank account here. Could it be cleaned today so I can move in tomorrow afternoon?”
“It will be ready if I have to clean it myself. Actually, since it’s summer, I can round up a dozen high-schoolers and get them right over here. Don’t you worry about a thing. Oh yes, there’s the most adorable little boy who lives not far from here, over on Gum Shoe Lane. I’m not really his aunt but that’s what he calls me. His name is Sam and I watched him come into this world. His mother was my best friend and I—”
Becca raised her brow, listening politely, but evidently Rachel Ryan was through talking.
“All right, Ms. Powell, I will see you in a couple of days. Call me if there are any problems.”
And it was done. Becca was the proud renter of a very old Victorian jewel that featured eight bedrooms, three spacious bathrooms, a kitchen that surely must have been a showplace before 1910, and a total of ten fireplaces. And as she’d told Rachel Ryan, it was very private, at the end of Belladonna Drive, no prying neighbors anywhere near, and that’s what she wanted. The nearest house was a good half mile away. The property was bordered on three sides by thick maple and pine trees, and the view of the ocean from the widow’s walk was spectacular.
She hummed when she moved in on Thursday afternoon. She even managed to work up a sweat. Even though she wouldn’t use them, she cleaned the bedrooms just because she wanted to. She wallowed in all the space. She never wanted to live in an apartment again.
She’d bought a gun from a guy she met in a restaurant in Rockland, Maine. She’d taken a big chance, but it had, thank God, worked out. The gun was a beauty—a Coonan .357 Magnum automatic, and the guy had taken her just next door, where there was a sports shop with an indoor range, and taught her how to shoot. He’d then asked her to go to a motel with him. He was child’s play to deal with after the maniac in New York. All she’d had to do was say no very firmly. No need to draw her new gun on the guy.
She gently laid the Coonan in the top drawer of her bedside table, a very old mahogany piece with rusted hinges. As she closed the drawer she realized that she hadn’t cried when her mother died. She hadn’t cried at her funeral. But now, as she gently placed a photograph of her mother on top of the bedside table, she felt the tears roll down her cheeks. She stood there staring down at her mother’s picture, taken nearly twenty years before, showing a beautiful young woman, so fair and fine-boned, laughing, hugging Becca against her side. Becca couldn’t remember where they were, maybe in upstate New York. They’d stayed up there for a while when Becca was six and seven years old. “Oh, Mom, I’m so sorry. If only you hadn’t locked your heart away with a dead man, maybe there could have been another man to love, couldn’t there? You had so much to offer, so much love to give. Oh God, I miss you so much.”
She lay down on the bed, held a pillow against her chest, and cried until there were no more tears. She got up and wiped the light sheen of dust off the photo, then carefully set it down again. “I’m safe now, Mom. I don’t know what’s going on, but at least I’m safe for the time being. That man won’t find me here. How could he? I know no one followed me.”
She realized, as she was speaking to her mother’s photo, that she also ached for the father she’d never known, Thomas Matlock, shot and killed in Vietnam so long ago, when she was just a baby. A war hero. But her mother hadn’t forgotten, ever. And it was his name that her mother had whispered before she’d fallen into the drug-induced coma. “Thomas, Thomas.”
He’d been dead for over twenty-five years. So long ago. A different world, but the people were the same—both good and evil, as always—mauling one another to get the lion’s share of the spoils. He’d seen her before he’d gone, her mother had told her, seen her and hugged her and loved her. But Becca couldn’t remember him.
She finished hanging up her clothes and arranging her toiletries in the old-fashioned bathroom with its claw-footed bathtub. The teenagers had even scrubbed between the claws. Good job.
There was a knock on the door. Becca dropped the towel she was holding and froze.
Another knock.
It wasn’t him. He had no idea where she was. There was no way he could find her. It was probably the guy to check the one air-conditioning unit in the living room window. Or the garbage man, or—
“Don’t be paranoid,” she said aloud to the blue towel as she picked it up and hung it on the very old wooden bar. “Do you also realize you’ve been talking out loud a whole lot recently? Another thing, you don’t sound particularly bright.” But who cared if she sang to the towel rack, she thought, as she walked down the old creaking stairs to the front entrance hall.
She could only stare at the tall man who stood in the doorway. It was Tyler, the boy she’d known in college. She’d been one of his few friends. He’d been a geek loner and hadn’t managed to make more than a few non-geek friends. Only he wasn’t a geek anymore. No more heavy-rimmed glasses and pen protector on his shirt pocket. No more stooped shoulders and pants worn too high, his ankles showing his white socks. He was wearing tight jeans that fit him very well indeed, his hair was long, and his shoulders were wide enough to make a woman blink. He was buff, in very good shape. Yes, he was a good-looking man. It was amazing. She had to blink at him a couple of times to get her bearings.
“Tyler? Tyler McBride? Is it really you? I’m sorry I’m gawking. You look so very different, but it’s still you. Actually, to be perfectly honest about this, you’re very sexy.”

He gave her a huge grin and gripped her hands between his. “Becca Matlock, it’s good to see you. I came over to see my new neighbor, never dreaming it could be you. Is Powell your married name? I can’t imagine why you’re here of all places, the end of the world. But whatever. Welcome to Riptide.”
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She laughed and squeezed his hands and said, “Goodness, you’re not a nerd anymore. Listen, Tyler, it’s because of you that I’m here. I would have called you. I just haven’t gotten to it yet. Can I really be so lucky to have you for a neighbor?”
He gave her a very nice smile and just stood there, waiting. Had he had braces? She couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter, he had gorgeous teeth now. What a difference. Incredible.
“Oh, yes, everyone’s a neighbor in Riptide, but yes, I live just one street over, on Gum Shoe Lane.”
She let go of his hands although she didn’t want to, and stepped back. “Do come in. Everything, including the furnishings, is ancient, but there aren’t any springs sticking up in the sofa, and it’s fairly comfortable. Mrs. Ryan sent an army of teenagers here to clean the place. They did a pretty decent job. Come in, Tyler, come in.”
She managed to make two cups of tea on the ancient stove while Tyler sat at the kitchen table watching her. “What do you mean you came here because of me?”
She dipped a tea bag in and out of the cups of hot water. “I remembered your talking about your hometown, Riptide. You called it your haven.” She paused a moment and stared down into her teacup. “I’ll never forget your saying that Riptide was in the boondocks, near nothing at all, so private you nearly forgot that you were even here. Just out on the edge of the world, nearly falling into the ocean, and nobody knew where it was, or cared. You also said that Riptide was the place where the sun first rose in the U.S. You said for those moments, the sky was an orange ball and the water was a cauldron of fire.”
“I said that? I didn’t know I was such a poet.”
“That’s nearly word for word, and, as I told you, that’s why I came. Goodness, I can’t get over how you’ve changed, Tyler.”
“Everyone changes, Becca. Even you. You’re prettier now than you were back in college.” He frowned a moment, as if trying to remember. “Your hair’s darker and I don’t remember you having brown eyes or wearing glasses, but otherwise, I’d know you anywhere.” Well damn, she thought, that wasn’t good. She pushed the glasses higher on her nose.
He accepted the cup of tea, not speaking until she sat down at the table across from him. Then he smiled at her and said, “Why do you need a haven?”
What to tell him?
That the governor had been shot in the neck because of her? No, no, she couldn’t feel responsible. That madman shot the governor. She stalled.
He backed off and said, “You went to New York, didn’t you? You were a writer, I remember. What were you doing in New York?”
“I was writing speeches,” she said easily, “for bigwigs in various companies. I can’t believe you remember that I went to New York.”
“I remember nearly everything about people I like. Why do you need a haven? No, wait, if it isn’t any of my business, forget it. It’s just that I’m worried about you.”
She wasn’t a very good liar, but she had to try. “No, it’s okay. I’m getting away from a very bad relationship.”

“Your husband?”
No choice. “Yes, my husband. He’s very possessive. I wanted out and he didn’t want to let me go. I thought of Riptide and what you’d said.” She didn’t want to tell him about her mother dying. To mix that with a lie was just too much. She managed to shrug and raise her teacup to click it against his. “Thanks, Tyler, for being at Dartmouth and talking about your hometown to me.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” he said, his eyes serious upon her face. “If your husband is after you, how do you know he didn’t follow you to the airport? I know New York traffic is nuts, but it’s not all that hard to follow someone, if you really want to.”
“It’s a good thing I’ve read a lot of spy novels and seen lots of police shows.” She told him how she’d changed taxis three times on the way to Kennedy. “When I got out at the United terminal, I was sure no one had followed me. My last driver was one of a vanishing breed—a native New Yorker cabbie. He knew Queens as well as he knew his ex-wife’s lover, he told me. No one followed me, he was sure of it. I flew to Boston, then on to Portland, and bought myself a used Toyota from Big Frank’s. I drove up here to your haven, and he’ll never find me.”
She had no idea whether or not he believed her. Well, all that about her escape from New York was the truth. She’d only lied about who she was running from.
“I sure hope you’re right. But I plan to keep an eye on you, Becca Powell.”
She managed to get him to talk about himself. He told her he was a computer consultant, a troubleshooter of sorts, and he designed software programs for major accounting and brokerage firms, “to track clients and money and how the two come together. I’m successful, Becca, and it feels good. You know, you were the only girl in college who didn’t look at me and giggle at what a jerk I was. You called me a nerd and a geek, but that was okay, it was the truth. Do you know we’ve got a gym in Riptide? I’m there three days a week. I find that if I don’t work out regularly, I get all skinny again, lose my energy, and want to wear a pocket protector.”
“You’re sure not skinny now, Tyler.”
“No,” he said, grinning at her, “I’m not.”
When she showed him out some fifteen minutes later, she wondered again if he’d believed her reason for coming to Riptide. He was a nice guy; she’d hated to lie to him. She was glad he was here. She wasn’t completely alone. She watched him get into his Jeep. He looked up and waved at her, then executed a sharp U-turn. He lived just one street over, on Gum Shoe Lane, but it was a good distance away.
Her house. That felt good. She slowly closed the front door and turned to look at her ancient furnishings. Her mother, the antiques nut, would have shuddered. When Marley Senior had furnished this house, she wondered if he’d ordered anything out of the turn-of-the-century Sears catalogue.
Now that she was settled in, her two suitcases emptied and tucked in the back of her bedroom closet, she decided to explore the town. She locked up the house, got into her car and drove down West Hemlock past one of Riptide’s half-dozen white-spired churches. It was a charming town, isolated, and unspoiled. Just being in such a quaint village made her feel safe.
When she turned her Toyota onto Poison Oak Circle ten minutes later, she spotted the Food Fort. Everyone there was friendly, including the produce woman, who handed her the best head of romaine lettuce in the bin. Since it was a fishing town, there was lots of fresh fish available, mainly lobster. Becca was eager to give everything a try.
Her evening was peaceful. She spent the twilight time leaning over the railing of the widow’s walk, staring out at the ocean. The water was calm; waves crested gently against pine-covered rocks that she could barely make out from where she stood. But Marley Senior had named the town Riptide. Was there a vicious tide that pulled people out to sea? She’d have to ask. It was a scary thought. She’d been caught in a riptide once when she was about ten years old. A lifeguard the size of Godzilla had managed to save her, telling her you had to swim parallel to shore until you were free of the strong current.
She wasn’t being sucked out now, dragged under to die a horrible death. She’d escaped, just as she had when she was ten. Only this time she’d saved herself. Like the ocean on this beautiful evening, her life was calm again. She was safe.
She looked to the left at the dozen or so fishing boats coming back into the harbor. Since it was summer, some tourists were out in their white-sailed boats, enjoying the last bit of the day. The deep scent of brine settled around her. She quite liked it. Yes, she was going to be safe here.
The phone installers were coming the next day. She’d changed her mind at least a dozen times as to whether or not she would even have a phone. In the end, she’d decided in favor of getting connected, perhaps as a gesture of confidence that her stalker would fail to track her down.
The next morning just after nine o’clock, Tyler appeared again at her door, a little boy at his side, holding his hand.
“Hi, Becca. This is my son, Sam.”
His son? Becca looked down at the solemn little face looking up at her. He didn’t look a thing like Tyler. He was sturdy, compact, with a head of very dark hair and eyes a beautiful light blue. Sort of like hers, she thought, and smiled. He looked all boy. He didn’t seem happy to be there. She opened the screen door and stood back. “Do come in, Tyler, Sam.”
He was so wary, she thought. Distrustful. Or was it more than that? Was there something wrong with this precious little boy? Was this Rachel Ryan’s Sam, the little boy she obviously adored? She smiled down at him, then slowly came down on her knees. “I’m Becca. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sam.” She held out her hand.

“Sam, say hello to Becca.”
There was a slight edge to his voice. Why was that? She said quickly, “It’s all right, Tyler. Sam can do what he wants. I don’t think I was all that talkative, either, when I was his age.”
“It’s not that,” Tyler said, frowning down at his son.
The child just stared up at her, unmoving, so very still. She didn’t stop smiling. “Would you like a glass of lemonade, Sam? Mine’s just about the best east of the Rockies.”
“All right.” His voice was small and wary. Thank goodness she’d bought some cookies. Even wary little boys had to like cookies.
She sat him at the kitchen table, saying, “Do you have an aunt Rachel, Sam?”
“Rachel,” Sam repeated, and he gave her a huge smile. “My aunt Rachel.”
Sam said nothing more after that, but he ate three cookies and drank nearly two glasses of lemonade. Then he wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. All boy, she thought, but what was wrong? Why didn’t he speak? And he looked so blank, as if his mind wasn’t focused on the here and now.
“Do come back, Sam. I’ll make sure there are always cookies here for you.”
“When?” Sam said.
“Tomorrow,” she said, giving him a big grin. “I’ll be here all morning.”
“What are you doing tomorrow afternoon?” Tyler said as he took his son’s small hand.
“I’m going to The Riptide Independent to see if they need a reporter.”
“Then you’ll be seeing Bernie Bradstreet, he’s the owner and the main contributor. A really nice older guy who has his finger in every pie in this town. He’ll probably be very impressed with you. Hey, it seems like you’re going to stay for a while.”

“Yes, I just might.”
“Ah, maybe I’ll see you later when Sam’s with his aunt Rachel. She’s not really his aunt, she’s just a really good friend and his baby-sitter.”
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Becca pulled the brush through her brown hair. It was long now, to her shoulders. She pulled it back in a ponytail, then stared at herself in the mirror. She hadn’t worn a ponytail since she was thirteen years old. Then she hadn’t known what evil was. No, don’t think about him. He would never find her. She looked back at herself. The glasses changed her looks quite a bit, as did her darkened eyebrows.
She looked over at her small portable television and knew that during the news they’d soon show another photo of her. They did. It was from her driver’s license. She was grateful they hadn’t gotten a more up-to-date shot. She didn’t much resemble that photo, except maybe on an excruciatingly bad day. With the slight alterations she’d made to her looks just before coming to Riptide, she felt reasonably sure that none of the townspeople would find her out. Only Tyler would make the connection, and she felt she could trust him. Now that her story was being flashed on CNN, she’d have to tell him the truth. She should have told him right away, but she couldn’t, just couldn’t, not then, not at first. Now there was no choice.

But Tyler beat her to the punch. Not fifteen minutes after her story aired, her doorbell rang.
“You lied to me.” It was Tyler. He stood on the front porch, stiff all over, so angry he nearly stuttered.
“Yes, I know. I’m sorry, Tyler. Please come in. I need to throw myself on your mercy.”
She told him the whole story, and was amazed at how relieved she was to confide in him. “I still don’t know why the cops didn’t believe me. But I’m not hiding because of them. I’m hiding because of the madman who’s been terrorizing me. Maybe he wants to kill me now, I don’t know.” She kept shaking her head, saying over and over, “I can’t believe he actually shot the governor. He really shot him.”
“The cops could protect you.” Tyler wasn’t standing so stiffly now, thank God, and his eyes had calmed. Just a minute before they’d been flat and very dark.
“Yes, probably, but they would have to believe I was in danger first. They would have to believe there really was a stalker. There’s the rub.”
Tyler fell silent. He pulled a small wooden carving of a pyramid out of his pants pocket and began fiddling with it. “This isn’t good, Becca.”
“No. Is that Ramses the Second’s tomb?”
“What? Oh this. No, I won it in a geometry competition when I was a senior in high school. You changed your name to Powell.”
“Yes. You’re the only one who knows the truth, about everything. Do you think you can keep it quiet?”
“You’re not married, then?”
She shook her head. “No. Also, I would have run sooner but I couldn’t leave my mother. She was dying of cancer. After she died, there was nothing holding me back.”
“I’m very sorry, Becca. My mom died when I was sixteen. I remember what it was like.”
“Thank you.” She wasn’t going to cry, she wasn’t. She looked toward an ancient humidor that sat in the corner and jumped to her feet. She’d just realized what she’d done. “Oh God, I can’t believe this. I’m a jerk. This is a big mistake. Listen, Tyler, you’ve got to forget all of this. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t want you in harm’s way. And I just thought of Sam. I can’t take a chance on anything happening to him. It’s too risky. Whoever this maniac is, he’ll do anything, I’m convinced of it. Then there’s the cops. I don’t want them to arrest you for keeping quiet about me. I’ll just go somewhere else that isn’t on the map. Jesus, I’m so sorry I spilled my guts to you.”
He stood, taller than she by a good five inches. No more anger in him, just determination. It calmed her. “Forget it. It’s a done deal. I’m now up to my neck in this with you. Don’t worry, Becca. I don’t think they’ll ever find you.” He paused a moment and looked down at the pyramid lying in the palm of his left hand. “Actually, I’ve already told a few folks in town that my old college friend Becca Powell has come to live here. Even if someone thinks you look like this Rebecca Matlock they saw on TV, they won’t make the connection. I’ve already vouched for you, and that makes a difference. Also those glasses really alter your looks. You don’t wear them usually, do you? And your eyes aren’t really brown.”
“You’re right on both counts. I’m wearing brown contacts. The glasses are just window dressing; they’re not prescription, just plain glass. I also darkened my hair and my eyebrows.”
He nodded, then suddenly he grinned. “Yeah. I remember you as a blonde. All the guys wanted to go out with you, but you weren’t really interested.”
“I was only a freshman, too young to know what I wanted, particularly in guys.”
“I remember there were some bets in the frat houses on who would get you in the sack first.”
“I never heard about that.” She shook her head, wanting to laugh and surprised by it. “Guys are immensely focused, aren’t they?”
“Oh, yeah. I was, too, only it never did me any good, at least not then. I remember wishing somehow that it would be me you’d go out with, but I was too chicken ever to ask. Now, we’ll get through this, Becca. You’re not alone anymore.”
She couldn’t believe he’d do this for her. She threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. “Thank you, Tyler. Thank you very much.” She felt his arms tighten around her back. She felt safe for the first time in a very long time. No, not safe. She didn’t feel alone anymore. That was it.
When she finally stepped back, he said, “It might even help if you go out with me, be seen with me around town. You know, lull any suspicions, if there are any. You’ll fit in if you’re seen with me, since I’m a native. I’ll always call you Becca, too. That’s a very different name from Rebecca. I believe that’s the only name the media has used.”
“To the best of my knowledge it is.”
Tyler slid the wooden pyramid back into his jeans pocket and hugged her once more. He said against her left ear, “I wish you’d trusted me right away, but I understand. I think it’ll be over soon. A three-day news hit and then it’s gone.”
As she pulled away from him, she devoutly prayed he was right. But how could it be? The man had tried to murder the governor of New York. He was still at large. They couldn’t just forget about it. The thing was, there was simply nothing more she could tell the authorities. What if she called Detective Morales and told him she didn’t know anything more, that she’d already told them everything? Immediately after Tyler left, she went back into the living room and picked up the phone before she could second-guess herself. She had to try to make him believe her. She didn’t know the sophistication of their tracing equipment. Well, she’d just have to get it over with, quickly, before they could get a lock on her location. She got through very quickly to Morales, which had to be a miracle in itself. “Detective Morales, this is Becca Matlock. I want you to listen to me now. I’m well hidden. No one’s going to find me, nor is there any reason for anyone to find me. I’m not hiding from you, I’m hiding from the stalker who terrorized me and then shot the governor. You do believe me now, don’t you? After all, I’m sure not the one who shot him.”
“Look, Ms. Matlock, why don’t you come in and let’s talk about it? Nothing’s for sure right now, but we need you here. We have a lead you could help us with—”
She unclenched her teeth and spoke very slowly. “I can’t tell you anything more than I already did. I told you the truth. I still don’t have any idea why none of you ever believed me, but it was the truth, all of it. I can’t help you with any so-called lead. Oh, that’s a lie, isn’t it? Anything to get me back. But why?” She paused for a moment. Time was passing, he didn’t answer her. She said, “Listen, you still don’t believe me, do you? You believe I shot the governor?”
“Not you yourself, no. Ms. Matlock—Rebecca—let’s talk about it. We can all sit down and work this out. If you don’t want to come back to New York, I can come wherever you are to talk.”
“I don’t think so. Now, I don’t want you to be able to trace this call. I will say it once more: The madman who shot the governor is out there and I’ve told you everything I know about him. Everything. I never lied to you. Never. Goodbye.”
“Ms. Matlock, wait—”
She hung up the phone, aware that her heart was pounding deep and hard. She’d done her duty. There was nothing more she could do to help them.
Why didn’t they believe her?
She had dinner that night with Tyler McBride at Pollyanna’s Restaurant nearly at the end of West Hemlock, on a small curved cul-de-sac called Black Cabbage Court.
She said over their appetizer, “What’s with the names in this town?”
He laughed as he speared a cold shrimp, dipped it in horseradish, and forked it into his mouth. “Are you ready for this? Okay, there was this rumor that began floating around in 1912 that Jacob Marley Senior found out his wife was sleeping with the local dry-goods merchant. He was so upset that he poisoned her, and that’s why he renamed all the central streets after plants that are toxic.”
“That’s amazing. Any proof of it?”
“Nope, but hey, it makes for a good tale. Maybe he was a closet Borgia, who knows? I think my favorite is Foxglove Avenue. It runs parallel to West Hemlock.”
“What are some more?”
“There’s Venus Fly Trap Boulevard, which runs parallel to West Hemlock to the north, Night Shade Alley, that’s where my gym is, and Poison Ivy Lane, just to the south of us.”
“Wait, isn’t the Food Fort on Poison Oak Circle?”
“Yes. Since I live outside the center of town, it’s just Gum Shoe Lane for the likes of me. However, since you’re in Marley’s house, you get his pièce de résistance—Belladonna Drive. Even better, you’re not in a big house next to all the peasants, no, you’re out there all by yourself, surrounded by all those beautiful trees and just that narrow driveway to get to you.”
She was laughing as she said, “Why did he name his own street Belladonna Way?”
“That’s supposedly what Marley Senior used to poison his unfaithful wife. Pollyanna’s Restaurant is on Black Cabbage Court. That’s the name for this plant in Indonesia that’ll kill you with a single lick. It evidently has this sugary-sweet smell and taste, and that’s how it gets its victims.”
She was laughing when a man came up to their table and said, “Hello, Tyler. Who’s this?”
Becca looked up at the older man, who had lots of white hair, a good-sized belly, and a big smile. He said, frowning down at her, “Hey, you look familiar, you—”
“I’ve known Becca for nearly ten years, Bernie. We were at Dartmouth together. She got tired of the rat race in New York City and decided to move here. She’s a journalist. You want to hire her for the Independent?”

She hadn’t gone to see Bernie Bradstreet for the simple reason that it had dawned on her that she didn’t have any legitimate ID and now her face was plastered all over TV. She just sat there, smiling stupidly, not knowing what to say. She’d forgotten to say anything to Tyler. She was a fool.
Very sharp gray eyes focused on her. He held out his hand, with large, blunt fingers. “I’m Bernie Bradstreet.”
“Becca Powell.”
“You write what? Crime coverage? Weddings? Local charities? Obits?”
“None of those things. I mainly write human interest articles about strange and wonderful things that are all around us. I try to amuse people and perhaps give them a different perspective on things. I’m a luxury for a newspaper, Mr. Bradstreet, not a necessity. I’m the last sort of frill a small newspaper needs.”
She’d whetted his appetite. Just great. He said, a brow arched, “Like what, Ms. Powell?”
“Why feta cheese and glazed pecans taste so delicious in a spinach salad.”
“I suppose you went into all sorts of folklore, nutrition information, stuff like that?”
“That’s right. For example, with the feta, pecans, and spinach, it all has to do with a chemical reaction that zings the taste buds.”
Bernie Bradstreet looked too interested. She drew back, lowered her eyes to the napkin Tyler had tossed beside his plate.
Tyler said, “Dessert, Becca?”
She said, grinning up at Mr. Bradstreet, “Yep, that’s what I am, dessert for a newspaper. I’m low on a priority list, very low.”
“No,” Tyler said. “I mean real dessert. Coffee and dessert for you, Bernie?”
Bernie couldn’t stay. His wife was at the far table with one of their grandkids. “They make special hot dogs for kids here,” he said; then, “Why don’t you drop by with some of the articles you’ve written, Ms. Powell? Actually, bring me the feta cheese article.”
“I didn’t bring any of them with me, sir, sorry.”
Tyler gave her a look but didn’t say anything. But his eyes had widened just a bit. He’d finally realized that this was the last thing she needed. Good, she thought, she was out of it. But no, he just ruminated awhile, looking at her, then said, “All right, write me up one—whatever topic you like—not over five hundred words, and we’ll see.”
She nodded, wishing the guy was more hard-nosed. She watched him walk back to his table, stopping at three more tables on the way. She looked at Tyler and raised her hand to stop him. “No, I can’t work for him. I don’t have any ID I can use. I doubt he’d want to pay me in cash.”
“Damn,” he said. “I didn’t think of that. I just finally realized that the more he saw you, he just might put you together with the Rebecca on TV.”
“It’s okay. I’ll write up an article or two and give them to him, tell him to see how the readers like them, then we can talk. He shouldn’t get suspicious then. I don’t need the money. I’m not going to starve. It’s just that I do need something to keep my mind busy.”
“Are you any good with computers?”
“I guess I’m what you’d call a functional genius, but a technological moron.”
“Too bad. Since I’m a small-time consultant, I don’t need any frills, either.”
The night was clear and warm, with just a slight breeze off the Atlantic. The stars were brilliant overhead. Becca stood by Tyler’s Jeep, staring up at the sky. “Nothing like this in New York City. I could get used to this real fast, Tyler. Too bad you can barely hear the ocean from here. The briny smell is fainter, too.”
“Yeah, I found I missed it so much I had to move back, and so I did just a couple of years after I finished my master’s degree. But you know, more and more young people leave and stay gone. I wonder if Riptide will still be here in another twenty years or so.”

“There are lots of tourists to boost the economy, aren’t there?”
“Yes, but the entire flavor of the town has changed over the past twenty, thirty years. I guess that’s progress, huh?” He paused a moment, staring up at the Milky Way. “After Ann went away, I thought I wanted to leave Riptide and never come back—you know, all the memories—but I realized that all of Sam’s friends are here, all the people who knew Ann are here, and memories aren’t bad. I can work anywhere, and so I stayed. I haven’t regretted it. I’m glad you’re here, Becca. Things will work out, you’ll see. The only thing is winter. It’s not much fun here in January.”
“It’s not much fun in New York, either. We’ll see what’s happening by January. I don’t understand about your wife, Tyler. Did she die?”
She wanted to take it back at the look of pain that etched lines around his mouth, made his eyes look blank and dead. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”
“No, it’s all right. Of course you’re curious. Everyone else in town is.”
“What do you mean?”
“My wife didn’t die. She just up and left me. She was here one day, gone the next. No word, no message, nothing at all. That was fifteen months, two weeks, and three days ago. She’s listed as a Missing Person.”
“I’m very sorry, Tyler.”
“Yeah, so am I. So is her son.” He shrugged. “We’re getting by. It gets better as the time passes.”
What an odd way to put it. Wasn’t Sam his son, too?
“The townspeople are like folk everywhere. They don’t want to believe that Ann just up and left Riptide. They’d rather think I did her in.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“I agree. Now, Becca, don’t worry. Things will get better. I’m an expert at things eventually getting better, particularly when they can’t possibly get any worse.”
She sure hoped he was right. They made a date to go to the gym together the following day. His wife had just walked out—on him and on her own little boy? That had to be incredibly tough for both of them. Why did folks want to believe he’d kill her?
Three nights later, on June 26, Becca was watching TV, not to see if she was still a footnote in Governor Bledsoe’s ongoing story, but to check in on the weather again. The most violent storm to hit the Maine coast in nearly fifteen years was surging relentlessly toward them, bringing with it forecasts of fifty-mile-per-hour winds, torrential rains, and the probability of immense property damage. Everyone was warned to go to shelters, which Becca considered doing for about three minutes. No, she wasn’t about to leave. Being with other people up close and personal as one would be in a shelter would put her at greater risk of being recognized. She didn’t think many of the Mainers would even consider leaving their homes. They were incredibly tough, only nodding philosophically when discussing the incoming storm.
Becca paced the widow’s walk as the storm approached, watching the skies, the now disappearing stars as clouds blanketed them, the boats in the harbor, bobbing about in the rising waves. Then the winds suddenly increased and tore through the trees. The air turned as cold as a morning in January. When the rain finally hit, crashing down hard and fast, she was driven inside. It was just before ten o’clock at night.
The lights flickered. Becca had bought candles and matches and she set them on her bedside table. She paused to listen as the storm bludgeoned the shoreline. She heard a newscaster predict great destruction of lobster boats and pleasure craft if they hadn’t been thoroughly secured. She could imagine what the harbor looked like now, waves frothing high, whipping against the sides of the boats, probably sending water crashing over the sides.
She shivered as she pulled on a sweater and snuggled down into her bed. She kept the TV on nonstop weather coverage and looked at the light show outside her bedroom window. The thunder was deafening. The house rattled with the force of it.
The meteorologist on channel 7 said that the winds were strengthening, nearly up to sixty miles per hour now. He said people should go to official shelters away from the coast for protection. Oddly, he sounded excited. Becca still had no intention of leaving. This old house had doubtless seen its share of comparably violent storms in its hundred-year history just as the Piper Lighthouse had up the road. Both had survived. Both would survive another storm, she didn’t doubt that, although she couldn’t help but cringe as the house groaned and creaked.
Suddenly, with no warning, thunder boomed, lightning streaked through the sky, and the lights went out.
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It wasn’t dark for long. The lightning and thunder kept the sky lit up for a good five minutes, without a break. She could easily read her clock. It was just after one in the morning. She finally couldn’t stand it any longer and reached for the phone, to call Tyler, but the line was dead. She stared at the receiver, then looked out her bedroom window as a huge streak of lightning lit up the sky. She felt the thunder deep in her eardrums as it boomed, almost simultaneous with the flash. It would be all right. It was only a storm. Storms in Maine were just another part of life, like the hordes of mosquitoes that occasionally blanketed a town. This was nothing to get alarmed about.
As Becca lay in the darkness, looking out the bedroom window, she swore that the winds were growing even stronger as they ravaged the land. She felt the house literally shudder around her. It shook so hard, she briefly worried that it would pull free of its foundation. A loud wrenching sound had her bolt upright in bed. No, it wasn’t anything, really. Had she come here just to be killed in a ferocious summer storm? She had wished earlier that she was closer to the ocean, listening to the waves hurling themselves against the high cliffs covered with pine trees bowed and bent from the winter winds, or beating against the clustering speared black rocks that lined the narrow cluttered beach at the end of Black Lane, a narrow, snaking little dirt road that went all the way to the ocean.
But not now. It was just as well that crashing angry waves weren’t added to the mix. She watched the lightning continue to tear through the sky, making it bright as day for long moments at a time. She felt the scoring of the thunder to her toes. It was impressive, utterly dramatic, and she was getting scared.
Finally she couldn’t stand it any longer. She lit the three precious candles, stuck them in the bottom of coffee mugs, and picked up the Steve Martini thriller she’d been reading until the storm had really gotten serious.
Was the storm easing up? She read a few words, then realized that she couldn’t remember the story line. This wasn’t good. She put the novel back on her nightstand and picked up the New York Times, carried only by a small tobacco shop off Poison Ivy Lane. She didn’t want to read about the attempted assassination, but she did, naturally. Page after page was devoted to the governor’s attempted murder. She was mentioned too many times.
Thunder rolled loud and deep over the house as she read: There is a manhunt for Rebecca Matlock, former speechwriter for the governor, who, the FBI says, has information about the attempt on the governor’s life.
Former speechwriter now, was she? Well, since she’d left without a word or any warning, she supposed that was fair enough.
It was nearly two o’clock in the morning.
Suddenly, with no warning at all, the wind gave a howl that made the hair bristle on the back of her neck and set her teeth on edge. A flash of lightning exploded, filling the sky with a bluish light, and a crack of thunder seemed to lift the house right into the air. She nearly bit her tongue as she stared out her bedroom window. She watched the proud hemlock weave once, then heard a loud snap. The old tree wavered a moment, then went crashing to the ground. It didn’t hit the house, thank God, but some upper branches crashed into the window, loud and so scary that she leapt from the bed and ran to the closet. She crouched between a yellow knit top and a pair of blue jeans, waiting, waiting, but there was nothing more. What had happened was over with. She walked slowly back into the bedroom. Tree branches were still quivering as they settled just above a pale blue rag rug on the floor. The window was shattered, rain slithered in around the beautiful green leaves, dripping onto the floor. She stood there, staring at the huge tree branch in her bedroom, listening to another loud belt of thunder, and thought enough is enough. She didn’t want to be alone, not anymore.
She dressed and ran downstairs. She had to find something to block up the window. But there wasn’t anything except half a dozen dish towels with lighthouses on them. She ended up stuffing all her pillows around the tree branch. It worked.
She closed the front door behind her and stepped into the howling wind. She was wet clear through before she’d taken three breaths. No hope for it. She ran through the heavy rain to the Toyota and fumbled with the lock even as her hair was plastered to her head. Finally she got the door open and climbed in behind the wheel. When she turned the key in the ignition, the car growled at her, then stopped. She didn’t want to flood it so she didn’t turn the ignition again. No, give it a rest for a moment. Again, finally, she turned the key, and Lord be praised, the engine turned over, started. Tyler’s house was just about a half-mile down the road, the first street to the right, Gum Shoe Lane.
At a loud crack of thunder, she looked back at Jacob Marley’s house. It looked like an old Gothic manor in the English countryside, hunkered down in the rain, filled with lost and ancient spirits. It looked menacing even without billowing fog to shadow it in more gloom. A sharp lightning flash streaked down like a silver knife. The house seemed to shudder, as if from a mortal wound. It looked like the gods wanted to rip it apart. She was very glad she was leaving. Maybe Jacob Marley Senior really had poisoned his wife and God was just now getting around to some punishment. “Thanks a lot for waiting until I was here,” she yelled heavenward. She waved her fist. “I come here and you decide, finally, to mete out divine justice. You’re a little bloody late!”
The huge hemlock that could have so easily smashed right into the side of the house lay on its side nearly parallel to the west wall. That one very full and long branch that had crashed through her bedroom window looked like a hand that had managed to reach into the house. She shuddered at the image. Everything suddenly seemed alive and malevolent, closing in on her, like the man who had called her and stalked her and murdered that old woman and shot the governor. He was near, she felt him.
Just stop it. She drove very slowly down the long narrow drive, no choice there. Debris filled the road, wind bent trees nearly to the ground. The boughs glanced off her windshield. Branches whipped toward her, rain hammered against the windshield, pounded against the car, making her wonder if she’d come to Maine only to be done in by a wretched storm. She had to get out of the car twice to pull fallen branches out of the way. The wind and rain slammed hard into her, making it impossible to stand straight and nearly impossible to walk. She knew there had to be dents in the car fenders. The insurance company was going to love this. Oh dear, she’d forgotten, she didn’t have any insurance. That required being a real person with real ID.
Suddenly headlights cut through the thick, swirling sheets of rain, not twenty feet from her. They were coming toward her, fast, too fast. Damnation, to get killed on Belladonna Way. There had to be some irony in that, but she couldn’t appreciate it right then. She’d come to hide herself and be safe, a tree branch came into her bedroom, and now she was going to die because she couldn’t bear to stay in that old house, knowing it would collapse on her, swallow her alive. She smashed down on the horn, jerked the steering wheel to the left, but these headlights kept coming inexorably, relentlessly toward her, so fast, so very fast. She threw the car into reverse but knew that was no good. There was so much debris behind her that it was bound to stall her out. She slammed on the brakes and turned off the engine. She jumped out of the car and ran to the side of the road, feeling those damned headlights crawl over her, so close she wondered if the stalker hadn’t found her and was now going to kill her. Why had she ever left the house? So there was a tree branch in her bedroom dripping on a rag rug. It was still safe, but not out here, in the middle of a wind that was whirling around her like a mad dervish, ready to hurl her into the air, and a car that was coming after her, a madman at the wheel.
Then, suddenly, miraculously, the headlights stopped about eight feet from her car. Rain and lightning battered down, blurring the headlights, turning them a sickly yellow. She stood there, the wind beating at her, breathing in hard, soaked to her bones, waiting. Who was going to get out of that car? Could he see her, huddled next to some trees that were nearly folding themselves around her from the force of the wind? Did he want to kill her with his own hands? Why? Why?
It was Tyler McBride and he was yelling, “Becca! For God’s sake, is that you?” He had a flashlight and he pinned her with it, the light diffused from all the rain, pale, blue-rimmed, and it was right in her eyes. She brought up her hand.
She opened her mouth to yell back at him and nearly drowned. She ran to him and clutched his arms. “It’s me,” she said, “it’s me. I was coming to your house. A tree branch crashed through the bedroom window and it sounded like the house was going to collapse.”
If he wanted to smack her because she was teetering on the edge of hysteria, he didn’t let on, just gripped her shoulders in his big wet hands and said very slowly, very calmly, “I thought I saw some car lights but I couldn’t be sure. All I thought about was getting to you. It’s okay. That old house won’t fall down. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Now, follow me back home. I left Sam alone. He’s asleep but I can’t count on him staying that way. I don’t want him to wake up and be scared.”
She got herself together. She wasn’t helpless, not like Sam was. The wind tore at their clothes, the rain was coming down so hard it hurt where it struck. Her jeans felt stiff and hard and heavy. But she didn’t care. She wasn’t alone. Tyler wasn’t the crazy man from New York. She took a deep breath and watched as he drove at a snail’s pace back to his house on Gum Shoe Lane. It took another ten minutes to get to the small clapboard house that sat back in a lovely lawn that was planted heavily with spruce and hemlock. She jumped out of the car and yelled as she ran to the front door, “Gum Shoe, what a wonderful name.” She began to laugh. “Gum Shoe Lane!”
“It’s okay, Becca, we’re home now. We made it. Jesus, this is one of the worst storms I can remember. As bad as the one back in ’78, they said on the radio. I remember that one, I was a little kid and it scared me shitless. I’ve got to say that your timing is wild, Becca, coming to Riptide just before this mother of all storms hits.” He gave her another look, then added, slowly, his voice calm and low, “It’s sort of like the Mancini virus that came along last year and crashed every computer in this small software company called Tiffany’s. They called me in to fix it. That was a job, I’ll tell you.”
Becca stood dripping in the small entrance hall, staring at him. He was trying to talk her down and doing a good job of it. “Computer humor,” she said, and laughed after him when he fetched some towels from the bathroom. A slash of lightning came through the window and lit up the pile of newspapers on the floor beside the sofa. “I’m okay,” she said when Tyler began to lightly rub his palm over her wet back. He drew back, smiling down at her. “I know. You’re tough.”
Sam was still asleep, curled on his side, his left hand under his cheek. The world was exploding not ten feet away and Sam was probably dreaming about his morning cartoons. She pulled the blanket over him, paused a moment, and said quietly to Tyler, who was standing just behind her, “He is precious.”
“Yes,” he said.
She wanted to ask him why Sam didn’t talk much, was so very wary, but she heard something in his voice that made her go still and keep her question to herself. There was anger there, bitterness. Because his wife had left him? Walked away without a word? With not a single regret? Well, it made sense to her. Her own mother had left her, and she felt sick with rage at being left alone. Not her mother’s fault, of course, but the pain of it. She looked down at Sam one last time, then turned and left the small bedroom, Tyler on her heels. He gave her one of his wife’s robes, pink and thick and on the tatty side, well worn, and she wondered what sort of woman Ann McBride had been. Why hadn’t she taken her robe? She couldn’t ask Tyler now. The robe fit her very well. It was warm, comfy. She and Ann McBride were of a size.
They drank coffee heated on a Coleman stove Tyler got out of the basement. It was the best coffee she’d ever tasted and she told him so. She fell asleep on the old chintz sofa, wrapped in blankets.
The sun was harshly bright, too bright, as if the storm had scrubbed off a thick layer of dust from all the trees and streets and houses, even given the sky a thorough shower. Becca’s jeans were soft, hot from the drier, and so tight she had barely been able to zip them up when Tyler had tossed them to her.
Sam said, his small voice unexpected, startling her, “Did you bring cookies, Becca?”
An entire sentence. Maybe he was just very frightened and wary of strangers. Maybe he didn’t think of her as a stranger anymore. She hoped so. She smiled at him. “Sorry, kiddo, no cookies this time.” She’d awakened with a start, frightened, tingling, to see Sam standing beside the sofa, holding a blanket against his side, his thumb in his mouth, just staring at her, saying nothing at all.
Sam said now, “Haunted house.”
Tyler was pouring cereal into a small bowl for his son. He looked over at Becca.
She said, “You could be right, Sam. It was a bad storm and that old house shook and groaned. I was scared to my toes.”
Sam began eating his Cap’n Crunch cereal his father put in front of him.
Tyler said, “Sam’s too young to be scared.”
Sam didn’t look up from his cereal bowl.
It was nearly eleven o’clock that morning when Becca drove back to Jacob Marley’s house. It no longer looked frightening and menacing. It looked bedraggled, very clean, and the hemlock with its branch sticking through her second-floor window no longer looked like a ghostly apparition, but like a tree that was dead now, nothing more. She smiled as she walked around the house, assessing damage. Not much, really, just the branch in the window. They’d have to haul the tree away.
She called the real estate agent, Mrs. Ryan, from a working public phone in front of Food Fort, who told Becca she would notify the insurance company and the tree-removal people and not to worry about a thing, everything was covered.
Becca went back to the house and toured for the next twenty minutes, not seeing any damage anywhere inside. The electricity flickered on, then off again. Finally, when it was nearly noon, the lights came on strong and bright. The refrigerator hummed loudly. Everything was back to normal. Then, with no warning, the hall and living room lights went off. The circuit breaker, she thought, and wondered where the devil the box would be. The basement, that was the most likely place. She had to check down there anyway. She lit one of her candles and unlatched the basement door, which was at the back of the kitchen. Steep wooden stairs disappeared into the darkness. Great, she thought, now to top it all off, maybe I can fall and break my neck on these rickety stairs. They were wide and felt sturdy and strong, not so dangerous after all, a relief. There were a dozen steps. The floor was uneven, cold and damp concrete. She raised the candle and looked around. There was a string hanging down and she gave it a pull. The bulb switch clicked but nothing happened. This light must be on the same circuit. She began at the right of the stairs, lifting the candle to light up the wall. It was dank down there, and she smelled mildew. Her toes sloshed in a bit of water. Yep, leaks from the storm. On the wall facing the stairs she finally found the circuit breaker box. Beside it were stacks of old boxes, everything dirty and damp. She flipped the downed circuit breaker switch and the bulb overhead blossomed into one-hundred-watt light. Stacks of old furniture, most of it from the forties, perhaps some even earlier, were piled against the far wall. So many boxes, all of them very large, labeled with faded and smeared spidery handwriting.
She started forward to look at the writing on one of the labels when there was a low rumbling noise. She stopped cold, fear spiking through her. Where was it coming from? Where? All the nightmares from the night before tore through her. Sam’s words—“haunted house.” Shadows, the damned basement was filled with shadows and damp and rot.
She whipped around at the crash not thirty feet away from her, in the far corner of the basement. She watched as the wall heaved and groaned and spewed brick outward onto the basement floor, leaving a jagged black hole.
She stood there a moment longer, staring at the hole in the wall. She was surprised. The house was very old, sturdy. Why, suddenly, would this happen? The storms over the years must have gradually weakened this particular wall and now, finally, the one last night was the final blow. Perhaps all the damp contributed, as well.
She walked to the corner, dodging crates and a huge steamer trunk that looked to be from the nineteen twenties. The light didn’t reach quite that far. She raised her candle high and looked into the black hole.
And screamed.
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That black gash in the basement wall had vomited out a skeleton mixed with shards of cement, whole and broken bricks, and thick dust that flew through the air to settle slowly, thickly, on the basement floor.
The skeleton’s outstretched hand nearly touched her foot. She dropped the candle and jumped back, wrapping her arms around herself. She stared at that thing not more than three feet from her. A dead person, long dead. It—no, it wasn’t an it, it was a woman and she couldn’t hurt anybody. Not now.
White jeans and a skimpy pink tank top covered the bones, many of which would have been flung all over the basement floor were it not for the once-tight jeans holding them together. One sneaker was hanging off her left foot, the white sock damp and moldy. The left arm was still attached, but barely. The head had broken off and rolled about six inches from the neck.
Becca stood there, staring down at that thing, knowing that at one time, whoever she was, she’d breathed and laughed and wondered what the future would bring. She was young, Becca realized. Who was she? What was she doing inside a wall in Jacob Marley’s basement?

Someone had put her there, on purpose, to hide her forever. And now she was just shattered bones, some of them covered with moldy white jeans and a pink tank top.
Slowly Becca walked back upstairs, covered with dust, her heart still pounding. In her mind’s eye the skeleton’s skull was still vivid, would probably remain terrifyingly vivid for the rest of her life. Those eye sockets were so empty. Becca knew she had no choice. She phoned the sheriff’s office on West Hemlock and asked to speak with the sheriff.
“This is Mrs. Ella,” came a voice that was deep as a man’s, and harsh—a smoker’s voice. “Tell me who you are and what you want and I’ll tell you whether or not you need Edgar.”
Becca stared at the phone. It certainly wasn’t New York City.
She cleared her throat. “Actually, my name is Becca Powell and I moved into Jacob Marley’s house about a week ago.”
“I know all about you, Miss Powell. I saw you at the Pollyanna with Tyler McBride. What’d you do with little Sam while you two were gallivanting around, enjoying yourselves at one of Riptide’s finest restaurants?”
Becca laughed, she couldn’t help herself, but it soon dissolved into a hiccup. She felt tears pool in her eyes. This was crazy. Still, she said only, “We left him with Mrs. Ryan. He’s very fond of her.”
“Well, that’s all right, then. Rachel and Ann—she’s the dead Mrs. McBride—well, they were best friends, now weren’t they? And Sam dearly loves Rachel, and she him, thank God, since his mama is dead, now isn’t she?”
“I thought that Ann McBride disappeared, that she just walked away from her family and from Riptide.”
“So he says, but nobody believes that. What do you want, Miss Powell? Be alert now, and concise, no more going off on tangents or feeding me gossip. This is an official office of the law.”
“There’s a skeleton in my basement.”

For the first time in this very strange conversation, Mrs. Ella was silent, but not for long. “This skeleton you’re telling me is in your basement, how did it get there?”
“It fell out of the wall in the middle of a whole lot of rubble when the wall collapsed just a while ago, probably weakened by the big storm last night.”
“I believe I will transfer you to Edgar now. That’s Sheriff Gaffney to you. He’s been very busy, a lot of storm damage, you know, a lot of people demanding his time, but a skeleton can’t be put off until tomorrow, now can it?”
“You’re right about that,” Becca said, and had an insane desire to laugh her head off. She wiped the tears out of her eyes. She realized she was shaking. It was the oddest thing.
A man came on the line and said, “Ella tells me you’ve got a skeleton in the basement. This don’t happen every day. Are you sure it’s a skeleton?”
“Yes, quite sure, although, to be honest, I’ve never seen one before, at least lying at my feet on the basement floor.”
“I’ll be right there, then. You stay put, ma’am.”
Becca was staring down at the phone when Mrs. Ella came back. “Edgar said I was to keep talking to you, not let you go all hysterical. Edgar tends to get tetchy around women who are crying and wailing and carrying on. I’m surprised that you fell apart on him, given the way you were talking to me about this and that.”
“I appreciate that, Mrs. Ella. I’m not really hysterical, at least not yet, but how could the sheriff have possibly known that I was wavering on the edge? I never said a word to him.”
“Edgar just knows these things,” Mrs. Ella said comfortably. “He’s very intuitive, now isn’t he? That’s why I’ll keep talking to you until he gets there, Miss Powell. I’m to help you keep your wits together.”
Becca didn’t mind a bit. For the next ten minutes, she heard how Ann McBride disappeared between one day and the next, no explanation at all, just as Tyler had told her. She learned that Tyler wasn’t Sam’s father but his stepfather. Sam’s real father had just up and disappeared from one day to the next, too. Odd, now wasn’t it, the both of them, just up and out of here? Of course, Sam’s father had been a rotter, whining and bitching about how hard life was, and he didn’t want to stay here, so his leaving made some sense, now didn’t it? But not Ann’s, no, she couldn’t have just up and left, not without Sam.
Then Mrs. Ella began with all her pets, and there were a bunch of them since she was sixty-five years old. Finally, Becca heard a car pull up.
“The sheriff just arrived, Mrs. Ella. I promise I won’t fall apart.” She hung up the phone before Mrs. Ella could give her own mother’s tried-and-true recipe for stretched nerves. And she wouldn’t fall apart, either, because by Mrs. Ella’s fifth dog, a terrier named Butch, there were no more tears in her eyes and the bubbling, liquid laughter was long dried up.
Sheriff Gaffney had seen the Powell girl around town, but he hadn’t met her. She looked harmless enough, he thought, remembering how she was squeezing a cantaloupe in the produce department at Food Fort when he first saw her. She was pretty enough, but right then, she was as white as his shirtfront last night before he’d eaten spaghetti. She’d opened the front door of the old Marley place and was standing there staring at him.
“I’m the law,” he said, and took his sheriff’s hat off. There was something odd about her, something that wasn’t quite right, and it wasn’t her too-pale face. Well, finding a skeleton could put a person off in a whole lot of ways. He wished she’d stop gaping at him like she didn’t have a brain or, God forbid, was hysterical. He was afraid she would burst into tears and he was ready to do just about anything to prevent that. He threw back his shoulders and stuck out a huge hand. “Sheriff Gaffney, ma’am. What’s this about a skeleton in your basement?”
“It’s a woman, Sheriff.”
He shook her hand, pleased and relieved that now she appeared reasonably under control and her lower lip wasn’t trembling. Her eyes looked perfectly dry to him, from what he could tell through her glasses. “Show me this skeleton who you believe with your untrained eye is a woman, ma’am,” he said, “and we’ll see if you’re guessing right.”
I’m in never-never land, Becca thought as she showed Sheriff Gaffney down to Jacob Marley’s basement.
She walked behind him. He was nearing sixty years old, and was a walking heart attack. He was a good thirty pounds overweight, the buttons of his sheriff shirt gaping over his belly. The wide black leather belt tight beneath his belly carried a gun holster and a billy club, and nearly disappeared in the front because his stomach was so big. He had a circle of gray hair around his head and very light gray eyes. She nearly ran into him when he suddenly stopped on the bottom step, stood there, and sniffed.
“That’s good, Ms. Powell. No smell. Gotta be old.”
She nearly gagged.
She kept back when he went down on his knees to examine the bones.
“I thought it was a woman, maybe even a girl, since she’s wearing a pink tank top.”
“A good deduction, ma’am. Yep, the remains look pretty old, or maybe not. I read that a dead person can become a skeleton in as little as two weeks or it can take as long as ten years depending on where the body’s put. It’s a shame that it wasn’t airtight, you know, a vacuum back behind that wall. If it had been, then maybe something would have been left of her. But critters can get in most places and they were looking at a whole bunch of really good meals with her. Lookee here, the person who put her down here hit her on the head.” He looked up at her, expecting her to see what he’d found. Becca forced herself to look at the skull that had snapped, probably during the upheaval, and rolled away from the neck.
Sheriff Gaffney picked up the skull and slowly turned it in his hands. “Look at this. Someone bashed her but good, not in the back of the head but in the front. Now, that’s mean, really vicious. Yep, violent, real violent. Whoever did this was mad as hell, hit her as hard as he could, right in the face. I wonder who she was, poor thing. First thing is to see if any of our own young people went missing a while ago. Thing is, I’ve been here nearly all my life and I don’t remember a single kid just up and disappearing. But I’ll ask around. Folk don’t forget that. Well, we’ll find out soon enough. I think she was probably a runaway. Old Jacob didn’t like strangers—male, female, it didn’t matter. Probably found her poking around in the garage or maybe even trying to break in, and he didn’t ask any questions, just whacked her over the head. Actually, he didn’t like people who weren’t strangers, either.”
“You said the blow looks violent, and it’s in the front. Why would Jacob Marley be enraged if she was a runaway, or a local kid, just hanging around his property?”
“I don’t know. Maybe she back-mouthed him. Old Jacob hated back talk.”
“The white jeans are Calvin Klein, Sheriff.”
“You’re saying this is a guy now?”
“No, that’s the designer. The jeans are expensive. I don’t think they’d go real well on a runaway.”
“You know, ma’am, many runaways are middle-class,” Sheriff Gaffney said, and heaved himself to his feet. “Strange how most folk don’t know that. Very few of ’em are poor, you know. Yep, the storm must have knocked something loose,” he said, bending over to examine the wall closely. “Looks like old Jacob stuffed her in there pretty good. Not such a good job with the concrete and bricks, though. It shouldn’t have collapsed like that, nothing else in here did.”
“Old Jacob was a homicidal maniac?”
“Eh?” He spun around. “Oh, no, Ms. Powell. He just didn’t like nobody hanging around his place. He was a real loner, once Miranda up and died on him.”
“Who was Miranda? His wife?”
“Oh, no. She was his golden retriever. He buried his wife so long ago I can’t even remember her. Yep, she lived to be thirteen, just keeled over one day.”
“His wife was only thirteen?”
“No, his golden retriever, Miranda. She just up and died. Old Jacob was never the same after that. Losing someone you love, so I hear, can be real hard on a man. My Maude promised me a long time ago that she’d outlive me, so maybe I’d never have to know what it’s like.”
Becca followed the sheriff back up the basement stairs. She looked back once at the ghastly pile of white bones wearing Calvin Klein jeans and a sexy pink tank top. Poor girl. She thought of the Edgar Allan Poe tale The Cask of Amontillado and prayed that this girl had been dead before she was stuffed in that wall.
Sheriff Gaffney had laid the skull on top of the skeleton’s chest.
An hour and a half later, Tyler stood next to her, off to the side of the front porch. Dr. Baines, shorter than Becca, whiplash thin, big glasses, came out nearly at a run, followed by two young men in white coats carrying the skeleton carefully on a gurney.
“I never thought Mr. Marley could murder anyone,” Dr. Baines said, his voice fast and low. “Funny how things happen, isn’t it? All this time, no one knew, no one even guessed.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose, nodded to Becca and to Tyler, then spoke briefly to the men as they gently lifted the gurney into the back of the van.
The unmarked white van pulled away, followed by Dr. Baines’s car. “Dr. Baines is our local physician. He got on the phone to the medical examiner in Augusta after I called him about the skeleton. The ME told him what to do, which is kind of dumb, since he’s a doctor and I’m an officer of the law, and of course I’d be really careful around the skeleton and take pictures from all angles and be careful not to mess up the crime scene.”
Becca remembered him carefully setting the skull on the skeleton’s chest. But he was right, with a skeleton, who cared?

Sheriff Gaffney said on a shrug, “In any case, Dr. Baines will take the skeleton into Augusta to the medical examiner and then we’ll see.”
Sheriff Gaffney looked out at the two dozen people who were hovering about and shook his head and waved them away. Of course no one moved. They continued talking, pointing at the house, maybe even at her.
Sheriff Gaffney said, “They’ll go on home in a bit. Just natural human curiosity, that’s all. Now, Ms. Powell, I know you’re upset and all, being a female with fine sensibilities, just like my Maude, but I ask that you keep yourself calm for just a while longer.”
He had to be about the same age as her father would have been had he lived, Becca thought, and smiled at him then, because he meant well. “I’ll try, Sheriff. You don’t have any daughters, do you?”
“No, ma’am, just a bunch of boys, all hard-noses, always back-talking me, and covered with mud and sweat half the time. Not at all the same thing for little girls. My Maude would have given anything for a little girl, but God didn’t send us one, just all them dirty boys.
“Now, Ms. Powell, Dr. Baines will be talking to the folk in the medical examiner’s office in Augusta—that’s our capital, you know—once he gets there. They’ll do an autopsy, or whatever it is they do on a mess of bones. The folk up there have lots of formal training, so they’ll know what they’re doing. Like I told you, they’ll document that old Jacob or somebody hit her right in the forehead, smashed her head in. They’ll determine that it was real mean, vicious, that blow. In the meantime we gotta find out who she is. There wasn’t any ID on her. You got any more ideas about it?”
“Calvin Klein jeans have been popular since the early to mid-eighties. That means that she wasn’t murdered and sealed behind that wall before 1980.”
Sheriff Gaffney carefully wrote that down. He hummed softly while he wrote. He looked up then and stared at her. “You sure do look familiar, Ms. Powell.”

“Maybe you saw me in a fashion magazine, Sheriff. No, don’t even consider that, I’m just joking with you. I’m not a model. I’m sure I would have remembered you, sir, if I’d ever met you before.”
“Well, that’s likely enough,” he said, nodding. “Tyler, you got any thoughts about this?”
Tyler shook his head.
Sheriff Gaffney looked as if he would say something else, then he shut his mouth. However, he gave Tyler another long look. “I’ll be in touch,” he said, snapped out a sharp salute, and walked to his car, a brown Ford with a light bar over the top. At the last moment, he looked back at them, and he was frowning. Then he managed to squeeze his bulk into the driver’s side. He hadn’t been interested in her background, a blessing. Evidently, he realized that she could have had nothing to do with this and so who she was, where she was from, and what she did for a living simply did not matter.
“He’s amazing,” Becca said as he drove away. “Too bad he didn’t have a daughter to go with all those dirty boys.”
She looked to see that Tyler was staring down at his feet. She lightly touched her fingers to his arm. “What’s wrong? You’re afraid I really am going to be hysterical about finding that poor girl?”
“No, it’s not that. You saw the sheriff. Even though he didn’t really say anything, it was clear enough what he was thinking.”
“I don’t know what you mean. What’s wrong, Tyler?”
“I realize it occurred to him, just before he got into his car, that the skeleton might well be Ann.”
Becca looked at him blankly, slowly shaking her head back and forth.
“My wife. She wore Calvin Klein jeans.”
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Becca walked into the Riptide Pharmacy in the middle of Foxglove Avenue the next morning and found, to her horror, that she was the center of attention. For someone who wanted to fade into the woodwork, she wasn’t doing it very well. Everywhere she went, she was stared at, questioned, introduced to relatives. She was the girl who’d found the skeleton. She was even given special treatment at the Union 76 gas station at the end of Poison Oak Circle. The Food Fort manager, Mrs. Dobbs, wanted her autograph. Three people told her she looked familiar.
It was too late to dye her hair black. She went home and stayed there. She got at least twenty phone calls that day. She didn’t see Tyler, but he’d been right about what the sheriff had thought, because everybody else was thinking it, too, and was talking about it over coffee, to their neighbors, and not all that quietly. Tyler knew it, too, of course, but he didn’t say anything when he came over later that evening. He looked stoic. She had wanted to yell at everyone that they were wrong, that Tyler was an excellent man, that no way could he have hurt anyone, much less his wife, but she knew she couldn’t take the chance, couldn’t call attention to herself anymore. It was too dangerous for her, and so she listened to everyone talk about Ann, Tyler’s wife and Sam’s mother, who had supposedly disappeared fifteen months before without a word to anybody, not her husband, not her son. Ann had had a mother until two years before, but Mildred Kendred had died and left Ann all alone with Tyler. She’d had no other relatives to hassle Tyler about where his wife had supposedly gone. And just look at poor little Sam, so quiet, so withdrawn, he’d probably seen something, everyone was sure of that. That he wasn’t at all afraid of his stepfather just meant that the poor little boy had blocked the worst of it out.
Oh, yes, it all made sense now to everyone. Tyler had bashed his wife on the head—she probably wanted to leave him, that was it—and then he’d bricked her in the wall in Jacob Marley’s basement. And little Sam knew something, because he’d changed right after his mother disappeared.
Tyler remained stoic during the following days, saying nothing about all the speculation, ignoring the sidelong looks from people who were supposedly his friends. He went about his business, seemingly oblivious of the stares.
He was in misery, Becca knew that, but there was nothing she could do except say over and over, “Tyler, I know it isn’t Ann. They’ll prove it was someone else, you’ll see.”
“How?”
“If they can’t figure out who she was, then they’ll check for runaways. There are DNA tests. They’ll find out. Then there are going to be a whole lot of folk apologizing to you on their hands and knees.”
He looked at her and said nothing at all.
Becca went shopping at Food Fort at eight o’clock the next night, hoping the store would be nearly empty. She moved quickly down the aisles. The last item on her list was peanut butter, crunchy. She found it and picked up a small jar, saw that it had a web of mirrored cracks in it, and started to call out to one of the clerks, only to have it break apart in her hands. She yelped and dropped it. It splattered all over jars of jams and jellies before smashing onto the floor at her feet. She stood there staring down at the mess.

“I see you buy natural, not sugar-added. That’s the only kind I’ll eat.”
She whirled around so fast she slid on the peanut butter and nearly careened into the soup. The man caught her arm and pulled her upright.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. Let me get you another jar. Here comes a young fellow with a mop. Better let him wipe off the bottom of your sneaker.”
“Yes, of course.” The man not two feet from her was a stranger, which didn’t mean all that much since she hadn’t met everyone in town. He was wearing a black windbreaker, dark jeans, and Nike running shoes. He was careful not to step into the peanut butter. Her first impression was that he was big and he looked really hard and his hair was on the long side, and as dark as his eyes.
“The only thing,” he continued after a moment, “it’s a real pain to have to stir the peanut butter before you put it in the refrigerator. The oil always spills over the sides and on your hands.” He smiled, but his eyes still looked hard, as if he looked at people and saw all the bad things they were trying to hide, and was used to it, maybe even philosophical about it. She didn’t want him looking at her that way, seeing deep into her. She didn’t want to talk to him. She just wanted to get out of there.
“Yes, I know,” she said, and took a step back.
“Once I got used to it, though, I found I couldn’t eat the other peanut butter, too much sugar.”
“That’s true.” She took another step away from him. Who was he? Why was he trying to be so nice?
“Miss Powell, I’m Young Jeff. Ah, Old Jeff is my pop, he’s the assistant manager. Just hold still and I’ll clean off your sneaker.” He picked up her foot, nearly sending her over backward. The man held her up while Young Jeff wiped a wet paper towel over the bottom of her sneaker. He was very strong, she could feel it since his hands were in her armpits. “I’m sure glad you’re here, ma’am. I wanted to know if that poor dead skeleton was Mrs. McBride. Everyone is talking about how it can’t be anybody else, what with Mrs. McBride just up and disappearing like she did not all that long ago. Everyone says you know it’s Mrs. McBride, too, that you were sure, but how could you be? Did you meet Mrs. McBride?”
He finally released her foot. She pulled away from Young Jeff and the man, a good two feet. She felt cold, very cold. She rubbed her hands over her crossed arms. “No, Jeff, I never met Ann McBride. I didn’t know anything about her. No one said a single word to me about her. Also, everybody is being premature. Now, I’ll just bet that we’ll be hearing very soon that the poor woman I found can’t be Ann McBride. You tell everyone I said that.”
“I will, Miss Powell, but that’s not what Mrs. Ella says. She thinks it’s Ann McBride, too.”
“Believe me, Jeff, I was there, and I saw the skeleton; Mrs. Ella didn’t. Hey, I’m sorry about the mess. Thanks for cleaning off my shoe.”
The man stuck out his arm and helped her over the shards of glass. “Young Jeff is a teenage boy with raging hormones,” he said, very aware that she had pulled away from him again. “I’m afraid you’re now the object of his affection.”
She shuddered. “No, I’m the object of everyone’s curiosity, nothing more, including poor Young Jeff.” She stopped. The man couldn’t help it that she was spooked. She drew a deep breath, gave him a nice big smile, and said, “I’ve got a few more things to buy, Mr.—?”
“Carruthers. Adam Carruthers.” He stuck out his hand and she automatically shook it. Big hand, hard, just like the rest of him. She’d bet the last dime in the bottom of her purse that even the soles of his feet were hard. She knew without being told that he was very disciplined, very focused, like soldiers or bad guys were focused, and that made her so afraid she nearly ran out right that minute. Which was silly. Only one thing she really knew for sure—she didn’t ever want to have to tangle with him. Actually, if she never saw him again, it would be just fine by her. “I haven’t seen you around town before, Mr. Carruthers.”

“No, I just got here yesterday. The first thing I heard about was your finding that skeleton. The second thing I heard was it was the missing wife of your neighbor, Tyler McBride, and that you were seeing him and now wasn’t that interesting?”
A reporter, she thought. Oh God, maybe he was a reporter or a paparazzo, and they’d found her. Her brave new world in the boondocks was going to be over just as it was beginning. It wasn’t fair. She began backing away from him.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes, of course. I’m very busy. It was a pleasure to meet you. Goodbye.” And she was nearly running down the aisle lined with different kinds of breads, hamburger buns, and English muffins.
He stared after her. She was taller than he’d expected, and too thin. Well, he’d be skinny, too, if he’d been under as much pressure as she was. What mattered was that he had found her. Amateurs, he thought, even very smart ones, couldn’t easily disappear. He thought about how he had managed to misdirect the FBI, and grinned at the jars of low-fat jams and jellies. They had more procedures, more requirements, more delays built into the system, a system that could have been designed by a criminal to give himself the best shot at escaping. Another thing they didn’t have was his contacts. He was whistling when he carried his can of French roast drip coffee to the checkout counter. He watched her climb into her dark green Toyota and drive out of the parking lot.
He went back to his second-floor corner room at Errol Flynn’s Hammock, booted up his laptop, and wrote a quick e-mail:
I met her over a broken jar of peanut butter in Food Fort. She’s fine, but nervous as hell. Understandable. You won’t believe this, but now she’s embroiled in a mess here in Riptide. A skeleton fell out of her basement wall. Everyone in town believes it’s a neighbor’s wife who disappeared over a year ago. Who the hell knows? Will keep you informed. Adam
He sat back in his chair and smelled the coffee perking in the Mr. Coffee machine he’d bought at Goose’s Hardware when he’d gotten into town.
She was wary of him, maybe even afraid. Well, he couldn’t blame her, a big guy trying to pick her up in Food Fort after she’d found a skeleton in her basement, while already on the run from the FBI, the NYPD, and a murderous madman. He didn’t think she’d been amused by his peanut butter wit, which meant she wasn’t a dolt.
He poured a cup of coffee, sipped it, and sighed with bone-deep satisfaction. He leaned back in the dark-brown nubby chair, which was surprisingly comfortable. The TV played quietly on its stand against a far wall, providing background noise. He closed his eyes, seeing Becca Matlock again.
No, now she was Becca Powell. Under that name she’d quickly rented the Jacob Marley place and promptly had a skeleton fall out of her basement wall after that incredible storm that had battered the Maine coast.
The woman had pretty sucky luck.
Now all he had to do was make her come to trust him.
Then, just maybe, he would have a very big surprise for her.
But first he had some reconnaissance to do. It never paid to rush into things.
So Adam kept his distance the next day, watched her house during the morning and saw Tyler McBride and his little boy, Sam, pay her a visit around eleven o’clock. The kid was really cute, but he didn’t yell and jump around like other kids his age. Was everyone right? Had the son witnessed McBride killing his mother, or was it just talk?
Adam wondered what was going on between Tyler McBride and Becca Matlock/Powell. He watched Sheriff Gaffney pay her a visit, even overheard the sheriff speaking to her outside the front door, on the big wraparound porch. He heard them clearly.
“Nothing yet from the medical examiner’s office, Sheriff?”
“They say hopefully tomorrow. I just wanted to go over the basement again, see what I could sniff out. My boys didn’t find any fingerprints, but just maybe there’s something there that we all missed. Oh, and another thing, Rachel Ryan asked me to tell you that some boys would be arriving to remove the tree and fix the window for you.”
The sheriff left after an hour, a chocolate chip cookie in his hand. Adam knew it was chocolate chip. He could smell the chocolate from twenty yards and was salivating.
He sent an e-mail after lunch and within an hour knew all about how Becca Matlock had met Tyler McBride at Dartmouth College. Had the two of them been college sweethearts? Lovers? Perhaps. It was interesting. And now everyone believed the skeleton was Tyler McBride’s missing wife, Ann. He’d find out everything he could about Tyler McBride. He supposed there was a certain possible irony at play here. What if she’d managed to get away from one stalker only to stumble upon a man who’d done away with his wife?
Yep, her luck sucked, big-time.
He still wasn’t ready to approach her, she was too spooked. So he kept an eye on her that evening as well. She didn’t leave the house. Since it stayed light so late in Maine during the summer months, five guys, all armed with chain saws, came to take care of the old fallen hemlock that lay along the west side of the house. They pulled the limb out of the upstairs window and sawed it up. They cut off and sawed up the branches from the tree, then wrapped thick chains around the trunk and dragged the tree away.
Through all of this, Becca read outside on the wraparound porch, sitting in an old glider, rocking back and forth until he was nearly nauseated watching that slow back and forth, that never-ending back and forth, and hearing the small creaking sounds that went with every movement in between the loud grating bursts from the chain saws.
She went to bed early.
 
Around noon the next day, Becca was thanking the windowpane guy for replacing the glass in her bedroom window. Not half an hour later, Tyler and Sam were there, eating tuna fish sandwiches at her kitchen table. She said, “We should be hearing from Sheriff Gaffney soon, Tyler. It should be today, that’s what he said when he came yesterday. They’re sure taking their time. Then all this nonsense will be over.”
He was silent for the longest time, chewing his sandwich, helping Sam eat his, then said finally, some anger in his voice, which surprised her, “You’re quite the optimist, Becca.”
But she wasn’t thinking about the skeleton at that moment. She was wondering why that man—Adam Carruthers—was watching her house. He was standing motionless just to the right, in amongst the spruce trees, not twenty feet away. He wasn’t the stalker. It wasn’t his voice, she was sure of that. The stalker’s voice was not old, not young, but unnervingly smooth. She knew she would recognize that voice from hell anywhere. Carruthers’s voice was different. But who was he? And why was he so interested in her?
 
Adam stretched. He went through a few relaxing tae kwon do moves to ease his muscles. He was just in the process of slowly raising his left leg, his left arm extended fully, when she said from behind him, “Your arm is a bit too high. Lower your elbow at least an inch and extend your wrist, yeah, and pull your fingers back a bit more. That’s better. Now, don’t even twitch or I’ll shoot your head off.”
He was faster than she could have imagined. She was a good six feet behind him. She had her Coonan .357 Magnum automatic, chambered with seven bullets, aimed right at him, and in the very next instant, his whole body was in motion, moving so fast it was a blur, at least until his right foot lightly and gracefully clipped the gun from her hand, and his left hand smacked her hard enough in the shoulder to send her flying backward. She landed on her back.
Becca grabbed the gun, which lay on the ground two feet to her left, and brought it up only to have him kick it out of her hand again. Her wrist stung for a moment, then went numb.
“Sorry,” he said, standing over her now. “I don’t react well to folks holding guns on me. I hope I didn’t hurt you.” He actually had the gall to reach out his hand to help her up. She was breathing hard, her shoulder was aching and her wrist was useless. She scooted backward, turned, and tried to run. She wasn’t fast enough. He grabbed her and hauled her back against him. “No, just hold it a minute. I’m not going to hurt you.”
She stopped cold and became very, very still. Her head fell forward and he knew in that moment that she had simply given up.
He knew her shoulder had to hurt, that her wrist was now probably hanging numb. “It’ll be all right. You’ll get feeling back in your wrist soon. It’ll burn a bit but then it’ll be okay again.”
Still drawn in on herself, she said, “I didn’t think he could be you—your voice is all wrong, I would have sworn to that—but I obviously was wrong.”
She thought he was the stalker, the man who had murdered that poor old woman in front of the museum, and then shot Governor Bledsoe. Automatically, he let her go. “Look, I’m sorry—” He was speaking to the back of her head. She’d taken off the second he’d let her go. She was off at a dead run, through the spruce trees, back toward her house.
He caught her within ten yards, grabbed her left arm, and jerked her around. She moved quickly. Her fist hit him solidly on the jaw. His head snapped back with the force of her sharp-knuckled blow. She was strong. He grabbed both her arms, only to feel her knee come up. His fast reflexes saved him, just barely, thank God, and her knee got him in the thigh. It still hurt, but not as bad as if she’d gotten him in the crotch. That would have sent him to the ground, sobbing his guts out. He whirled her around and brought her back against his chest. He clamped her arms at her sides and simply held her against him. She was breathing hard, her muscles tensing, relaxing, then tensing again. She was very afraid, but he knew she’d act again if he gave her the opening. He was impressed. But now he had her.
“I don’t know how you found me,” she said, still panting. “I did everything I could think of to hide my trail. How did you track me down?”
“It did take me two and a half days to track you to Portland, actually longer than I’d expected.”
She twisted her head to look at him. “You bastard. Let me go.”
“Not just yet. I want to hang on to my body parts. Hey, you didn’t do too badly for an amateur.”
“Let me go.”
“Will you stop with the violence? I can’t stand violence. It makes me nervous.”
Her look was incredulous as she chewed her bottom lip. Finally, she nodded. “All right.”
He let her go and took a quick step back, his eyes on her right knee.
She was off and running in a flash. This time, he let her go. She was fast, but he knew that from her dossier. She’d spotted him watching her house. It amazed him. He was always so very careful, so patient, as still as one of the spruce trees. In the past, his life had depended on it more times than he cared to remember. But she’d cottoned on to the fact that someone was out there, with her in his sights.
Well, the stalker had been after her for more than three weeks in New York. That had sharpened her senses, kept her alert. There was no doubt she was afraid, but it hadn’t mattered. She’d come out and confronted him anyway. He whistled as he walked over and bent down to pick up her Coonan automatic. It was a nice gun. It had a closed breech that gave it very high velocity. His brother had one of these babies, was always bragging about it. It was steady, reliable, deadly, and not all that common. He wondered how she handled the recoil. He dumped the seven rimmed cartridges into his hand, then dropped them into his pocket. He paused a moment, wondering if he shouldn’t leave the gun in her mailbox or slip it just inside her front door.
He imagined she wouldn’t feel safe without it.
He saw Tyler McBride and his son leave about ten minutes later. He saw her wave from the front porch. He saw her looking over toward where he quietly stood, surely not visible through the trees. She went back into the house after Tyler McBride and his son drove off. He waited.
Not three minutes later she was back, standing on the front porch, looking toward him. He saw her thinking, weighing, assessing. Finally, she trotted toward him.
She had guts.
He didn’t move, just waited, watching her. He realized when she was only about ten feet from him that she had a big kitchen butcher knife clutched in her hand.
He smiled. She was her father’s daughter.
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Slowly, he pulled her gun out of his pants pocket and aimed it in her general direction. “Even that big honker knife can’t compete with this Coonan you managed to get off that guy you met at the restaurant in Rockland. He was, however, pissed that you wouldn’t go to bed with him.” He grinned at her. “Hey, you got what you needed. You did good.”
“How did you know about that? Oh, never mind. My knife can certainly compete with the Coonan now. I watched you take the bullets out.”
He grinned at her again, he just couldn’t help it, and held the automatic out to her, butt first.
“What good is it? You’ve got the bullets. Give them to me now.”
He scooped the seven bullets out of his pocket and handed them and the automatic to her.
She eyed the gun and the bullets, then backed up another step. “No, you want me to come a bit closer and then you can kick my knife away. You’re fast, too fast. I’m not stupid.”
“All right,” Adam said, and he thought, Smart woman. He laid the bullets and the gun down on the ground and took a good half dozen steps back.
He said easily, “It’s an effective weapon, that Coonan, but if I have to carry one of those things, I prefer my Colt Delta Elite.”
“It sounds like some western debutante.”
He laughed. “Aren’t you going to pick up the gun?”
She shook her head at him and didn’t move. She was holding the butcher knife like a mad killer in a slasher movie, her arm pulled back, the point out and arched. The sucker looked really sharp. He could get it from her, but one of them could easily get sliced up. He stayed put. Besides, he wanted to see what she’d do.
“Tell me what you’re doing here. Why did you come up to me at Food Fort? Why are you watching me?”
“I’d really rather not tell you just yet. I hadn’t expected you to see me. When I’ve wanted to stay hidden in the past, I’ve managed it quite well.” He suddenly looked pissed off, not at her but at himself. She almost smiled, then tightened her grip on the knife.
“Tell me, now.”
“All right, then. I’m here to do research on why women dye their hair.”
She very nearly ran at him with the knife. She was so mad she nearly forgot the bone-grinding fear. “All right, you jerk, I want you to lie on the ground and fold your hands underneath you. Do it now.”
“No,” he said. “The windbreaker is new. It looks good on me, hey, maybe it even looks dangerous and sexy. What do you think? Women like black, I’ve heard. Nope, I don’t want it to get dirty.”
“I called Sheriff Gaffney. He should be here any minute.”
“Nah, you can’t bluff me on that. The last person you want here is the sheriff. If I spilled the beans, he’d have to call the New York cops and the FBI.”
She was so pale he thought she’d pass out. Her hand trembled a bit, but then she got ahold of herself. “So you know,” she said. “I don’t think you’re the stalker—your voice is all wrong and you’re too big—but you know all about him, don’t you?”
“Yes. Now listen to me, Becca. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to—Hey, think of me as your own personal guardian angel.”
“You’re so dark, you look more like the devil, but you’re taller than I think the devil is. What’s more, unlike the devil, I’ll bet you don’t have a lick of charm. The last thing you are is a guardian angel. You’re a reporter or a paparazzo, aren’t you?”
“Now you’ve offended me.” She nearly laughed. But she had to remember that he was dangerous, fast and dangerous. No, she couldn’t afford to forget that, not for an instant. She would still have laughed if her gut hadn’t been frozen with fear for nearly as long as she could remember. He was trying to disarm her, at least figuratively this time. Thank God he didn’t have use of her gun. And he was too far away to kick out at her. But he was fast. He had long legs. She took another step back, as insurance.
She waved the knife at him. “I’ve had it. Tell me who you are. Tell me now or I might have to hurt you. Don’t underestimate me, I’m strong. No, it’s more than that. I’m beyond frightened. I’ve got nothing to lose now.”
He looked at her—too pale, her flesh drawn tightly over her bones, too thin, so stressed out he could nearly see her insides quivering. He said slowly, his voice as unthreatening as he could make it, “To hurt me you’d have to come closer. You know better than to do that. Yeah, you’re strong, maybe I wouldn’t even want to run into you in a dark alley. But there’s a big something you’re wrong about. Everyone has something to lose, including you. Things have just gotten a bit out of hand for you, that’s all.”
“A bit out of hand,” she repeated slowly, then laughed, an ugly, raw sound. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” She waited, just stood there, the knife up and arched, her hand starting to cramp, her muscles starting to protest, staring at him, wondering what to do, wondering if she could believe him and knowing she’d be a fool even to consider it.
He said, “Actually, I do. What I wanted to say was that the media and the press are after you in full force, that’s a fact, but you should be safe here.”
“You found me.”
“Yeah, but I’m so good I occasionally even surprise myself.”
She raised the knife even higher. She felt the sun warm between her shoulder blades. It was a beautiful day and everything was a mess. He was her guardian angel? Her arm muscles were burning.
He started to say something more, then stopped. It was the look on her face that kept him quiet. It was like they were both frozen in time and place. Then she surprised the hell out of him. She dropped the knife to the ground and walked straight up to him. She stopped a foot short, looked up at him thoughtfully, then stuck out her hand. He shook hers, bemused, as she said, “If you’re my guardian angel, then get on the phone to the medical examiner’s office in Augusta and find out how long that poor woman who fell out of my basement wall was buried in there.”
He didn’t release her hand. She was tall. He didn’t have to look down that far. “All right.”
She snapped her fingers in front of his nose. “Just like that? You’re so powerful you can find out something just that fast?”
“In this case, yes, I can. You don’t look much like your mother.”
The hand stiffened, but she didn’t jerk free. She said calmly, “No, I don’t. Mom always told me that I’m the picture of my dad. My dad—his name was Thomas—he died at the very end of the Vietnam war. He was a hero. My mother loved him very much, probably too much.”
“Yes,” he said. “I know all about that.”
“How?”
“It’s not important right now. Believe me.”
She didn’t, of course, but she was willing to put it on hold for the moment because she said then, “I saw a really old snapshot of him. He looked so young, so happy. He was very handsome, so tall and straight.” She paused a moment, and he heard the hitch in her voice. “I was too young to remember him when he died, but my mom said he’d seen me born, held me and loved me. And then he left and didn’t come back.”
“I know.”
She cocked her head to one side, and again she let it go, saying, “When I first saw you in Food Fort, I thought you looked hard, like you didn’t smile very often, like you ate nails and hot salsa for snacks. I thought you could be mean if you had to, maybe even cruel. You still look mean. I can sense that you’re dangerous; actually, I just know it, so don’t even bother trying to deny it. Who are you, really?”
“I’m Adam Carruthers. I told you that at Food Fort. That really is my name. Now, take me to your house and I’ll get on the phone. We won’t find out who the skeleton is, but we’ll find out at least how long she was in that wall. They’ll have to do DNA tests; that takes a while. First things first.”
He watched her pick up her Coonan and stuff the bullets in her jeans pocket. He picked up her kitchen knife and followed her back to Jacob Marley’s house.
It took him eleven minutes and two phone calls. When he laid down the phone the second time, he looked over at her and smiled. “It shouldn’t take long.” In no more than three seconds, the phone rang. He motioned her away and picked it up. “Carruthers here.”
He listened, wrote something down on a sheet of paper. “Thanks a lot, Jarvis, I owe you. Yeah, yeah, you know I always pay up. It just might not be tomorrow. You know how to reach me. Okay, thanks. Bye.”
He carefully laid the phone back into the cradle. “It isn’t Ann McBride, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“No, of course it’s not Tyler’s missing wife. I never thought it was. I’ve known him since I was eighteen. I’ve never met a more decent man. Really.” But she was nearly shaking with relief, and he saw it. However, it was his turn to let it go.
But then she said, “I couldn’t have stood it if Tyler had been a monster instead of a really nice guy. I guess I would have just hung it up.”
“Yeah, your boyfriend is off the hook. The skeleton was buried inside that wall for at least ten years, possibly more. She was probably in her late teens when she was killed by a hard blow right in the face, the forehead actually. Whoever did it was really pissed, enraged, totally out of control. Jarvis said it was a vicious blow, killed her instantly.”
“It looks like Jacob Marley really might have killed her, then.”
He shrugged. “Who knows? It’s not our problem, thank God.”
“It’s certainly mine, since she tumbled out of the wall onto my basement floor. I can’t believe anyone would kill a teenager for wandering across his yard, and with such viciousness.”
A second later the phone rang. It was Bernie Bradstreet, owner of The Riptide Independent, wanting to know what she could tell him. “I know the sheriff wants to keep a lid on this, but—”
She told him everything, omitting only what Adam Carruthers had just found out from the medical examiner’s office. She didn’t think the sheriff would like to be cut out of that particular loop. Then Bernie Bradstreet asked her to dinner, with his wife, he hastened to add when she didn’t say anything. She put him off. When she hung up the phone, Adam said, “Newspaper? You handled it well. Now you need to call the sheriff. Don’t tell him you already know the answers, just encourage him to call the medical examiner’s office. Jarvis told me they’re not ready to release the information yet, but if the sheriff calls, he might be able to pry it out of them. Oh, yeah, when the sheriff comes, tell him I’m your cousin from Baltimore here to visit. Okay?”

“Cousins? We don’t look anything alike.”
He gave her a crooked grin.“Thank heaven for that.”
 
Sheriff Gaffney didn’t like the news from Augusta. He liked tidy conclusions, puzzles where all the pieces finally locked cleanly into place, not this: an old skeleton, identity unknown, that had been bricked inside Jacob Marley’s basement wall after her gruesome murder. He didn’t really want Ann McBride to be dead, but it would have made things so much cleaner, so nice and straightforward. He glanced at Tyler McBride. The guy looked calm, but relieved? He just couldn’t tell. Tyler had always managed to keep what he was feeling close to his vest. He was good at poker, nobody liked to play against him. Funny thing, though, the sheriff would have sworn that Tyler had killed his wife. He still kept his eye on Tyler, hoping to see him do something strange, like visit an unmarked grave or something. Well, he’d been wrong before. He guessed maybe he was wrong again. He hated it, it wasn’t pleasant, but sometimes it happened, even to a man like him.
Sheriff Gaffney looked over at Ms. Powell’s cousin, a big, tough-looking guy who looked like he could take care of himself. His body was hard and in good shape, but he seemed like a man who could be patient, as if he was used to waiting in the shadows, like a predator stalking its prey. Gaffney shook his head. He had to stop reading those suspense novels he liked so much.
He looked over at Becca Powell, a nice young woman who wasn’t, thank God, so pale now, or on the verge of hysteria. Hopefully her cousin would keep her that way. After finding that skeleton, just maybe she would be glad to have him around for a while. He found himself studying Carruthers again. The guy was dark, from his black hair—too long, in the sheriff’s opinion—to his eyes, nearly black in the dim late-afternoon light in Jacob Marley’s living room. He had big feet in scuffed black boots, soft-looking boots that looked like he’d worn them for a good long time and waited in the shadows with those boots on his feet, not making a whisper of a sound. He wondered what the hell the man did for a living. Nothing normal and expected, he’d bet his next meal on that. Just maybe he didn’t want to know.
The sheriff looked around the living room. Jesus, the place looked like a museum or a tomb. It felt old and musty, although it smelled like lemons, just like at home.
He knew, of course, that everyone was looking at him, waiting. He liked that. It built suspense. He was holding them in the palm of his hand. Only thing was, they didn’t look all that scared or worried or ready to gnaw off their fingernails. A real cool bunch.
Becca said finally, “Sheriff, won’t you be seated? Now, you have news for us?”
He took the old chair she was waving at, eased down slowly, then cleared his throat. He was ready to make his big announcement. “Well now, it does appear that this skeleton isn’t your wife, Tyler.”
There was a sharp moment of silence, but not the surprise he’d expected, that he’d wanted, truth be told.
“Thank you for telling me so quickly, Sheriff. I’m pleased that it wasn’t, because that would have meant that someone had killed her and it wasn’t me. I hope that wherever Ann is, she’s very much alive and well and happy.”
But Tyler hadn’t acted surprised. He acted like he already knew. Well, damn, if Tyler hadn’t killed Ann, then he would certainly know that the skeleton wasn’t her, or if it was, then someone else had put her there. That logic made the sheriff’s head ache. “Humph, I wouldn’t know about that. I’ve contacted all the local authorities and they’re going to check on runaways from between ten and fifteen years ago. There’s a good chance we’ll find out who she is. She was young, probably late teens. That makes it even more likely that she was a runaway. She was murdered, though. Now, that makes it a big problem, my big problem.”

“It’s not possible that it’s a local teenager, Sheriff?” Becca asked.
The sheriff shook his head. “Nobody just up and disappeared in the town’s memory, Ms. Powell. Something like that, folk just wouldn’t forget. Nope, it’s got to be a runaway.”
Adam Carruthers sat forward, his hands clasped between his knees. “You think this old man, Jacob Marley, did it?” He was sitting in a deep leather chair that old Jacob had liked. He looked like he was the one in charge and that burned the sheriff a bit. Fellow was too young to be in charge, not too much beyond thirty, about the same age as Maude’s nephew, Frank, who was currently in prison out in Folsom, California, for writing bad checks. Frank had always had soggy morals, even as a boy. Maybe the fellow was shiftless, like Frank. But hell, the last thing this guy looked was shiftless.
“Sheriff?”
“Yeah? Oh, it’s possible. Like I told Ms. Powell here, old Jacob didn’t like people poking around. He had a mean streak in him and no patience to speak of. He could have bashed her.”
Adam said, a dark eyebrow raised a bit, “Mean streak or not, you believe he actually bashed a young girl in the face with a blunt instrument and walled her in his basement because he was pissed to see her trotting across his backyard?”
Sheriff Gaffney said, “A blunt instrument, you say. Well, the ME didn’t know what the murderer struck her with, maybe a heavy pot, maybe a bookend, something like that. Did Jacob do it? We’ll just have to see about that.”
“Nothing else makes much sense,” Tyler said, jumping to his feet. He began pacing the room. His whole body was vibrating with tension. He had good muscle tone, the sheriff thought, remembering his own buffed self that the ladies had stared at when he was that young. Tyler whirled around, came to a stop, nearly knocking over a floor lamp. “Don’t you see? Whoever killed her had to have access to Jacob’s basement. Surely Jacob would have heard someone knocking away bricks, then putting them back up. The killer had to have cement to do that. Also, he had to haul the body into the house and down the basement steps. That would be quite an undertaking. It had to be Jacob. Nothing else makes sense.”
Adam said, leaning back in that old leather chair now, his legs crossed at his ankles, his fingers steepled, the tips lightly tapping together, “Now, wait a minute. You’re saying that Jacob Marley never left his house?”
“Not that I remember,” Tyler said. “He even had his groceries delivered. Of course, I was gone four years when I was in college. Maybe he used to be different, went out more.”
“Two things were always true about old Jacob,” Sheriff Gaffney said slowly. “Two things you could always count on. He was here and he was mean.” He heaved himself from his seat. He froze when the button right above his wide leather belt up and popped off. He watched, paralyzed, as the damned button rolled across the polished oak floor to stop at the big toe of Carruthers’s right boot. He sucked in his belly, but he still felt that wide leather belt of his continue to cut him something fierce. He didn’t say anything, just held out his hand.
Adam Carruthers tossed him the button. He didn’t smile. The sheriff clutched that damned button close. Jesus, maybe he should think about that diet Maude was always nagging him about.
Becca pretended not to see anything. She rose and stuck out her hand to the sheriff. “Thank you for coming and telling us in person. Please let us know when you find out who that poor girl is.”
“Was, ma’am, was. I will. I’m glad I called them. I had to worm it out of them, but I finally got to speak to the main guy, a hardnose named Jarvis, and he finally coughed up the info.” He nodded to Tyler McBride, who looked hollow-cheeked, as if he’d been put through a wringer, and then to Adam Carruthers, a cocky bastard who hadn’t laughed when his button had popped off.
“I’ll see you out, Sheriff,” Becca said and walked beside him out of the living room.
Adam said to Tyler, “Becca told me what was going on. I’m glad I was nearby and could get here to help.”
Tyler eyed the man. There hadn’t been time to question him before the sheriff had arrived. He said slowly, suspicion a sharp thread in his voice, “I didn’t know Becca had a cousin. Who the hell are you?”
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Adam said easily, “Becca’s mom was my aunt. She died of cancer, you know, very recently. My mom lives in Baltimore with my stepdad. A great guy, loves to fish for bass.”
Thank God she heard that before she came back into the living room. The man was quick and smooth. He was a very good liar. She would have believed him herself if she hadn’t known better. Actually, her mother was an only child, both her parents long dead. Her father had been an only child as well. His parents were also dead. Who was Adam, anyway?
Tyler turned toward Becca and said in a warm voice that was far too intimate, “Well, just maybe Sam can have a stepmom, just like you got yourself a stepdad, Adam.”
Becca felt a jolt that landed a lump in her throat. She couldn’t breathe for a minute. Tyler was looking at her like that? A future stepmom for Sam? She cleared her throat twice before she could speak. Well, she’d known him forever and he hadn’t killed his wife, but he was a friend, nothing more than a very good friend, which was quite enough, given what her life was right now. “It’s getting late. Adam, how about—”

He interrupted her smoothly, standing, stretching a bit. “I know, Becca. I’ll be back over in a little while. I’ve got to get my stuff from Errol Flynn’s Hammock. It’s a great B and B. That guy Scottie is a hoot. You want to eat out tonight?”
“Becca and I were going to go to Errol Flynn’s Barbecue this evening,” Tyler said, and now he was standing perfectly still, his shoulders back, his chin up, ready for a fight, Adam thought, like a cock ready to defend the henhouse against the fox.
Adam grinned. “Sounds good to me. I like barbecue. You bringing Sam? I’d like to meet him.”
“Of course Sam’s coming,” Becca said, her voice firm as that of a den mother faced with a dozen misbehaving ten-year-olds. “What street is Errol Flynn’s Barbecue on, Tyler?”
“Foxglove Avenue, just across from Sherry’s Lingerie Boutique. I hear that Mrs. Ella loves Sherry’s lingerie, always in there on her lunch hour.” He shook his head. “It’s rather a scary thought.”
“I haven’t met Mrs. Ella yet,” Becca said, then to Adam, “She’s the sheriff’s dispatcher, assistant, protector, screener, whatever—but I know about every one of her pets for the last fifty years. Her job was to save me from hysteria while I was waiting for the sheriff to come.”
“Did it work?” Adam said.
“Yes, it did. All I could think about was the beagle named Turnip who died by running right off a cliff when he missed the corner chasing a car.”
Both men laughed, and the male pissing contest that had nearly made her take a kitchen knife to both of them was out of sight, at least for the moment. She would have to speak to Tyler if it turned out he was getting the wrong idea, and evidently he was. But didn’t he realize that being her first cousin meant that Adam was no threat? She didn’t need this. She could eat barbecue with them, she supposed. Thank God Sam would be there.
Sam didn’t have much testosterone yet.

***
It was just after midnight. Tyler McBride was still hanging about at the front door, and Sam was asleep in the car, his bright blue T-shirt and black kid jeans covered with the sauce from the pork barbecue spareribs. The kid hadn’t said much—shy, Adam supposed—but he’d eaten his share. He’d finally said Adam’s name when he’d taken a big bite of potato salad, then nothing more.
Would the guy never give it up and leave? Adam took a step closer to get him out of there when he overheard Tyler saying quietly to Becca at the front door, “I don’t like him staying here with you, alone. I don’t trust him.”
And then Becca’s voice, calm and soothing, and he could practically see her lightly touch her fingers to Tyler’s arm as she said, “He’s my first cousin, Tyler. I never did like him growing up. He was a bully and a know-it-all, always pushing me around just because I was a girl. He’s grown up into a real sexist. But hey, he’s here and he is big. He’s also had some training, something like army special forces, I think, so he’d be useful if someone came around.”
“I still don’t like it.”
“Look, if something happens, he’s an extra pair of hands. He’s harmless. Hey, I heard from his stepdad that he is probably gay.”
Adam nearly lost it then. The laughter bubbled up. He practically had to slap his hand over his mouth to contain it. The laughter dried up in less than a second. He wanted to leap on her, close his hands around her skinny neck, and perhaps strangle her.
“Yeah, right, sure,” Tyler said. “A guy like that? Gay? I don’t believe it for a minute. You should stay with me and Sam, to be on the safe side.”
She said very gently, “No, you know I couldn’t do that, Tyler.”
Even after that, it took her another couple of minutes to get Tyler out of the house. She was locking the door when he said from behind her, “I’m not a sexist.”
She turned around to grin at him. “Aha! So you were eavesdropping. I thought you were probably lurking back there. I was afraid that you were going to try to throw Tyler out of the house.”
“Maybe I would have if you hadn’t finally gotten a grip and pushed him out. I wasn’t a bully or a know-it-all, either, when I was growing up. I never tortured you.”
“Don’t become part of your own script, Adam. I can also write whatever I want to on that script, since it involves me.”
“I’m not gay, either.”
She just laughed at him.
He grabbed her by the shoulders, jerked her against him, and kissed her fast and hard. He said against her mouth, “I’m not gay, damn you.”
She pulled away from him, stood stock-still, and stared at him. She wiped the back of her hand over her mouth.
He streaked his fingers through his hair, standing it on end. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I did that. I didn’t mean to do that. I’m not gay.”
She started shaking her head, then, just as suddenly, unexpectedly, she threw back her head and laughed and laughed, wrapping her arms around herself.
It was a nice sound. He bet she hadn’t laughed much lately. She hiccuped. “You’re forgiven for trying to enforce your manhood. Got you on that one, hmmm?”
He realized he’d leapt for the bait. How could that have happened? He looked down at his fingernails, then buffed them lightly against his shirtsleeve. “Actually, what I should have said is I’m not at all certain yet that I’m gay. I’m still thinking about it. Kissing you was a test. Yeah, I’m still not certain one way or the other. You didn’t give me much data.” Not much of a return hit, but it was something.
She walked past him into the kitchen. She started measuring out coffee. When she finished, she turned the machine on and stood there, staring at the coffee dripping into the pot. Finally she turned and said, “I want to know who you are. Now. Don’t lie to me. I can’t take any more lies. Really, I just can’t.”
“All right. Pour me that coffee and I’ll tell you who I am and what I’m doing here.”
While she poured, he said, leaning back in his chair, balancing it on its two back legs, “Because you’re an amateur I looked at the problem very differently. But like I already told you, you didn’t do badly. Your only really big mistake was your try at misdirection with the flight from Dulles to Boston, then another flight on to Portland. Another thing: I reviewed all your credit card invoices. The only airline you use is United. Since you’re an amateur, it wouldn’t occur to you to change.”
She said, “Trying another airline flicked through my brain, but I wanted out as fast as I could get out and I feel comfortable dealing with United. I never thought, never realized—”
“I know. It makes excellent sense, just not in this sort of situation. I didn’t even bother checking any of the other airlines.”
“However did you get ahold of my credit card invoices?”
“No problem. Access to any private records is a piece of cake, for anyone. Thankfully, law enforcement has to convince judges to get warrants and that takes time, a good thing for you. Also, I’ve got a dynamite staff who are so fast and creative that I have to give them raises too often.
“No, don’t stiffen up like a poker. We’re talking absolute discretion here. Now, there were only sixty-eight tickets issued to women traveling alone within six hours of the flight you took to Washington, D.C. I believed it would be three hours, but we all wanted to be thorough. It turned out you called the airline to make reservations only two hours and fifty-four minutes before the flight, as a matter of fact. You moved very quickly once you made up your mind to get the hell out of Dodge. Then you had to buy a ticket to Boston, then on to Portland, Maine, when you arrived at Dulles in Washington, D.C. You didn’t want to buy it in New York, for obvious reasons. You ran up to the ticket counter, knowing full well that the next flight to Boston was in a scant twelve minutes. You wanted out of the line of fire and to get where you were going as quickly as you could. There was a flight from Dulles to Boston leaving only forty-five minutes after you landed in Dulles, but you turned it down. You didn’t have any checked luggage, too big a risk with that, which was smart of you. The woman at the check-in counter recognized your photo, said she realized you might miss that plane, but you insisted even though she tried to talk you out of it. She didn’t understand at the time, since there was another flight so soon. She told you the chances were very high that you’d miss the first plane to Boston.”
“I nearly did miss it. I had to run like mad to catch it. They were ready to close the gate and I just slipped right through.”
“I know. I spoke to the flight attendant who greeted you at the door when you came rushing onto the plane. She said you looked somewhat desperate.”
She sighed, but didn’t say anything, just crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him, still as a stone. “Come on, let’s hear the rest of it.”
“It didn’t take long to find you on that flight to Portland. Your fake ID was pretty amateur. I’ll bet they were really busy at the check-in counters in New York and Dulles for you to get passed on through. At least you were smart enough not to use that driver’s license again to get yourself a rental car. You waited an hour for a flight from Boston to Portland, then you took a taxi into Portland—yes, one of my people found the driver and verified that it was you—and went to Big Frank’s Previously Owned Cars on Blake Street. You wanted your own car. That told me that you had a definite destination in mind, a place where you were going to burrow in for the long haul. I got all the particulars out of Big Frank, including your license plate number, the make, model, and color of your Toyota. I called a friend in the Portland PD to put out an APB on you and it didn’t take more than a day to net you. Remember when you got gas at the Union 76 station when you were first coming into town?”
She’d paid cash. No trail. No record. “I didn’t make any mistakes.”
“No, but it turns out that the guy who pumped your gas is a police radio buff with an excellent memory for numbers. He heard the APB, remembered your car and license plate, and phoned it in. It got to me really fast. Don’t worry, I canceled the APB. Needless to say, I owe a good-sized favor to Chief Aronson of the Portland PD. Also I spoke to the kid who pumped your gas, told him it had all been a mistake, thanked him, and slipped him a fifty. Oh yes, I got a good laugh over the name on the fake ID—Martha Clinton—a nice mix of presidential names.”
“I did, too,” Becca said, wondering why she’d bothered at all.
“At least Martha was young and had blondish hair. Did you buy it off a street kid in New York?”
“Yes. I had to try six of them before I could find an ID that looked anything remotely like me. I liked the name. When did you get here to Riptide?”
“Two days ago. I went immediately to the only bed-and-breakfast in town and of course you had stayed there for one night. Scottie told me you’d taken the old Marley place.” He splayed his fingers. “Nothing to it.”
“Why didn’t you come to see me right away?”
“I wanted to get the lay of the land, watch you awhile, see what was happening, who you spoke to, things like that. It’s an approach I’ve always used. I’ve never believed in rushing into things, if I have a choice.”
“It was so easy for you.” She sighed, her arms still crossed over her chest. “That means that the FBI should be ringing the doorbell at any minute.”
“Nah, they’re not as smart as I am.”

She threw her empty coffee cup at him.
He snagged the cup out of the air and set it back on the table. His reflexes were good. He was very fast. She said, “I’m awfully glad I didn’t come any nearer to you. You could have nailed me in a flash, couldn’t you?”
“Probably, but that’s not the point. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to protect you.”
“My guardian angel.”
“That’s right.”
“Why don’t you think the cops and FBI will be here any moment?”
“They have to follow all sorts of legal procedures to get to the goodies. Also, they tend to use a shovel when a scalpel would work best.” He paused a moment, grinning at her. “And I also sent them on a wild-goose chase. I’ll tell you about it later.”
“All right. Let’s cut to the chase. If you’re not a cop, then who are you and who hired you to help me?”
He shook his head. “For the time being I’m not at liberty to tell you that. But someone wants me to clean up this mess you’ve gotten yourself into.”
“I didn’t do anything at all. It was that demented man stalking me who’s responsible. Oh, maybe like the cops in New York and Albany, you don’t believe me, either?”
“I believe you. Would you like to know why the cops in New York and Albany didn’t believe you? Thought you were a screwed-up fruitcake?”
She nearly fell out of her chair. “I don’t believe this. You know something the cops don’t? They thought I was crazy or malicious or infatuated with the governor. Come on, what do you know?”
“They believed you were a fake because someone close to the governor told them that it was all a sick sexual fantasy. When the cops called from New York, that’s what the Albany police told them. However, the threat to the governor was quite real, no question about that, since someone shot him. They had to refocus, think things over again.”

“Who in the governor’s office said that about me? Don’t you dare just sit there staring at me. Damn you, I deserve to know who betrayed me.”
“Of course you do. I’m sorry, Becca. It was Dick McCallum, the governor’s senior aide.”
She nearly fell over in shock. “Oh, no, not Dick McCallum. Oh, no, it doesn’t make any sense. Not Dick.” She looked stricken and he was sorry for it.
She was shaking her head at him, not wanting to believe him but afraid not to. “But why? Dick has never said anything mean to me or acted like he had it in for me. He never asked me out, so there wouldn’t be any sort of rejection involved. I didn’t threaten him in any way. I was sure he liked me. I wrote most of the governor’s speeches, for God’s sake. I didn’t head up strategy sessions or conduct policy meetings or have anything to do with spin or scheduling or anything that would be in his bailiwick. Why would he do it?”
“That I don’t know yet. But to be realistic about it, it will probably come down to money. Someone paid him a lot of money to do it. Now, one of the cops in Albany told me he’d come to them, supposedly feeling all sorts of guilty, but swearing he had no choice because he was afraid you’d go after the governor. I promise you I will find out why he did it. He’s got to be the key to this.” Actually, he thought, Thomas Matlock was going over everything in McCallum’s background, including where he got the small knife tattoo on the back of his right shoulder blade.
She said slowly, thinking aloud really, “If Dick McCallum said those things about me, then he must know about the stalker, maybe even who he is and why he picked me to terrorize. Maybe Dick even knows who is trying to kill the governor.”
“Yes, all of that is possible. We’ll see.”
“Do you mean ‘we’ as in you and me?”
“No.”
“Let me call the cops again. I’ll tell them I know about what Dick McCallum told them. I can tell them he’s lying. Won’t they have to question him more thoroughly?”
“No, Becca, it’s too late. I’m really sorry about this.”
“What do you mean, it’s too late? I know I can get ahold of Detective Morales.”
“We’ll have to go another route to find out why Dick McCallum did what he did, and who probably paid him a whole lot of money to do it.”
She became very still. She shook her head. He said very gently, “I’m sorry, Becca, but someone ran Dick McCallum down in front of his apartment building in Albany. He’s dead.”
There wasn’t a single thought in her mind, just numbing horror.
“They think you could be involved. Everyone’s gone nuts. Actually, they were nuts the moment the governor was shot. No one could believe the distance on that shot. Now they’re very serious about finding you and finding out what you know, if you’re involved in any way. I planted information for them to find and got them off on a wrong track, so you’re safe for a while.”
He sat back in his chair and cradled his head against his arms. He gave her a big fat smile. “They’re not going to find you anytime soon, trust me on that.”
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She could only stare at him. “All right, you’re the greatest. Now, tell mehowyoufooledthem.”
“Thank you. Actually, I had nearly everything in place before Dick McCallum was killed. To be very precise, I did it right after the governor was shot. I had to shut the spigot off before they had the chance to really turn it on.
“They immediately mounted quite a manhunt. FBI offices all over the country are on the lookout for you. They were just beginning to track you from New York, just like I did, but then—a wonderful thing happened. They became convinced that you’d climbed on a Greyhound bus and had gone all the way down to North Carolina, probably disguised in a black wig, maybe even brown contacts. All they had to work on was your driver’s license and that was pretty scary. They searched your mom’s apartment, but you’d cleaned it out really well. They’re still looking for a storage facility for more information about you, photos and stuff like that. I assume you rented a storage locker. Where?”
“In the Bronx. Under an assumed name. To be honest, I didn’t have time to go through my mother’s stuff. I just piled everything into boxes and hauled the stuff to the Bronx. Now, Adam, where would they come up with the idea that I’d be in North Carolina?”
He smiled sweetly at her. “Fiddling. I enjoy it and I’m good at it.”
“By ‘fiddling’ you mean you scammed them?”
“Right. Sometimes con men use it when they get something over on their marks. Ah, sometimes law enforcement uses it, too.”
She shook her head at him. “I don’t want to know which you are. You’re kidding about this, right? You yourself didn’t feed them that information, did you?”
“No. I got one of their best snitches to feed it to them. That way they wouldn’t have any doubts at all. I even planted some evidence in your apartment in Albany to show that you knew all about North Carolina, that you’d even vacationed on the Outer Banks, your favorite town, Duck. Agents were swarming all over Duck within four hours of the FBI getting the information.”
“I have been to Duck. I’ve stayed at the Sanderling Inn.”
“I know, that’s why I selected it.”
“But I don’t think I kept any souvenirs or books or anything like that.”
“Oh yeah, sure you had souvenirs. There were a couple of T-shirts, some shells with ‘Duck’ etched on them, a couple of Duck pens, and a cute little candy dish showing ducks marching. Now the Feebs will scour the Outer Banks all the way down to Ocracoke. Did you hear about the Cape Hatteras lighthouse being moved?”
“Yes. Do you want more coffee?”
“Please. Oh, yes, Becca, give me the name of the storage locker and the assumed name. I’ll get all your stuff out of there and to a safe place.”
She snapped her fingers at him. “You can get things accomplished just like that?”
“I can but try.” He tried to look modest, maybe even humble, but he couldn’t pull it off. “What’s the name you used and what’s the storage locker name?”

“P and F Storage in the Bronx, and the name is Connie Pearl.”
“I don’t think I want to know where you got that name.”
He watched her walk to the sink with the empty coffeepot and rinse it out. When she turned to reach for the coffee, her head slanted in a certain way. He blinked. He knew that certain set of the head very well. He’d seen her father do that not six days before. He watched her closely and saw that her movements were economical, graceful. He liked the way she moved. She’d inherited that from her father, too, one of the smoothest, most elegant men Adam had ever known. He clasped his hands behind his head, closed his eyes for a moment, picturing Thomas Matlock clearly in his mind’s eye, and thought back to that meeting between the two of them on June 24.
Washington, D.C.
 The Sutter Building
“She still believes you’re dead.”
He nodded. “Of course. Even when Allison knew she was dying, we decided not to tell Becca about me, it was just too dangerous.”
At least, Adam thought, Thomas had been in close contact with his wife since e-mail had come along. They were online every night, until his wife had gone into the hospital. Adam said, “I don’t agree with that, Thomas. You should have contacted her when her mother fell into a coma. She needed you then, and the good Lord knows, she needs you now.”
“You know it’s still too risky. I haven’t known where Krimakov is since right after I shot his wife. I realized soon enough that I would have to kill him to protect my family, but he simply disappeared, with the help of the KGB, no doubt. No, I can’t take the risk that Krimakov could find out about her. He would slit her throat and laugh and then call me and laugh some more. No. I’ve been dead to her for twenty-four years. It stays that way. Allison agreed with me that until I know for certain that Krimakov is dead, I stay dead to my daughter.” Thomas sighed deeply. “It was very hard for both of us, I’ll be honest with you. I think if Allison hadn’t slipped into that drugged coma, she might have told Becca, so that she’d know she wasn’t really alone.”
The pain in his voice made Adam silent for a long time. Then he said, all practical again, “You can’t stay dead to her now and you know it. Or haven’t you been watching CNN?”
“That’s why you’re here. Stop frowning down at me. Pour yourself a cup of coffee and sit down. I’ve done a lot of thinking. I’ve got a favor to ask.”
Adam Carruthers poured himself some coffee so strong it could bring down a rhino. He stretched out in the chair opposite the huge mahogany desk. A computer, a printer, a fax, and a big leather desk pad sat in their designated spots on top of the desk. No free papers stacked anywhere, no slips or notes, just technology. He knew that on this specific computer, there were no deep, dark secrets, just camouflage. Even he would have a hard time getting through all the safeguards installed to protect any hidden files on the machine, if there had been any, which there weren’t. Thomas Matlock had stayed at the top of his game by being careful and smart.
Adam said, “The governor of New York was shot in the neck two nights ago. The man was lucky to be surrounded by doctors and that he’d promised more big state bucks for cancer research, otherwise they might have let him bleed to death.”
“You’re cynical.”
“Yeah, well, you’ve known that for ten years, haven’t you?” Adam took a drink of the high-test coffee and felt a jolt all the way to his feet. “Everyone is after her now, particularly the Feebs. She’s gone to ground. They’ve pulled out all the stops, but no sign of her yet. Smart girl. To fool everyone isn’t easy. She’s your daughter, all right. Cunning and sneakiness are in her genes.”
Thomas Matlock opened a desk drawer and pulled out a 5x7 color photo set in a simple silver frame. “There are only three people alive who know she’s my daughter, and you’re one of them. Now, her mother got this to me just eight months ago. Her name’s Becca, as you know, short for Rebecca—that was my mother’s name. She’s about five feet eight inches tall, and she’s on the lean side, not more than one hundred twenty pounds. You can see that she’s in good shape. She’s athletic, a whiz at tennis and racquet-ball. Her mother told me she loves football, not college but professional. She’d kill for the Giants, even in their worst season.
“You’ve got to find her, Adam. I don’t know if Krimakov will connect her to me. It’s very probable he’s known all along that I had a wife and a daughter, no way to bury that, and we didn’t want to do the witness protection program. But you know something? I still don’t have a clue where he is or what he’s been doing the past twenty years. I’ve got tentacles all over the world but no definite leads on his whereabouts. Now I’ve upped the ante, but still nothing.
“But you know he’s on top of American news, all of it. The instant he hears the name ‘Matlock,’ he’ll go en pointe. She’s in deep trouble. She doesn’t even realize how deep, that the cops and the FBI are the least of her worries.”
“Don’t worry, Thomas. I’ll find her and I’ll protect her, from both the stalker and Krimakov, if either of them shows up.”
“That’s just it.” Thomas sighed. “This stalker bothers me. What are the odds that a stalker would go after Becca? Too great, I think. What I’m thinking is that just maybe Krimakov already found her, just maybe he’s the stalker.”
“Jesus, Thomas,” Adam said. “I guess it’s possible, but unlikely, I think. If he’s the stalker, then that means he found her even before your wife died.”
“Yes, it scares me to my toes.”
“But there’s no proof at all that it’s Krimakov. Now, first things first. I’ve got to get the locals and the Feds off her trail once and for all.”
“You’ve already begun to track her, then?”
“Sure. The minute I heard her name, I got all my people working on it. What would you expect? You’re the one who always has to look at the big picture. I don’t. Let me make a phone call right now, let Hatch know you’ve approved everything, get all my people on this.”
“And if I hadn’t called you?”
“I’d have taken care of her anyway.” Adam turned to pick up the phone. “She’s your daughter.”
Adam knew that Thomas Matlock was looking at him as he lifted the receiver of the black phone and punched in some numbers. He knew, too, that Thomas had worried and worried, tried to figure out the odds, determine the best thing to do, but Adam had simply stepped in and begun protecting his daughter from a stalker who could be, truth be told, Krimakov, although to Adam the odds were that Krimakov was long dead. But it was a lead. It was something, the only thing they had.
Thomas should have known that he didn’t have to even ask. Adam also imagined that Thomas Matlock felt a goodly amount of relief.
As he spoke quietly on the phone, he saw the jolt of pain cross Thomas Matlock’s face, and he knew it was because Thomas would never again see Allison. And more than that. Thomas Matlock hadn’t been with his wife when she died. He’d wanted to be, but Becca was there, always there, and he couldn’t take the chance. The pain and guilt of that had to be tearing him up inside.
Oh yeah, he’d try to save Thomas’s daughter.
Only one mistake in the seventies, and Thomas Matlock had lost any chance at the promising life he’d begun. He’d had to hold himself private. He’d kept his position in the intelligence community so he would know if Krimakov ever surfaced. But he’d had to remain alone.
Jacob Marley’s House
Adam slowly opened his eyes. He was in the same room with Allison and Thomas Matlock’s daughter, and she was looking at him with an odd combination of helplessness and wariness. Damn, she looked so very much like her father. He couldn’t tell her yet. No, not yet. He said on a yawn, “I’m sorry, I guess I just sort of flashed out for a while.”
“It’s late. You’re probably exhausted what with all your skulking around spying on me. I’m going to bed. There’s a guest room at the end of the hall upstairs. The bed might be awful, I don’t know. Come on and I’ll help you make it up.”
The bed was hard as a rock, which was fine with Adam. His feet didn’t hang off the end, another nice thing. He watched her trail off down the hall, pause for just a moment, and look back at him. She raised her hand. Then he watched her close the door to her bedroom.
He’d wondered about Becca Matlock for a very long time, wondered what she was like, how much she’d inherited from her father, wondered if she was happy, maybe even in love with a guy and ready to get married. He discovered he was still wondering about her as he lay on his back and stared up at the black ceiling. All he knew for sure was that someone had put her in the center of his game and was doing his best to bring her down. Kill her? He didn’t know.
Was it Vasili Krimakov? He didn’t know that either, but maybe it was time to consider anything that put even a shadow on the radar.
He woke up at about four A.M. and couldn’t go back to sleep. Finally, he booted up his laptop and wrote an e-mail:

 
I told her about McCallum. She really doesn’t know anything. I don’t either, yet. You know, just maybe you’re right. Just maybe Krimakov is the stalker and the one who shot the governor.
 
He turned off the compact and stretched out again, pillowing his head on his arms. To him, Krimakov was like the bogeyman, a monster trotted out to scare children. To Adam, the man had never had any substance, even though he’d seen classified material about him, been briefed about his kills. But hell, that was over twenty-five years ago. Nothing, not even a whiff of the man since then.
Twenty-five years since Thomas Matlock had accidentally killed his wife. So long ago and in a place that was no longer even part of the Soviet Union—Belarus, the smallest of the Slavic republics, independent since 1991.
He knew the story because once, just once, Thomas Matlock had gotten drunk—it was his anniversary—and told him about how he’d been playing cat and mouse back in the seventies with a Russian agent, Vasili Krimakov, and in the midst of a firefight that never should have happened, he’d accidentally shot Krimakov’s wife. They’d been on the top of Dzerzhinskaya Mountain, not much of a mountain at all, but the highest peak Belarus had to offer. And she’d died and Krimakov had sworn he would kill him, kill his wife, kill anyone he loved, and he’d cursed him to hell and beyond. And Thomas Matlock knew he meant it.
The next morning, Thomas Matlock had simply looked at Adam and said, “Only two other people in the world know the whole of it, and one of them is my wife.” If there was more to the tale, Thomas Matlock hadn’t told him.
Adam had always wondered who the other person was who knew the whole story, but he hadn’t asked. He wondered now what Thomas Matlock was doing at this precise moment, if he, like Adam, was lying awake, wondering what the hell was going on.

Chevy Chase, Maryland
It was raining deep in the night, a slow, warm rain that would soak into the ground and be good for all the summer flowers. There was no moon to speak of to shine in through the window of the dimly lit study. Thomas Matlock was hunched over his computer, aware of the soft sounds of the rain but not really hearing it. He had just gotten an e-mail from a former double agent, now living in Istanbul, telling him that he’d just picked it up from a Greek smuggler that Vasili Krimakov had died in an auto accident near Agios Nikolaos, a small fishing village on the northeast coast of Crete.
Krimakov had lived all this time in Crete? Since Thomas had found out about his daughter’s stalker, after the man had murdered that old bag lady, he’d put everyone on finding Krimakov. Scour the damned world for him, Thomas had said. He’s got to be somewhere. Hell, he’s probably right here.
Now after all this time, all these bloody years, he’d finally found him? Only he was dead. It was hard to accept. His implacable enemy, finally dead. Gone, only it was too late, because Allison was dead, too. Far too late.
Was it really an accident?
Thomas knew that Krimakov had to have enemies. He’d had years to make them, just as Thomas had. He’d gotten messages from Krimakov back in the early years, telling him he would never forget, never. Telling him he would find his damned wife and daughter—yes, he knew all about them and he would find them, no matter how well Thomas had hidden them. And then it would be judgment day.
Thomas had been terrified. And he’d done something unconscionable. He escorted a very pretty young woman, one of the assistants in his office, to an Italian embassy function, then to a Smithsonian exhibit. The third time he was with her, he was simply walking her to her car from the office because the skies had suddenly opened up and rain was pouring down and he had a big umbrella.

A man had jumped out of an alley and shot her between the eyes, not more than six feet away. Thomas hadn’t caught him. He knew it was Krimakov even before he’d received that letter written in Vasili’s stark, elegant hand: “Your mistress is dead. Enjoy yourself. When I discover your wife and child, they will be next.”
That had been seventeen years before.
Thomas had considered seeing Allison that weekend. He had canceled, and she’d known why, of course. He sat back in his chair, pillowing his head on his arms. He read the e-mail from Adam. Consider Krimakov.
But Krimakov was finally dead. The irony of it didn’t escape him. Krimakov was gone, out of his life, forever. It was all over. He could have finally been with Allison. But it was too late, just too late. But now someone was terrorizing Becca. He just didn’t understand what was going on. He wished he could learn about Dick McCallum, but as of yet, no one had seen anything out of the ordinary. No big deposits, no new accounts, no big expenditures on his credit cards, no strangers reported near him, nothing suspicious or unexpected in his apartment. Simply nothing.
Thomas remembered telling Adam how there were only two other people—besides Adam—who knew the real story. His wife and Buck Savich, both dead now. Buck had died of a heart attack some six years before. But there was Buck’s son, and he was very much alive, and Thomas realized now that he needed him, needed him very much.
The man knew all about monsters. He knew how to find them.
Georgetown
 Washington, D.C.
Dillon Savich, head of the Criminal Apprehension Unit of the FBI, booted up his laptop MAX and saw there was an e-mail from someone he didn’t know. He shifted his six-month-old son, Sean, to his other shoulder and punched up the message.

Sean burped. “Good one,” Savich said, and rubbed his son’s back in slow circles. He heard him begin to suck his fingers, felt his small body relax into his shoulder. He read:
Your father was an excellent friend and a fine man. I trusted him implicitly. He believed you would change the course of criminal investigations. He was very proud of you. I desperately need your help. Thomas Matlock.
Sean reared back suddenly and patted his father’s whiskered cheek with his wet fingers. Savich stroked his son’s small fingers and dried them on his cotton shirt. “We’ve got a neat mystery here, Sean. Who the hell is Thomas Matlock? How did he know my father? He was an excellent friend? I don’t remember ever hearing my father mention his name.
“MAX, let me get you started on this. Find out about this man for me.” He punched in a series of keys, then sat back, Sean bouncing from foot to foot on his stomach, watching MAX do his thing.
Savich reached up and flicked the drool off Sean’s chin. “You’re teething, champ. It’s not going to be a pretty sight for the next several months, so that book says. You don’t seem like you’re feeling any pain. Believe me, that’s a relief for both of us.”
Sean gurgled very close to Savich’s ear.
He held his son back and smiled into that splendid little face that looked more like him than Sherlock. Sean had his dark hair, not Sherlock’s curly red hair. As for his eyes, they were as dark as his father’s, not that sweet, soft blue of his mother’s. “You want to know something? It’s four o’clock in the morning and here we are wide awake. Your mama’s going to think we’re both nuts.”
Sean yawned then and stuck three fingers into his mouth. Savich kissed his forehead and stood, gently laying his son over his shoulder. “Let’s see if you’re ready to pack it in again.”

He went to his son’s room and dimmed the light. He laid him on his back and pulled a yellow baby blanket over his light diaper shirt.
“You go to sleep now, hear? I’m even going to sing you one of my favorite songs. Your mama always laughs her head off when I sing her this one.” He sang a country-and-western song about a man who loved his Chevy truck so much that he was buried with the engine and all four hub-caps, special edition, all silver. Sean looked mesmerized by his father’s deep, rich voice. He was out after just two verses. One good thing about country-and-western music—there was always another verse. Savich paused a moment, smiled down at the precious human being that still jolted him when he realized that Sean was, indeed, his very own child, part of him. Just as Savich had been his father’s child. He felt a sharp pull somewhere in the region of his heart. He missed his dad, always would.
Who was this Thomas Matlock, who claimed to have known his father?
He went back to his study.
MAX beeped as he walked in. “Good for you,” Savich said, sitting back down. “What have we got on this Thomas Matlock guy?”
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Adam said, “You mean they’re giving up trying to find her on the Outer Banks?”
Adam knew that Hatch, his right hand, was sitting crouched in a phone booth somewhere, his dark sunglasses pressed so close to his eyes that his eyelashes got tangled, got into his eyes, and sometimes caused eye infections. “Yeah, boss. Since they have no leads at all, they’re counting on Becca knowing something, maybe even knowing this guy who shot the governor. That’s why they’re searching high and low for her. Agent Ezra John is the SAC running the show down there. I hear he’s cursing up a blue streak, wondering where she could have hidden herself. Says they looked everywhere for her and she just ain’t anywhere, just like smoke, he says, and the others grin behind their hands. Oh yeah, you’ll love this, boss. Old Ezra believes that Ms. Matlock is a lot smarter than anyone gave her credit for, keeping out of sight like she is. If he knew it was you who duped him, he’d want to put your head on a pike and find some bridge to stick it on.”
“Thanks for sharing that, Hatch.”
“Knew you’d like it. You and old Ezra go back a long ways, don’t you?”

That wasn’t the half of it, Adam thought, and said only, “Something like that. Okay now. In other words, Ezra’s finally come to the conclusion that she conned him? That she isn’t anywhere near the Outer Banks?”
“That’s it.”
“I don’t think I need to fiddle them anymore. Too much time has passed for them to find her now. I think we’re home free—well, at least for the moment.”
Silence.
“Hatch, I know you’re lighting a cigarette in a closed phone booth. Put it out right now or I’ll fire you.”
Silence.
“Is it out?”
“Yeah, boss. I swear it’s out. I didn’t even get one decent puff.”
“Swell news for your lungs. Now, what about the NYPD?”
“They’re talking to their counterparts all over the country, just like the Feebs are. But hey—nothing, nada, zippo. This Detective Morales is a wreck, probably hasn’t slept for three days. All he can talk about is how she called him, repeated to him that she’d told him everything, and he wasn’t able to talk her in. There’s this other detective, a woman name of Letitia Gordon, who evidently hates Ms. Matlock’s guts. Claims she’s a liar, a nutcase, and probably a murderer. Old Letitia really wants to bring her down. She’s pushing everyone to charge Ms. Matlock with the murder of that old bag lady outside the Metropolitan Museum. You know, the murder Ms. Matlock reported? The one the stalker did to get her attention?”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Well, they told Detective Gordon to pull her head out of her armpit and try for a bit of objectivity. The woman’s really got it in for our gal.”
Adam made a rude noise. “Let Detective Gordon get hives over it for all we care. Neither Thomas nor I ever believed they were going to charge her with murder. But a material witness? That’s possible. And you know as well as I do that the cops couldn’t protect her from this stalker. Nope, that’s our job. Now, what do you have on McCallum?”
Adam wasn’t expecting anything, so he wasn’t disappointed when Hatch sighed and said, “Not a thing as of yet. A real pro spearheaded this operation, boss, just like you thought.”
“Unfortunately, it can’t be Krimakov because Thomas finally got him tracked down. He was living on Crete, and as of a week ago, he’s dead. I’m not sure of the exact date. But it was before McCallum was run down in Albany. I guess Krimakov could have been involved, but he certainly wasn’t running the show, and that’s not his MO. Anything Krimakov was involved in, he was the Big Leader. Thomas is willing to bet his ascot on that. But if Krimakov was somehow involved, it means he knew about Becca being Matlock’s daughter. Jesus, it makes me crazy.”
“Nah, the guy’s dead. This is a new nutcase, fresh out of the woodwork, and he’s picked Becca.”
Adam scratched his head and added, “No, I don’t think so, Hatch. It’s got to be some sort of conspiracy, there’s just no other answer. Lots of folk involved. But why did they focus on Ms. Matlock? Why put her in the middle? I keep coming back to Krimakov, but I know, logically, that it just can’t be. Someone, something else, is driving this. How’s the governor?”
“I hear his neck is a bit sore, but he’ll live. He doesn’t know a thing, that’s what he claims. He’s very upset about McCallum.”
Adam sat there and thought and thought. The same questions over and over again. No answers.
Silence.
“Put out the cigarette, Hatch. I know about your girlfriend. She loves silk lingerie and expensive steaks. You can’t afford to lose your job.”
“Okay, boss.”
Adam heard some papers shuffling, heard some mild curses, and smiled. “Anything else?”

“Yeah, of course there’s no positive ID on that skeleton that popped out of Ms. Matlock’s basement wall. For sure it was a teenage girl who got her head bashed in some ten or more years ago. I did find out something sort of neat, though.”
“Yeah?”
“It turns out there was an eighteen-year-old girl who leaves Riptide, supposedly eloping. Nobody knows who the boyfriend was though. Now ain’t that a neat coincidence?”
“I’ll say. When?”
“Twelve years ago.”
“No one’s heard from her since?”
“I’m not completely sure about that. If she’s still unaccounted for and they decide she’s a good bet, then they’ll do DNA tests on the bones.”
Adam said, “They’ll need something from her—like hair on a brush, an old envelope that would have her saliva, barring that, then a family member would have to give up some blood.”
“Yeah. Thing is, though, it wouldn’t be admissible in court if it ever came to it. It’ll take some time, a couple of weeks. No one sees any big rush on it.”
“I don’t like the feel of this, Hatch. We’ve got this other mess and now this damned skeleton falling out of Becca’s basement wall. It’s enough to make a man give up football.”
“Nah, you’ve always told me that God created the fall just for football. You’ll be watching football when you throw that last pigskin into the end zone in the sky, if they still have the sport that many aeons from now. You’ll probably lobby God to have pro football in Heaven. Stop whining, boss. You’ll figure everything out. You usually do. Hey, I hear that Maine’s one beautiful place. That true?”
Adam stared at the phone for a moment. He had been whining. He said, “Yeah. I just wish I had some time to enjoy it.” He suddenly yelled into the receiver, “No smoking, Hatch. If you even think about it, I’ll know it. Now, call me tomorrow at this same time.”

“You got it, boss.”
“No smoking.”
Silence.
 
Becca said very quietly, “Who is Krimakov?”
Adam turned around very slowly to face her. She was standing in the doorway of the moldy-smelling guest room where he’d spent his first night in Jacob Marley’s house. She’d opened the door and he hadn’t heard a thing. He was losing it.
“Who is Krimakov?”
He said easily, “He’s a drug dealer who used to be involved with the Medellin cartel in Colombia. He’s dead now.”
“What does this Krimakov have to do with all this craziness?”
“I don’t know. Why did you open the door without knocking, Becca?”
“I heard you on the phone. I wanted to know what was going on. I knew you wouldn’t tell me. I also came up to get you for breakfast. It’s ready downstairs. You’re still lying. This doesn’t have anything to do with drug dealing.”
He had the gall to shrug.
“If I had my kitchen knife, I’d run at you, right this minute.”
“And what? Slice me up? Come on, Becca, why can’t you just accept that I’m here to do a job and that job is to make sure that you don’t get wiped out? Get off your high horse.”
He stood up then and she backed up a step. She was afraid of him still. Hell, after seeing him all civilized that entire evening with four-year-old Sam, it surprised him. “I told you I wouldn’t hurt you,” he said patiently. He realized at that moment that he didn’t have a shirt on. She was afraid he might attack her? Well, after his teenage attempt last night to prove to her he wasn’t gay, he supposed he couldn’t blame her. He moved slowly, deliberately, and picked up his shirt from where it was hanging over a chair back, then turned his back to put it on. He faced her again as he buttoned it up.
“Who are you?”
He sighed and tucked in his shirt. Then he flipped the sheet and blanket over the bed. He straightened the single too-soft pillow that smelled, unexpectedly, of violets.
When he finally turned to face her again, she was gone. She’d heard Krimakov’s name. It didn’t matter. She’d never hear it again. The bastard was dead. Finally dead, and Thomas Matlock was free. To come and finally meet his daughter. Why hadn’t Thomas said anything about that? He combed his hair, brushed his teeth, and headed downstairs.
She fed him pancakes with blueberry syrup and crispy bacon, just the way he liked it. The coffee was strong, black as Hatch’s fantasies, the fresh cantaloupe she’d sliced, ripe and sweet.
Neither of them said a word. She ate a slice of dry toast and had a cup of tea. It looked like she was having trouble getting that much down.
He said, a dark eyebrow arched, his mouth full of bacon, “What is this? No questions right in my face? No bitching at me? By God, could it be that you’re sulking?”
That got her, just as he hoped it would.
“How would you like that nice sticky syrup down the back of your neck?”
He grinned at her and saluted with his coffee cup. “I wouldn’t like that at all. At least you’re speaking to me again. Look, Becca, I’m just trying to find out what’s going on. Everyone is floating a lot of ideas, a lot of names. Now we have this skeleton.”
He was so slippery, she’d bet if he were a pig in a greased pig contest, no one could hold him down, but she was tenacious.
“Who were you telling not to smoke?”
“Hatch. He’s my main assistant. He has more contacts than a centipede has legs, speaks six languages, and is real smart except when it comes to cigarettes and loose women. That’s the way I can control his smoking. I pay him very well and threaten to fire him if he lights up.”
“But I heard you tell him to put out the cigarette. Obviously he’s still smoking. And he knew you were on the other end of the line.”
“Yeah. It’s more a game now than anything else. He lights up just to hear me blow.”
“Did he find out anything about the skeleton? What’s this about DNA testing? They think they know who that poor girl was?”
He stretched, drank down the last of his coffee, carefully set the cup on the table, then stood up.
She was on her feet in the next instant. Two fast steps and she was in his face. She was fast, he’d give her that, and she was mad. He was grinning down at her when she slammed her fist in his belly. Becca felt her face turning red. “Damn you, you will not treat me like a cipher, like I’m a moron who isn’t even important enough to talk to. Who are you?”
He grabbed her wrist. “That was a good shot. No, don’t hit me again or I’ll have to do something. I want to keep those pancakes happy.”
“Yeah, what?” She just didn’t care anymore. She smashed her other fist into his left kidney.
He held both her wrists now. He knew she’d bring up her knee next so he jerked her around so her back was pressed against his chest. He held her arms pressed to her sides. “You’d look better as a blonde. Usually a woman’s roots are darker than her hair. In your case, you’ve got all this baby-light hair at the roots.”
She kicked back, grazing his shin. He grunted. He sat back down on the chair, holding her on his lap. She was pinned against him and couldn’t move. “Now,” he said, “I’m sorry that we’re playing only by my rules, but that’s the way it’s got to be unless I’m told otherwise.”
“You need to shave. You look like a convict.”

“How do you know? You’ve got the back of your head to me.”
“You’ve got as much hair on your face as you do on your chest.”
“Oh yeah? Well, you did get an eyeful in the bedroom.”
“Go to hell.”
Adam’s cell phone rang. “Well, shit. Will you let me answer this without attacking me again?”
“Actually, I don’t want to be anywhere near you.”
“Good.” He dropped his arms and she jumped off his lap.
He flipped open the small narrow phone. “Carruthers here.”
“Adam, it’s Thomas Matlock. Is Becca there with you?”
“As a matter of fact, yes.”
“All right, then, just listen. I sent an e-mail to Dillon Savich, a computer expert here at FBI headquarters in Washington. I knew his father very well. Actually, Buck Savich was the only other person who knew about all the mess with Krimakov. He’s been dead for a while. I e-mailed his son for help. His job is finding maniacs using computer programs. He’s good. He managed to track me down before I could even get back to him. That’s beyond good. He’s agreed to a meeting. I’m going to see him. We need all the help we can get.”
“I think that’s a mistake,” Adam said, thinking of the logistics. “I don’t think we need anyone else in on this. I’m worried about maintaining control here.”
“Trust me on this, Adam. We do need him. He’s got lots of contacts and is very, very smart. Don’t worry that he’ll talk and expose Becca’s whereabouts if he comes on board. He won’t. Have you learned anything more of value?”
“There’s nothing at all to be found in any of McCallum’s records. The governor says he doesn’t know a thing. I assume you’ve come up dry as well?”
“Yes, but I think that Dillon Savich will be able to help us there as well. Word is he’s magic with a computer and gathering information.”
Adam said, “We don’t need anyone else, Thomas.” The instant the name was out of his mouth, Adam jerked his head up. Becca was looking at him, her eyes narrowed, intent. He cleared his throat. “We don’t want more hands stirring this pot. It’s too dangerous. Too much chance of cracks and leaks. It could lead to Becca.”
“You slipped, Adam. Is she listening?”
“No, it’s okay.” At least he hoped it was. She was now simply looking wary and interested, both at the same time.
Adam said again, “Maybe you could just have this guy do some specific searches for you.”
“That, too, but he’s a specialist just like you are. All right. We’ll see. I’m meeting with him to see what he has to say. Maybe he won’t want to join up with us, or maybe he won’t have the time. I just wanted you to know. Keep her safe, Adam.”
“Yeah.”
Becca shook her head at him when he closed his cell phone. She knew there’d be downright lies or at the very least evasions out of his mouth. She was furious, frustrated, but, surprisingly, she felt safer than she had in weeks. When he looked like he would say something, she smiled at him and said, “No, don’t bother.”
The Egret Bar & Grill
 Washington, D.C.
Thomas Matlock rose very slowly from his chair. He didn’t know what to say but he didn’t like what he saw. Damnation, Savich wasn’t alone.
Savich smiled at the man he’d never heard of before receiving the e-mail at four A.M. that morning. He extended his hand. “Mr. Matlock?”
“Yes. Thomas Matlock.”
“This is my wife and my partner, Lacy Sherlock Savich, but everyone calls her Sherlock. She’s also FBI and one of the best.”
Thomas found himself shaking the hand of a very pretty young woman, on the small side, with thick, curling red hair, the sweetest smile he’d ever seen, and he knew in his gut, knew without even hearing her speak or act or argue, that she was tough, probably as tough as her hard-faced husband, a man about Adam’s age, who looked stronger than a bull. Meaner, too. He didn’t look like a computer nerd. Whatever that was supposed to mean nowadays.
“So,” Thomas said, “you’re Buck’s son.”
“Yes,” Savich said and grinned. “I know what you’re thinking. My dad was all blond and fair, a regular aristocrat with a thin straight nose and high cheekbones. I look like my mom. You can bet that my dad was always pissed about that. I never had my dad’s smart-ass mouth, either. That pissed him as well.”
“Your dad could charm the widow’s peak off a fascist general and outwit a Mafia don. He was an excellent man and friend,” Thomas said, eyeing the man. “I wasn’t expecting you to bring anyone else.” He found himself clearing his throat when Savich didn’t immediately respond. “This is all rather confidential, Mr. Savich. Actually, it’s all extremely confidential, there’s a life at stake and—”
Savich said easily, “Where I go Sherlock goes, sir. We’re a package deal. Shall we continue or would you like to call this off?”
The young woman didn’t say a word. She didn’t even change expressions. She just cocked her head to one side and waited, very quietly, silent. A professional to her toes, Thomas thought, just like her husband.
Thomas said then, “Is your name really Sherlock?”
She laughed. “Yes. My father’s a federal judge in San Francisco. Can you imagine what the crooks are feeling when they’re hauled in front of him—Judge Sherlock?”
“Please sit down, both of you. I’m grateful that you came, Mr. Savich.”
“Just Savich will do fine.”

“All right. I understand you head up the CAU—the Criminal Apprehension Unit—at the FBI. I know you use computers and protocols you yourself designed and programmed. And with some success. Naturally, I really don’t fully understand what it is that happens.”
Savich ordered iced tea from the hovering waiter, waited for the others to order as well, then leaned forward. “Like the Behavioral Sciences Unit, we also deal with local agencies who think an outside eye just might see something they missed on a local crime. Normally murder cases. Also like the BSU, we only go in when we’re asked.
“Unlike the Behavioral Sciences, we’re entirely computer-based. We use special programs to help us look at crimes from many different angles. The programs correlate all the data from two or more crimes that seem to have been committed by the same person. We call the main program PAP, the Predictive Analogue Program. Of course, what an agent feeds into the program will determine what comes out. Nothing new in that at all.”
Sherlock said, “All of it is Dillon’s brainchild. He worked on all the protocols. It’s amazing how the computer can turn up patterns, weird correlations, ways of looking at things that we wouldn’t have considered. Of course, like Dillon said, we have to put the data in there in order to get the patterns, the correlations, the anomalies that can point a finger in the right direction.
“Then we look at the possible outcomes and alternatives the computer gives us, act on many of them. You said Buck Savich was an excellent friend. How did you know Buck Savich, sir?”
“Thank you for the explanation. It’s fascinating, and about time, I say. Technology should catch crooks, not let the crooks diddle society with the technology. Yes, Buck Savich was an incredible man. I knew him professionally. Tough, smart, fearless. The practical jokes he used to pull had the higher-ups in the Bureau screaming and laughing at the same time. I was very sorry to hear about his death.”
Savich nodded, waiting.

Thomas Matlock sipped his iced tea. He needed to know more about these two. He said easily, “I remember the String Killer case. That was an amazing bit of work.”
“It wasn’t at all typical,” Savich said. “We got the guy. He’s dead. It’s over.” Then he looked at his wife, and Thomas saw something that suddenly made him aware of the extraordinary bond between them. There was a flash of incredible fear in Savich’s eyes, followed by a wash of relief and so much gratitude that it went all the way to Thomas’s gut. He should have had that bond with Allison, but one stray bullet in a woman’s head had put an end to that possibility forever.
Thomas cleared his throat, his mind made up. These two were bright, young, dedicated. He needed them. “Thank you for explaining more about your unit. I guess there’s nothing more to do except tell you exactly what’s going on. My only favor—and I must have your agreement on this—is if you don’t choose to help me, you will not inform your colleagues about any of this conversation. It all remains right here, in this booth.”
“Is it illegal?”
“No, Savich. I’ve always believed that being a crook requires too much work and energy. I’d rather race my sailboat on the Chesapeake than worry about evading the cops. The FBI is, however, involved, and that does make for some conflict of interest.”
Savich said slowly, “You’re a very powerful man, Mr. Matlock. It took MAX nearly fourteen minutes to even find out that you’re a very well-protected high-ranking member of the intelligence community. It took him another hour and two phone calls from me to discover that you are one of the Shadow Men. I don’t trust you.”
Sherlock cocked her head to the side and said, “What are the Shadow Men?”
Thomas said, “It’s a name coined back in the early seventies by the CIA for those of us who have high security clearance, work very quietly, very discreetly, always out of sight, always in the background, and frankly, do things that aren’t sanctioned or publicized or even recognized. Results are seen, but not any of us.”
“You mean like the ‘Mission Impossible’ team?”
“Nothing so perfectly orchestrated as all that. No, I’ve never burned a tape in my life.” He smiled then and it was an attractive smile, Sherlock thought. He was a handsome man, well built, took care of himself. A bit younger than her father, but not much. Ah, but his eyes. They were filled with bleak, dark shadows, with secrets huddled deep, and there was pain there as well, pain there for so very long that it was now a part of him, burrowed deep. He was a complex man, but most important, he was alone, so very alone—now she saw that clearly—and he was afraid of something that went as deep as his soul. She didn’t think that being a Shadow Man was the reason for all that bleakness in his eyes.
She said, “It sounds like cloak-and-dagger stuff, sir, like it should have gone out of business when the Cold War ended.”
Thomas said, “Perhaps there’s a bit of cloak-and-dagger still in the mix. Actually, before the end of the Cold War things were a lot simpler. We knew the enemy. We knew exactly how the enemy operated, what to expect. However, now the projects we’re involved in are rarely so clean, so splendidly satisfying and clear-cut as that ‘Mission Impossible’ TV show.
“In my area, there is rarely an obvious and clean line between us and the bad guys, although Saddam and Qaddafi look like they’re going to be long-timers. An enemy of yesterday is a confederate of today. Unfortunately, the opposite is also true.
“This is more true today, of course. So many petty tyrants and greedy despots who want to rule, if not the world, then a larger portion of it than they do currently. China is the giant fist, more frightening than the USSR ever was. So many people, so many natural resources, such endless potential. Somehow we have to deal with all of them.”

Thomas looked off over Sherlock’s left shoulder, seeing into the past, into the future, she didn’t know. Then he said quietly, “There are always failures, mistakes, lives lost needlessly. But we try, Mrs. Savich. More often than not, thank God, we do succeed and perhaps make the world a bit safer. For the most part we’re not allowed to be nice people, so your husband is smart not to trust me. However, this is something entirely different. This isn’t business. This is entirely personal. I need help badly.”
She lowered her head and began weaving a packet of Equal through her fingers. Finally, she looked straight at him, picked up her iced tea glass, raised it toward him, and said, “Why don’t you call me Sherlock.”
Thomas clicked his glass to hers. Somehow, he knew, she and her husband had communicated, had agreed to hear him out. “Sherlock. It is a charming name. It goes very well with Savich.”
Savich sat forward then. “Let’s cut to the chase, Mr. Matlock. We give you our word that nothing you tell us today will go beyond this booth. We will accept the possibility of a conflict of interest, at least for the moment.”
Thomas felt the same sort of loosening in his gut that he’d felt when Adam had told him he’d already begun to protect Becca. He smiled at the two of them and said, “Why don’t you call me Thomas.”
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Sheriff Gaffney said, “Well now, what we got was an anonymous tip, Mr. Carruthers.”
“That’s rather odd, don’t you think, Sheriff?” Adam had his arms folded over his chest and was leaning against Jacob Marley’s screened front porch. Sheriff Gaffney looked tired, he thought, a bit pasty in the face. He wanted to tell the sheriff to lose fifty pounds and start walking the treadmill.
“No, sir, not odd at all. Folk don’t like to get involved. They’d rather tattle in secret than come smartly forward and tell you what they know. Sometimes, truth be told, folk are just shits, Mr. Carruthers.”
That was true enough, Adam thought. “You said the girl’s name is Melissa Katzen?”
“That’s right. It was a woman with a real whispery voice who said it was Melissa. She didn’t want to tell who she was. She said everyone believed at the time that Melissa was going to elope right after high school graduation. So when she up and was just gone, everyone figured she’d done it. But she thinks now, what with the skeleton, that Melissa didn’t go anywhere.”
“Who was the boyfriend?” Adam asked.

“No one knew, since Melissa wouldn’t tell anyone. Her folks didn’t know what to think after she was gone. They didn’t know about any elopement talk, came as a shock to them. I’m thinking that maybe one of Melissa’s family called in this tip, or a friend and that friend is afraid she’s in danger if she tells us who she is. Now, if that skeleton is Melissa Katzen, then she didn’t elope. She stayed right here and got herself murdered.”
“Maybe,” Becca said, “she decided she didn’t want to elope after all and the boy killed her.”
“Could be,” said Sheriff Gaffney, shaking his head. “A bad way to end up.”
He got no argument.
The sheriff adjusted his thick leather belt that was digging into his belly and said on a sigh, “As the years passed, most folk just forgot about her, figured she was in another state with six kids now. And maybe she is. We’ll find out. We’re talking to all the people who remember her, went to school with her, things like that.”
“You don’t have any idea who called this in, Sheriff?”
“Nope. Mrs. Ella took the call, said it sounded like someone with a doughnut in her mouth. Mrs. Ella believes it’s a relative, or a chicken-shit friend.”
“You’ll do DNA tests now?”
“As soon as we can locate Melissa’s parents and see if they have anything of hers we could use to get her DNA to match against what they have in the bones. It’s going to take a while. Science—all this newfangled stuff—it’s all iffy as far as I’m concerned. Just look at how poor O.J. was nearly sent away because of all that flaky so-called DNA evidence. But the jury was smart. They didn’t believe any of that stuff for a minute. Well, it’s something to do. We’ll know in a couple of weeks.”
“Sheriff,” Becca said mildly, “DNA is the most scientifically solid tool that law enforcement has going for it today. It’s not flaky at all. It will clear innocent people and, hopefully, in most cases, put monsters in jail.”
“So you think, Ms. Powell, but you force me to tell you that yours is an Uninformed Opinion. Mrs. Ella doesn’t like all this fancy stuff, either. But she thinks it’s real possible that the skeleton is poor little Melissa, even though she remembers Melissa as being all sorts of shy and sweet and so quiet you’d have thought her a little ghost. Who’d want to kill a sweet kid like that? Even old Jacob Marley, who didn’t like anybody.”
Adam shook his head. “I don’t know, Sheriff. I go for the boyfriend. Hey, at least there’s something to go on now. Won’t you come in?”
“Nah. I just wanted to fill in you and Ms. Powell. I gotta go talk to the power company, hear they accidentally cut a sewage pipe. That’d be no good. You pray the wind doesn’t blow in this direction. Now, Mr. Carruthers, you going to hang around with Ms. Powell much longer?”
“Oh yeah,” Adam said easily, looking over at Becca, who hadn’t said a single word since Sheriff Gaffney, button sewn back on, bemoaned poor O.J.’s treatment. “She’s still real jittery, Sheriff, jumps whenever there’s a sound in this old house. You know how women are—so sensitive it makes a man want to coddle them until the sun’s shining again.”
“That was well said, Mr. Carruthers. We got us one of our perfect summer days. Just smell the air. All salty ocean and wildflowers, and that sun smell. Nothing like it.
“Ah, here’s Tyler and little Sam. Good morning. Just running down possibilities on Ms. Powell’s skeleton. Could have been Melissa Katzen. Don’t suppose you disguised your voice like a woman’s and called in the tip?”
“Not me, Sheriff,” Tyler said, raising an eyebrow. “Who did you say? Melissa Katzen?”
“Yep, that’s right. You remember her, Tyler? Didn’t you go to school with her? Your ages are about right.”
Tyler slowly lowered Sam to the porch and watched him wander over to a low table that held a stack of books, some of them very old indeed.
“Melissa Katzen.” Tyler frowned. “Yes, I remember her. A real sweet kid. I think she might have been in my high school class, or maybe a year behind me. I’m just not sure. She wasn’t really pretty, but she was nice, never said a bad thing about anybody, as I remember. You really think she could be the skeleton?”
“Don’t know. Got an anonymous call about her.”
Tyler frowned a bit. “I think I remember hearing that she was going to elope, yeah, that was it. She eloped and no one ever heard from her again.”
Sheriff Gaffney said, “Yep, that’s the story. Now DNA will tell us, at least if what those labs claim is true. Well, it’s time for me to see the power company. Then I’ll call that Jarvis guy in Augusta, see what they’re doing.”
Sam was holding a small, thick paperback in his hands.
Adam dropped down to his knees and looked at the little book with a fancy attack helicopter on the cover. He said, “It’s Jane’s Aircraft Recognition Guide. I wonder what Jacob Marley was doing with one of Jane’s publications?”
“Jane?” Sam said.
“Yeah, I know, that’s a girl’s name. Hey, they’re Brits, Sam. You’ve got to expect them to do weird things.”
Becca said, “Hey, Sam, you want a glass of lemonade? I just made some this morning.”
Sam looked up at her, didn’t say anything, but finally nodded.
Tyler said, his chin up, a hint of the aggressor in his voice, “Sam loves Becca’s lemonade.”
“I do, too,” Adam said. “Now, I’m out of here. I’ll be back tonight, Becca.”
She wanted to ask him where he was going, who he was going to talk to, but she couldn’t say a blasted thing in front of Tyler. “Take care,” she called out after him. She saw Adam pause just a moment, but he didn’t turn back.
“I don’t like him, Becca,” Tyler said in a low voice a few minutes later in the kitchen, one eye on Sam, who was drinking his lemonade and looking for the goody in the box of Cracker Jacks Becca had handed him.
“He’s harmless,” she said easily. “Really harmless. I’m sure he’s gay. So you knew this Melissa Katzen?”

Tyler nodded and took another drink of his lemonade. “Like I told the sheriff, she was a nice kid. Not real popular, not real smart, but nice. She also played soccer. I remember once she beat me in poker.” Tyler grinned at some memory. “Yeah, it was strip poker. I think I was the first guy she’d ever seen in boxer shorts.”
“Rachel makes good lemonade,” Sam said, and both adults looked at him with admiration. He’d said four whole words, strung them all together.
Becca patted his face. “I’ll bet Rachel does lots of really good things. She rented me this house, you know.”
Sam nodded and drank more lemonade.
After they’d left ten minutes later to go grocery shopping, Becca cleaned up the kitchen and headed upstairs. She made her bed and straightened the bedroom. She didn’t want to have anything to do with Adam Carruthers, but she sighed and walked down to his bedroom. The bed was neatly made. Nothing was out in plain sight. She walked over to the dresser and pulled out the top drawer. Underwear, T-shirts, and a couple of folded cotton shirts. Nothing else. She pulled his dark blue carryall out from under the bed. She lifted it on top of the bed and slowly started to pull back the long zipper.
The phone rang. She nearly leapt three feet in the air. The phone rang again.
She had to run downstairs, as that was the only phone in the house. Her cell phone had run out of power and was recharging. She picked it up on the sixth ring. “Hello.”
Breathing. Slow, deep breathing.
“Hello? Who’s there?”
“Hello, Rebecca. It’s your boyfriend.”
Her brain nearly shut down on her. She stared at the phone, not believing, not wanting to believe, but it was him, the stalker, the man who murdered that poor old woman, the man who shot the governor in the neck.
He’d found her. Somehow he’d found her. She said, “The governor’s alive. You’re not so great after all, are you? You didn’t kill him. You were so ill informed, you didn’t even know there would be a bunch of doctors around him.”
“Maybe I didn’t want to kill him.”
“Yeah, right.”
“All right, so the bastard is still breathing. At least he won’t be climbing into your bed anytime soon. Hear he’s having a tough time talking and eating. He needed to lose a few pounds anyway.”
“You killed Dick McCallum. You made him tell those lies about me and then you killed him. How much did you pay him? Or did you threaten to kill him if he didn’t do as you asked?”
“Where did you get all this information, Becca?”
“It’s true.”
Silence.
“Nobody could have found me. The FBI, the NYPD, nobody. How did you find me?”
He laughed, a rich, mellow laugh that made her want to vomit. How old was he? She couldn’t tell. Think, she told herself, listen and think. Keep him talking. Use your brain. Is he young or old? Accent? Listen for clues. Make him admit to murdering Dick.
“I’ll tell you when I see you, Becca.”
She said very deliberately, very slowly, “I don’t want to see you. I want you to go someplace and die. That or turn yourself in to the cops. They’ll fry you. That’s what you deserve. Why did you run down Dick McCallum?”
“And just what do you think you deserve?”
“Not this bullshit from you. Are you going to try to kill the governor again?”
“I haven’t made up my mind just yet. I know now that he isn’t sleeping with you, but only because he doesn’t know where you are. An old man like that. You should be ashamed of yourself, Rebecca. Remember Rockefeller croaking when he was with his mistress? That could be you and the governor. Best not do him again. But you’re a little slut, aren’t you? Yeah, you’ll probably call him so he can come sleep with you some more.”

Why hadn’t she had the phone tapped? Because neither she nor Adam dreamed he’d find her here in Riptide and call her.
“You murdered Dick McCallum, didn’t you? Why?”
“You’re all confident again, aren’t you? You’ve been away from me for only a couple of weeks, but you’re all pissy again. Too confident, Rebecca. I’m coming for you very soon now.”
“Listen, you bastard. You come anywhere near me and I’ll blow your head off.”
He laughed, throaty, deep laughter, indulgent laughter. Was he young? Maybe, but she couldn’t be sure. “You can try, certainly. It’ll add some spice to the chase. I’ll see to you soon. Real soon, count on it.”
He hung up before she could say anything more. She stood there, staring blankly at the old-fashioned black phone, staring and knowing, knowing deep inside her that it was all over. Or it soon would be. How could anyone protect her from a madman? She’d done the best she could and yet he’d found her, nearly as easily as Adam had.
How had he found her? Did he have as many contacts as Adam? Evidently so. No, she wasn’t going to give up and let him come to kill her. No, she would fight.
She laid the phone into the cradle and walked slowly from the living room. She was tired, infinitely tired. She couldn’t just stand there in the middle of Jacob Marley’s house, she just couldn’t. She felt itchy from the inside out, and cold, very cold. Nearly numb.
She loaded her Coonan .357 Magnum automatic, slipped it in the pocket of her jacket, and walked to the woods where she’d confronted Adam two days before. Had it really been only two days? She sat down in front of the tree where he’d been doing his tae kwon do exercise. She looked at the spot where she’d stood, pointing her gun at him, so afraid she’d thought she’d choke on it. But she hadn’t had time to shoot or to choke. He’d kicked the gun out of her hand before she could draw two breaths. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the tree. Would the stalker have just as easy a time with her as Adam? Probably so.
She closed her eyes and let her mind shut down. She saw her mother, laughing down at her—she couldn’t have been more than seven years old and she was trying to do a cheerleading chant. Then her mom had showed her how to do it and it had been so wonderful, so perfect. Her mother’s laughter, so sweet, filling her, making her warm and happy. She rubbed her wrist where Adam had kicked the gun out of her hand. It didn’t hurt, but there was memory of the cold numbness that had lasted for a good five minutes. Where was he? Why had he left?
Adam was back at Jacob Marley’s house and he was so scared for a moment he couldn’t think. She was gone. The door was open but she was gone. There were even two lights on but she was gone. The stalker had gotten her. No, no, that was ridiculous. He was the only one who had found her.
He searched every damned room in the house. He saw his carryall lying on top of his bed. It looked like she’d started unzipping it and then, for whatever reason, had just walked out of the room, leaving it there for him to see.
Why? Where had she gone? Her car was in the driveway, so she couldn’t have gone far . . . unless someone took her.
Don’t panic. She’d gotten a call, something of an emergency. She’d gone to Tyler’s house. It had to do with Sam. The kid was sick, yeah, that was it.
But she wasn’t there, no one was home. He drove by the Food Fort, the gas station, the hospital but he didn’t see her. Jesus, he could drive all over this damn town and not find her.
He drove slowly back to the house. He cut the engine and sat in his black Jeep, his forehead against the leather-wrapped steering wheel.
Where are you, Becca?
He didn’t know why he raised his head and twisted around to look toward the woods. He just did it. And in that instant he knew she was there. But why? It took him three minutes to find her.
She was asleep. He came up on her very quietly. She didn’t stir. She was leaning against the tree trunk, her right hand in her lap. She was holding the Coonan, its polished silver stock gleaming from the slashes of sun through the tree branches.
Had he seen that flash of silver? He didn’t know how he could have, yet he’d known she was there. Why couldn’t he have had this marvelous intuition before he’d scared himself spitless?
He came down on his haunches. He looked at her, wondering what had made her come out here. He saw dried tear streaks down her cheeks. Everything had gotten to be too much for her, and no wonder. She looked pale, too thin. He looked at her fingers curled around the trigger of the Coonan, at her nails, short and ragged. He touched his fingertips to her cheek. Her flesh was soft to the touch. He lightly stroked her cheek. Then, slowly, he shook her shoulder.
“Becca. Come on, wake up.”
She came awake instantly at the sound of a man’s voice, the Coonan up and ready to fire. She heard him curse, then felt the gun fly out of her hand. Her wrist was instantly numb. “Not again.”
“Shit, you nearly shot me.”
It was Adam. She looked up at him and smiled. “I thought it was him. Sorry.”
His heart began to slow. He eased down beside her. “What’s up?”
“What time is it?”
“Nearly four o’clock in the afternoon. I couldn’t find you and I nearly lost my mind trying to figure out where you were. You scared me, Becca. I thought he’d taken you.”
“No, I’m here. I’m sorry. I didn’t think. So how’d you find me?”
He shrugged. He didn’t want to tell her that he just knew very suddenly exactly where she was. He would sound nuts. She didn’t need anyone else around her sounding nuts.
“How long will my wrist be numb this time?”
“Not more than five minutes. Don’t whine. Did you expect me to let you shoot me?”
“No, I guess not.”
“You look tired. Better if you’d taken a nap in your bed than come out here to snore beneath the tree. It just might not be all that safe.” That was one of the best understatements out of his mouth yet.
“Why? The only one who was ever lurking outside here was you, and you’re not lurking out here anymore. You’ve moved right into the house.” She sighed. “I don’t know why I came out here. I just couldn’t stand to stay in the house alone anymore.”
He said again, “You scared me, Becca. Please don’t take off again without leaving me a note.”
She looked up at him, her face so pale now it was nearly as white as winter sleet, and said in a dead voice, “He’s found me. He called.”
“He?” But he knew. Oh yeah, the stalker had found her and he hated it, had dreaded it, but he’d known it would happen. This guy was good. Too good. He had contacts. Whoever he was, he knew people, knew how to use them to get what he wanted. Adam was sure he’d been on her the minute she’d left New York. Still, it surprised him. More than that it scared him to his soul. He hated that surge of fear, deep and corroding. He could almost smell the flames. The fire was coming closer.
“All right, so he called. Get a grip.” He stopped, grinned at her. “Oh yeah, I’m talking to myself, not you. Now, what did he say? Did he tell you how he found you? Did he say anything that would help us pinpoint him?”
He’d said “us.” She had felt utterly frozen inside, then he’d said “us.” Slowly, she began to feel a shift deep inside her. She wasn’t alone anymore.
She looked up at him and smiled. “I’m glad you’re here, Adam.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Me, too.”
“Even though you’re gay?”
He looked at her mouth, then jumped fast to his feet. A man did better when temptation wasn’t one inch from his face. He looked down at her, then offered his hand. “Yeah, right. Now come on back to the house. I want you to write down everything you can remember him saying. Okay?”
She got a look on her face that was hard and cold and determined. Good, he thought, she wasn’t going to lie down and let this guy kick her like a dog.
“Let’s do it, Adam.”
They walked side by side up the steps to the veranda. They were nearly to the front door, and he was thinking that he needed to show her again that he wasn’t gay, when a shot rang out, and a knife-sharp chunk of wood flew off the door frame not two inches from Becca’s head and slammed into Adam’s bare arm.
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Adam twisted the doorknob, pushed the door in, and shoved Becca into the entrance hall in an instant, and still it seemed too slow. Another bullet struck the lintel right over his head, spewing splinters in all directions. None struck him this time. He twisted about and slammed the front door, then grabbed Becca’s arm and dragged her out of the line of fire.
He came down on his knees beside her. “Sorry to throw you around. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m okay. That bastard, that horrible man. He’s a monster, crazy. It’s got to stop, Adam. It’s got to.” He watched her jerk her Coonan out of her jacket pocket and crawl to one of the front windows. He was right behind her. “Becca, no, wait a minute. I want you to stay down. This is my job.”
“He’s after me, not you,” she said calmly and, slowly, very cautiously, leaned up to look out of the corner of the window. He thought he’d collapse of fright right then.
Another two shots came at heart level through the front door, spewing shards of wood into the entrance hall. Another shot. Becca saw the flash of light. She didn’t hesitate, just fired off all seven rounds. He heard the click click click when there were no more bullets in the clip.
There was dead silence. Adam was on his knees right behind her, furious with himself because his Delta Elite was in his carryall in the guest bedroom. “Becca? I want you to stay right here. Don’t move. I’ve got to get my gun. Stay down.”
She gave him a quick look. “Go ahead and don’t worry. We’re not helpless. I hit him, I know it, Adam.”
“Just stay down.”
“It’s okay.” He watched her pull another magazine out of her jacket pocket. He stared at her as she slowly, calmly shoved it into the Coonan.
“Go get your gun,” she said, looking out the window, her back to him. “If I didn’t hit him, I can at least keep him away from the house.”
He couldn’t think of anything else to say. He was up the stairs and to the bedroom in three seconds flat. When he came back downstairs, his pistol in his hand, Becca hadn’t moved. “I haven’t seen a thing,” she called out. “Do you think maybe I was lucky enough to hit him?”
“I plan to find out. Keep a sharp lookout. And don’t shoot me.”
And then he was gone before she could draw a breath. She heard him walk quickly through the kitchen, then the back door opened and closed very quietly. She prayed she’d hit him. Maybe right in his throat, where he’d hit the governor. Or in the gut. He deserved that for killing that poor old bag lady. She waited, waited, not moving, watching for Adam, for his shadow, anything to show her he was all right.
Time passed so slowly she thought it would become night before anything more happened. Suddenly, she heard a shout.
“Come on out, Becca!”
Adam. It was Adam and he sounded all right. She was through the front door like a shot, her hair tangling in her face, realizing only then that she was sweating and cold at the same time, and laughing. Yes, she was laughing because they were safe. They’d beaten the monster. This time.
Adam was standing at the edge of the woods, waving toward her. It was in the exact same direction where she’d fired off all seven rounds. He waited until she was right in front of him. He smiled down at her, then wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her hard. “You got the bastard, Becca. Come take a look.”
Blood on fallen leaves. Like Christmas decorations—rich dark red on deep green.
“I got him,” she whispered. “I really got him.”
“You sure did. I’ve looked but I can’t find a trail because once he realized he was out of the game, he stanched the wound and carefully brushed ground cover over his tracks so he wouldn’t leave any kind of a trail.”
“I got him,” she said again, and she was smiling. “Oh God, Adam, no!”
“What is it?”
“Your arm.” She dropped her Coonan back into her jacket pocket and grabbed his hand. “Don’t move. Look, this splinter of wood is stuck in you like a knife. Come back to the house and let me get it out. Oh God, does it hurt really bad?”
He looked down at the shard of wood sticking like a crude knife out of his upper arm. He hadn’t even felt it. “It didn’t hurt before I knew about it. Now it hurts like the very devil. Well, shit.”
Thirty minutes later, they were arguing. “No, I’m not going to a doctor. The first thing the doctor would do is call Sheriff Gaffney. You don’t want that, Becca. I’m fine. You’ve disinfected me and bandaged me up. You did a great job. No problem. Let it go. You even pushed three aspirin down my gullet. Now, how about a big jigger of brandy and I’ll be ready to sing opera.”
She thought of Sheriff Gaffney coming here and asking questions about a guy who shot at them. “My my, who’d want to do that, folks?”

She gave him another aspirin for good measure, and since she had no brandy, she gave him a diet Dr Pepper.
“Close,” he said and downed a huge drink.
They both froze when there was a knock on the front door.
Then they heard the front door slam open, voices low and muffled.
Becca grabbed her Coonan and crept toward the kitchen door. “Stay put, Adam. I don’t want you to get hurt again.”
“Becca, I’ll be all right. Just hold it a second.” Adam was right on her heels, his voice low, his hand on her gun arm.
“Who is it?” he called out.
A man yelled, “You guys all right? This door looks like an army tried to shoot its way in.”
“I don’t know who it is,” Adam said. “Do you recognize his voice?”
She shook her head.
“Who the hell is out there? What are your damned names? Tell me or I’ll blow your heads off. We’re a bit on the cautious side here.”
“I’m Savich.”
“I’m Sherlock. Thomas sent us. Said we needed to meet Adam and Becca, talk to them, get all the facts straight and together. Then maybe we can nail this stalker.”
“I told him not to,” Adam said and slipped his gun back onto the kitchen table and walked out into the hallway. A big man stood there, a 9mm SIG pistol held snug in his hand. A woman stood just behind him, as if shoved there for protection. She stepped around the man and said, “Don’t be alarmed. We’re the good guys. As Dillon said, Thomas sent us. I’m Sherlock and this is my husband, Dillon Savich. We’re FBI.”
It was the man Thomas wanted to save his daughter’s butt. His friend’s son, the computer hotshot at the Bureau. Adam didn’t like it, any of it. He stood there frowning at the two of them. A man brought his wife to a possible dangerous situation? What kind of an idiot was he?
Becca stepped forward. “You’ve got a neat name, Sherlock. You’re Mr. Savich? Hello. Now, I don’t know who this Thomas is, but he’s probably Adam’s boss, only Adam refuses to tell me anything about who hired him and why. I’m Becca Matlock. The man who’s been stalking me and shot the governor, he was just here. He called me and then he tried to kill us. I hit him, I know it. Adam found some blood, but he’s gone, covered his trail, and I had to bandage Adam up and so—”
“Now we understand everything,” Sherlock said and smiled at the young woman facing her. Sherlock thought she was pretty, but she looked like she’d been ground under for a long time now. She’d been pushed over the line. She said to the big man, Adam, who was standing beside Becca, “Dillon here is great with wounds. Do you want to have him look at your arm?”
Adam was pissed and he felt like a jerk for feeling pissed. If the guy really was a genius with computer tracking programs, or whatever it was he did, maybe it could help. He shook his head. “No, I’m fine. I hope to heaven the sheriff doesn’t show up here, what with all that gunfire.”
“This place is set way back from its neighbors,” Savich said. “And all those thick trees, it’s doubtful anyone heard the shots unless he was real close.”
Becca blinked up at him, then said, “I hope you’re right. This is Adam Carruthers. He’s here as my cousin. He’s here to help clean up this mess, and to protect me. As I said, I guess he works for this Thomas character. I told the guy down the street that he’s gay because I’m afraid he’s jealous of Adam, but he’s really not.”
Sherlock said, “He’s really not jealous?”
“No, Adam really isn’t gay.”
Savich, that big guy who’d been standing very still until this instant, looking solemn and mean, began to laugh. And laugh.
The woman with the beautiful bright red curly hair looked up at her husband, cocked her head to one side, sending all that hair to bouncing around her head, and began laughing herself.

“I’m glad you’re not gay,” Savich said. “What? You really think this other guy is jealous of Adam here?”
Becca nodded. “Yes, and it’s so stupid really. This is a life-and-death situation. Who would ever think of jealousy or sex at a time like this? That’s just nuts.”
“That’s right,” Sherlock said. “No one would. Right, Dillon?”
“That’s exactly what I would have said,” Savich said.
Adam watched Savich slip the SIG back into its shoulder holster. Well, shit. All right, maybe the two of them could help. He’d wait and see what they did before he said anything more.
Becca said, “Adam is drinking a diet Dr Pepper since I don’t have any brandy to help him get over the shock of being wounded. Ice or lime in yours?”
Savich grinned at her. “Give me a goodly amount of lime and then Sherlock and I will go out and buy some brandy.” He then looked long at her. He wanted to tell her that her father was worried sick about her, that she looked a lot like him, that, when this was all over, he would come into her life for the very first time. But for now, Savich couldn’t say anything at all. They’d promised Thomas Matlock that they’d keep him in the shadows until the mess was all cleared up. Thomas had said, “Until I can be certain that Krimakov is really dead, I just can’t take the chance. And for me to believe that, really believe it all the way to my gut, I’ve got to see a photo of him lying on a slab in a Greek morgue.”
Sherlock had said, “But if he’s not dead, sir, and he is orchestrating all this, then he already knows about Becca and is trying to terrorize her with the ultimate goal of getting to you through her.”
Thomas had said, “I know only enough to scare myself spitless, Sherlock. I just want to keep a lid on all of this until I’m certain. In the meantime, I want to keep her hidden from all the cops and the FBI because I’m certain that they can’t protect her from this stalker.”
Becca said over her shoulder as she led them into the kitchen, “Before anyone comes over, you’ve got to tell me who you are and why you’re here. As I told you, Adam’s cover is that he’s my gay cousin.”
Adam said as he cocked the soda can at Savich, “You want to be her other gay cousin?”
“Then what would that make me?” Sherlock said. “I can’t keep my hands off him. That would blow the cover right off.”
“Maybe we’ll be your friends, Adam. I know quite a bit about you and your background. You and I went to school together, how about that?” Savich said.
“Then what the hell are you doing in Riptide, Maine?”
Sherlock took a glass of soda from Becca, sipped it, and said, “We’re here because of that skeleton that fell out of your basement wall, Becca. You guys wanted some help, and since we live in Portsmouth, it wasn’t tough for us to get up here.”
“How do you know where I went to school?” Adam said, his eyes dark and hard on Savich’s face.
“MAX gave me most of your particulars. It took him a while longer to find out about all your other activities. You went to Yale. No problem. Did we crew?”
Well, damn, Adam thought, it was a good idea. “Yeah,” he said. “We did crew. We also beat Harvard, that bunch of pissy little wimps.”
Sherlock wondered why Adam Carruthers didn’t want her or Dillon there. Didn’t he realize that they could help? The stalker was here in Riptide, he’d tried to kill them.
Sherlock gave Adam a sunny smile. “Why don’t we go look in the woods and try to uncover a trail for this guy?”
“Yeah,” Savich said, rising. “Then we need to figure out why he would want to kill Becca like this. It doesn’t make sense. He’s into terrorizing her. Why just shoot her and end it all? He’d have no more fun.”
“Good question,” Becca said. “We haven’t had time to think about anything since it happened. Me, I don’t think he wanted to kill either of us, just scare us real bad, just announce that he was here and ready to play again.”

Becca sucked in her breath. “Oh dear, we need to get the front door repaired before our neighbor, Tyler McBride, or the sheriff come to visit. I don’t want to try to explain bullet holes in the door.”
“Let’s check for a trail first,” Sherlock said. “Then, Becca, you can tell us what the stalker said to you this time while we all repair the door.”
“You’re good,” Savich said some thirty minutes later to Adam. “You said there was no trail and there isn’t.”
Adam grunted. “Let’s go out a bit farther. Maybe we’ll see some tire tracks.”
“No way,” Sherlock said. “The stalker is a pro, which means that he isn’t really a stalker. That’s just a cover. A misdirection.”
Savich nodded. “I agree. He isn’t a stalker.”
Becca said, “What do you mean, exactly?”
Adam said, as he slowly lifted leaves some ten feet away, “It doesn’t make sense, Becca. Usually stalkers are sick guys who, for whatever strange reason, latch on to someone. It’s an obsession. They’re not pros. This guy’s a pro. This was well thought out.”
And Savich thought: If Krimakov is alive, then it’s a terror campaign, and Becca’s just the means to the end. Thomas Matlock is right to be afraid. And the ending Krimakov planned wasn’t good for either father or daughter.
Becca was shaking her head. “But he sounds nuts whenever he’s called me. He called a couple of hours ago. He said much of the same things. He sounded all sorts of excited, very pleased with himself, like he couldn’t wait. I know he’s toying with me, getting a real kick out of my fear, my anger, my helplessness.” She stopped a moment, looked at Adam, and added, “The thing is, I can’t help but feel that inside, he’s just dead.”
Sherlock said, “Maybe he’s dead on the inside, but it’s the outside we’ve got to worry about. One thing we know for sure is that he’s clever; he knows what he needs to do and he does it. He found you, didn’t he? Now, could we go back to the house and Becca can tell us everything? You said he called you again. Tell us exactly what he said. Then we can put all our brainpower together and solve this mess.”
“Another thing,” Savich said as he brushed his black slacks off, “I don’t want us out in the open like this. It isn’t smart.”
And Sherlock, her brilliant red hair shining brightly in the fading afternoon light, led them back to Jacob Marley’s house.
They found caulk, an electric sander that worked, and some wood stain in the basement, on some shelves near the hole in the brick wall.
They took the front door off its hinges and brought it inside. While Savich sanded it down and Adam caulked in the bullet holes, Becca and Sherlock kept watch, their guns in their hands, watchful. Very soon, Sherlock had Becca talking and talking. “. . . and when he called me just a while ago, he said the same sorts of things, like I would contact the governor as soon as he was well enough again and have him come to me.”
“You know,” Adam said, “he doesn’t believe you’ve slept with the governor. It’s just part of a script. He needed something so that he could claim you needed punishment.”
“You’re right,” Sherlock said, giving Adam his first look of approval, for which he didn’t know whether to be pleased or snarl. “Yes, you’re perfectly right. Go ahead, Becca, what else did he say?”
“When I asked him about Dick McCallum, he wouldn’t admit that he killed him, but I know that he did. He said I’d gotten all pissy, that I’d gotten too confident, that he was coming for me soon. I tell you, when I hung up, I was ready to throw in the towel. He calls himself my boyfriend. It’s beyond creepy.”
“Yeah,” Adam said, raising his head to look at her, “she was ready to throw in the towel for about three minutes.” Then he said toward Savich, “Then she put her Coonan in her pocket and went out into the woods. Why’d you go out there, Becca? It wasn’t real smart, you know.”

She looked inward for a moment, all of them saw it—and the sanding and caulking stopped. Not one of them was surprised when she shrugged. “I don’t know, really. I just wanted to go there, alone, and sit under the sunlight against that tree. Jacob Marley’s house was getting to me. There are ghosts here, the air is filled with remnants of the people who lived here, residue, maybe, not all of it good.”
“Before I finally found her, I nearly croaked,” Adam said, realizing he was grinning at Savich. Well, hell, why not? He was here and he did seem competent, at least so far. Maybe he’d still fall flat on his face.
“Listen, I’ve got to contact my men,” Adam said. “The stalker—or whatever he is—is here. He tried to kill us, or maybe he was just after me—that’s more likely. We’ve got to close this town down. And we need to finish with this damned door before he just walks right up and shoots us.”
“He won’t even get close,” Becca said and raised her Coonan.
“Agreed,” Savich said. He winked at Sherlock. “You want to tell Adam about how we’ve got everything covered?”
“Yep. A half dozen guys from Thomas are on their way here.” She looked down at her wristwatch. “In about an hour, I’d estimate. And here we were worried that there wouldn’t be enough for them to do. We were really wrong on that one.”
“The timing’s perfect,” Savich said as he wiped all the sawdust off his hands. “Don’t anyone fret that they’ll all be piling into town and staying at Errol Flynn’s Hammock. Nope, they won’t stick out at all, but they’ll have this place well covered. Now, we need to get busy as soon as we’re done with this door. We need to bug the phone. He’ll probably call again, soon. Also, we need protection around the house. The guys will be calling in and we’ll set up a guard rotation. Also, Adam, you can show them where the blood is and they can get it analyzed. We’ll at least verify that it’s human.”
“I know I hit him.”

Savich nodded to Becca. “Yes, I’m sure you did. We’ll see if anything interesting shows up in the blood work. Now, it would probably be a smart thing if you stayed inside, Becca.”
Sherlock said, “If he was trying to kill Adam, to make things easier for him, then that makes all of us open season. It would be wise if this Tyler McBride kept himself and his kid away from here. It isn’t safe.”
And Adam thought, Where’s my brain? I should have thought and said all of that.
Becca said, looking Sherlock straight in the eye, “No, I don’t want Tyler or Sam in any danger, either. Now, who’s this Thomas?”
“He’s Adam’s boss,” Savich said, well aware that Adam was on full alert, “or he used to be. Now Adam is on his own. Actually, as I understand it, Adam is doing Thomas a favor. Hey, don’t worry about it, Becca, you don’t know him. Adam, you did a good job of filling in all the holes. A bit of stain and the door will look perfect again.”
Becca jumped up. “I left it in the kitchen.”
“I’ll go with you,” Sherlock said. “I think I’d like to look at that gash in the basement wall again.”
“Of course he was after you,” Savich said easily, once Becca was out of hearing. “He wanted you out of the way, wounded or dead, it didn’t matter to him. It still doesn’t.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“He wants her. He wants to take her so he figured he’d have to knock you out of the way.”
“That’s what I figure.”
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Becca held the can of stain in front of her. Adam, instead of taking the can, found himself just standing there staring down at the too thin, formerly pale young woman who was now flushed red to her eyebrows.
“I’m really mad now,” she said, and he believed her, and smiled. “He shot up Jacob Marley’s damned door. That’s beyond the line.” He couldn’t cut off his smile, because her eyes were glowing. Her soft blue eyes were hard and pulsing with rage. Her dyed hair was nearly standing on end. “I heard the two of you talking. He tried to kill you, Adam, to get to me. That’s beyond the line, too.” She was panting now. She was major-league pissed, and she wanted to protect him. He took her face between his big hands. His mouth was nearly touching hers. He immediately straightened and took the damned can of stain. He didn’t want this, but he couldn’t help it. An enraged Becca Matlock who still wanted to protect him did something to him, something strange and wonderful that seared him to the soles of his scuffed boots.
He looked at her mouth again, but instead of kissing her, he started to laugh. And he kept on laughing, he wanted to kiss her that bad.

She blinked at him and then took a step back. “Don’t get stain on your clothes. I’m not going to wash them for you.”
“When it’s necessary, I’ll wash my own clothes,” Adam said, then added on a grin, “if you’ll show me how to work the washing machine.”
“Mechanical things defeat you, do they? No, don’t say it, only mechanical things that involve work could defeat a guy.”
Adam eyed Savich’s outstretched hand, grunted, and handed him the stain. His arm burned and ached and Savich knew it, the damned interloper. He said to him, “You know something? I’d really like to rearrange your pretty face when this is all over.”
Savich stared at him, then laughed. “If you think my face is pretty, then you’ve got a big problem, because that’s what I think about yours.”
“Bullshit.”
Savich shook his head. “You want to play at the gym? Fine by me.”
Becca stood by the front window as Savich stained the front door, her Coonan held loosely in her right hand, looking all around, just like a pro. After a bit, Adam couldn’t stand it and took the brush from Savich.
Savich grinned at him. Sherlock said, “I love to see a real macho guy in action.”
Adam brushed on the stain, slowly, carefully, gritting his teeth because his arm hurt. But he wasn’t about to whine. He whistled low, between his teeth, hoping Savich heard it.
Tyler showed up with Sam an hour later. “Hey, what’s that smell? Who are these people?”
Becca went blank for a moment, then said, “I didn’t like the stain on the front door. It was looking tatty and old. I just finished re-staining it.” She waited to see if Tyler would say anything about hearing bullets, but he didn’t.
Sam stared up at her, sniffing, but as usual he didn’t say anything.

“Smells weird, huh, Sam? Hey, here are some friends of Adam’s. This is Sherlock and her husband, Savich.”
Sherlock went down on her knees in front of the little boy. She made no move at all toward him, just said after he’d studied her for a bit, “Hi, do you like my name?”
Sam didn’t step back, but he did lean his head back a bit. He gave Sherlock a bit of a smile and eyed her hair. He reached out two fingers and patted the top of her head.
Savich came down beside her. “We’ve got a little kid, Sam, a lot younger than you are. His name is Sean and he’s only six months old. He can’t pat the top of his mama’s head yet. He doesn’t even talk yet. But he is growing teeth.”
“Teeth are good,” Sherlock said, “but all that drool is a pain.”
That drew Adam up really fast. These two had a kid? Well, why was he so surprised? Most men his age were married and had children. He’d been married once, and he’d wanted a kid, lots of them as a matter of fact, but Vivie hadn’t been ready yet. A long time ago now, five years, nearly long enough to forget her damned name, if it hadn’t sounded like a song out of Cabaret.
Becca said easily, “Sam doesn’t talk much, Sherlock. I think it’s because he’s always thinking so hard.”
“I like a kid who thinks a lot,” Savich said. “Do you want to come to the kitchen with me and we’ll find you a goody to eat?”
Sam didn’t hesitate, just lifted his arms. Savich scooped him up and carried him away on his shoulders. “I don’t think I’ll even have to burp you, Sam. I’m really good at that. Sean likes to burp a lot.”
Sam grabbed Savich’s hair, and Becca saw the smile on his face. Then he turned his head and looked at Adam, at his bandaged arm. He shook his head, frowning, looking confused, then afraid.
Adam said, “It’s okay, Sam. I didn’t hurt my arm bad, just a little bit. Becca fixed me right up.”
“Yep, and I did a good job, Sam, don’t worry.” Then Sam and Savich were gone, and Tyler said, “What the hell happened here? No, Becca, don’t try to lie to me.”
She thought of Tyler and Sam and the two of them accidentally being in the line of that madman’s fire, and said, “The stalker found me. He fired at me and Adam. I shot him, but he got away. We’re okay, but I’m worried about you and Sam coming here. It’s not a good idea, Tyler.”
He shook his head at her and said, “He shot the door?”
“He fired through it a couple of times, really messed it up. I don’t want the sheriff to see it. He’d ask too many questions.”
“Don’t worry, Mr. McBride,” Sherlock said. “Things will be under control, but you know Becca’s right. It’s best if you keep Sam away from here until we bring this guy down. It could be dangerous until we catch him.”
Tyler looked both angry and determined. “Yeah, I’ll go but I want Becca to come with me and Sam, either to my house or away, maybe to California. I want her kept safe.”
“No, Tyler,” Becca said, lightly touching her fingertips to his arm. “We’ve got to clean it up. There are lots of people here now to help me.”
Tyler turned to Adam. “Who the hell are you, really? And you?” he added to Sherlock.
“Savich and I are FBI, Mr. McBride. Adam here is on special assignment to protect Becca.” That sounded like he was with the Bureau as well, Adam thought, which was probably for the best. An independent security consultant didn’t sound like he’d know what to do with a madman. FBI did.
“You never told me,” Tyler said to Becca, his voice low. “You didn’t trust me. You let me think he was your cousin. Why the hell did you do that?”
Becca couldn’t think of a thing to say that wouldn’t make everything worse. She hadn’t meant to hurt him, to keep him in the dark, to make him feel unimportant to her, but—
“Get over it, Tyler,” Adam said. “This isn’t fun and games. It’s serious business. You’re not trained to do this sort of thing. We are. Besides, you’ve got Sam. He’s got to be your first priority.”
“You bastard,” Tyler said, his hands fisted at his sides. “You’re not gay, are you?”
“No, not any more than you are.”
“You want to seduce her, to take advantage of her. She’s scared and you just want her to depend only on you. You’re afraid to have me here.”
“Look, McBride—”
But Adam didn’t have time to calm the man down. Tyler leapt at him, knocking him over on his back in the entryway. Adam landed on his hurt arm, grunted, then bounded back up. He wasn’t seeing red this time, he was seeing a very sharp and clear target—right in the middle of Tyler’s kidney. Hellfire, no, he couldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair. He could seriously hurt the guy. Well, damn.
Tyler, breathing hard, out of control, was about to jump at him again when Sherlock calmly tapped him lightly on the shoulder, and when he turned, distracted, she clipped his jaw. His head flew back and he stumbled. He regained his balance and stood there, feeling his jaw. He looked at her, stupefied, as Sherlock said, “I’m sorry, Mr. McBride, but that’s enough. Listen to me. Becca’s life is what’s important, not your wounded feelings. Adam didn’t even know Becca until a couple of days ago. He’s here to protect her. Now, get a grip on yourself or I’ll flip you over my shoulder and lay you out.”
Tyler looked like he didn’t doubt her for an instant. He turned slowly to face Becca. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to hit him, well, I did, but it’s just that I’m so scared for you, and this guy shows up pretending to be your cousin and I knew he wasn’t. I didn’t know what to do. I’m worried about you, Becca, real worried—”
Becca walked to Tyler and slowly stepped against him, clasping her arms loosely around his back. “I know, Tyler, I know. I really appreciate you being here for me, but these folk are all pros. They know what they’re doing and there are even more people coming now. We’ve got to catch this maniac. Now that he’s here I can’t pick up and run. We’ve got to get him. He found me, how, I don’t know, but don’t you see? If I run, he’ll just find me again. I’ve got people here to help me now. Please, Tyler, tell me you understand why I kept quiet about Adam.”
He was pressing his cheek against her hair, squeezing her so tightly Adam thought he’d crush her damned ribs. Adam wanted to pull him off and give him one good shot in the jaw.
Becca slowly pulled away. He was afraid for her, she knew that, and she didn’t want to hurt him. Her voice was very gentle when she said, “You do understand, don’t you, Tyler?”
“Yeah, I do, but I just want to help.” Then he lightly traced his fingertips over her cheek. “I’ve known you for a long time, Becca. I want to help. This is a real creepy business.”
“You’re telling me.” She managed something of a laugh, which was closer to a cry, really.
Tyler said when Savich came back to the entryway, “Thank you for taking care of Sam.” He lifted Sam into his arms and squeezed him nearly as hard as he’d squeezed Becca. “Sam, I’m sorry I lost my temper with Adam. I didn’t mean to frighten you. You okay?”
Sam nodded. “I heard you yelling.”
“I know,” Tyler said, kissing Sam’s temple. “You’re not used to that, are you? Everyone loses his temper sometimes. I’m sorry I did it and sorry you were close by. Now, you and I need to go over to Goose’s Hardware and get some washers for the bathroom faucet. Would you like to do that?”
Sam nodded. He looked relieved. Tyler hugged him again.
“What’s the name of the street Goose’s Hardware is on?” Savich asked as he looked at his wife rubbing her knuckles, an eyebrow arched.
“West Hemlock,” Tyler said. “It’s the main street.”
When Tyler McBride finally left, Adam turned to see Sherlock and Savich speaking quietly. Adam said, “Are you guys going to stay here?”
“That’s probably best,” Savich said. “First thing, we’re going to put a tap on this phone. Sherlock said we should bring our goodies. She’s right a lot of the time.” Savich picked up what looked like a very small aluminum suitcase. “This is a dual redundant tape. We’re going to set it right beside the phone recorder. Now, I’m going to patch it into the phone line via the recorder starting switch. Okay, now let’s plug that puppy in between the phone and the outlet in the wall.”
“Goodness,” Becca said. “That’s quite a gadget.”
“Yeah,” Adam said. “You can get it at RadioShack for about twenty bucks.”
“The recorder will start when the phone rings,” Savich said.
“Now for the slammer,” Sherlock said. She pulled out a small case that looked about the size of a laptop. “See this, Becca? It’s an LED—light-emitting diode. When our boy calls his number, the name and address of the person who’s registered as the phone owner will appear here on this green screen. It’s like the automatic phone display for 911.”
“All done, Sherlock?” Savich said, then nodded when she pressed a couple of buttons. “Good. Now I’m going to go meet with the guys, set up a surveillance schedule, tell them about the tap and the trace.”
“Fine,” said Adam. “I’m coming with you. I want to meet them. I don’t want anyone shot by accident. Also, we need to start tracking down our boy. He’s somewhere close.”
“Three of the guys are already on that. They’re checking all the gas stations within fifty miles, all the bed-and-breakfasts, motels, inns. They’ve already gotten a list of every single guy between the ages of twenty and fifty who arrived in Bangor and Portland within the past three days.”
Sherlock yawned. “Becca and I will guard the fort. You guys be careful. Hey, a nap sounds good, what with all the excitement. Is there another usable bedroom in this grandiose monstrosity?”
The men got back to Jacob Marley’s house two hours later. It was dark, nearly nine o’clock in the evening. The house was lit up from top to bottom, all the outdoor lights on as well. The newly stained front door both looked and smelled great.
Sherlock was drinking coffee in the living room, studying a file she’d brought with her from Washington. The shades were drawn tight, which was smart. Becca wasn’t anywhere around. They’d already checked with Perkins. There had been no phone calls.
Adam found Becca in her bedroom. She was lying flat on her back in the middle of the bed, her hands crossed over her stomach. Her eyes were closed but he knew she wasn’t asleep. Her shoulders were locked stiff.
“Becca? You okay?”
“Yeah.”
She felt the bed give when he sat down beside her. “What do you want? Go away. I don’t want to have to look at your pretty face. Has anyone seen him?”
“I don’t have a pretty face. It’s Savich who’s got the pretty face. No, there’s no sign of him yet, just that blood in the woods we found. The guys took samples to be analyzed.”
She cracked her left eye open. “Did everything go all right? Were all the men there? Have they found anything out yet?”
“Yes, all six of them are here, each of them well trained. I know four of them, even worked with a couple of them in the past, so that’s good. They’re all top-notch. It’s just a matter of time until we track him down. All of us have favors owed. We’ll call them all in if necessary. You know, the reason I was here was to protect you from the cops and the Feebs because we knew they couldn’t protect you from the stalker. But things have changed now. The guy’s here and there’s just no choice. We’ve got to get him or you’ll never be safe.”

“Who is this Thomas, Adam? He must be very powerful to be able to have all this guy power up here for one insignificant person, namely me.”
“You’re not insignificant.” He sounded too harsh, too intense, and he clamped his teeth together. “Look, don’t worry about Thomas. He’s doing what he’s got to do. Now, why are you up here, lying down?” He paused a moment. She was dull-eyed, pale again, and it worried him. He looked at his fingernails and said, “But first things first. I’m getting hungry. Any ideas for dinner? It’s nearly nine o’clock. It’s nearly time to go to bed. Oh yeah, that was a good idea to have all the lights on.”
She opened both eyes then and stared up at him. “ Sherlock did that. Now let me get this straight. You’re worried about food? Now?”
He nodded. He’d distracted her. Her eyes were narrowed on his face, her lips were seamed into a thin line. Good.
“Of course I’m hungry. What about dinner?”
“Well then,” she said, rolling to the other side of the bed to stand and streaking her hands through her hair, “let me get my little self downstairs and see what I can whip together.”
She stalked out of the bedroom, Adam on her heels, grinning at the back of her head. She was keeping it together. Being pissed was good. He was pleased and inordinately relieved. He was afraid, though, that being an asshole was a bit too easy for him. He noticed again that the tilt of her head was just like her father’s.
“So,” Sherlock said some thirty minutes later at the kitchen table after she’d chewed a bite of tuna salad that Savich had whipped up, “this Tyler McBride seems hung up on you, Becca, and he’s wildly jealous of Adam. Could he be a problem?”
“He already is a problem,” Adam said, waving a dill pickle. “The guy attacked me. I wasn’t doing a single thing and he attacked me.”

“You held back from hurting him,” Sherlock said. “That was smart. Mr. McBride is not only very afraid for Becca, he also feels threatened because another male showed up. It’s strange. Here he knows that Becca’s in trouble. You’d think that the more folks to help, the better.”
It was just the way he should have felt the entire time, Adam thought. Bottom line, just like Tyler, he’d felt threatened. And the women knew it.
“I’m glad you didn’t hit Savich,” Sherlock said, seeing quite clearly what he was thinking. “I would have done more than clip you on the jaw if you had, Adam.” She then gave him a sunny smile, raised the plate, and said, “Anyone want another tuna sandwich?”
Becca said, “Or would you prefer raw meat?”
“That’s really quite enough, Becca,” Adam said, finally annoyed. “I’m going to take another sandwich and go talk to the guys, see how they’re doing. The moon’s nearly full tonight. It’s quiet. Don’t worry about the boyfriend being out there to shoot me. I’ll take my gun. Oh yeah, if I had attacked Savich, I would have coldcocked him before you could have hurt me, Sherlock.”
He left the kitchen.
Sherlock couldn’t help herself; she laughed. Savich looked back and forth between the two women, stood slowly, nabbed a sandwich, then said, “I think it’s a little thick in here. See you later, Sherlock. I’m going to go give my mom a call and see how she’s faring with our boy.”
“Call me when you’ve got him on the phone,” Sherlock said, then took a big bite out of an apple.
Savich walked to the living room, where the only phone in the whole house was. He heard Adam whistling outside.
He hated to lie to his mom when she asked him exactly what he and Sherlock were doing, but he did, and cleanly. “It’s a background check on someone very important who’s being considered for the Supreme Court. All very hush-hush and that’s why Jimmy Maitland asked me and Sherlock to take care of it. Don’t worry, Mom, we’ll be back in a couple of days. I met a really cute little boy today. It seems his mother abandoned him and his father over a year ago and he hasn’t said much since then. Is that Sean gurgling in the background? I’d sure like to speak to him, Mom.”
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The phone rang sharply at midnight. Everyone heard it, but Becca was the fastest. She was on her feet, running down the front stairs to the living room by the second ring.
It was him, she knew it, and she wanted to talk to him. There wasn’t the need to keep him on for any specified length of time. The slammer was instantaneous, the identification there in a flash.
Her hand shook as she picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“I don’t know if I want to be your boyfriend anymore. You shot my dog, Rebecca.”
Shot his dog? “That’s a lie and you know it. Besides, no animal would have anything to do with you. You’re too crazy and sick.”
“His name was Gleason. He was very fat and you shot and killed him. I’m really upset, Becca. I’m coming to get you now. Not long. Hey, honey, you want to send flowers to poor Gleason’s funeral?”
“Why don’t you bury yourself with him, you murdering psycho?”
Adam heard his hitching breath, the flutter of rage. She’d gotten to him. Good.

He saw Savich write down the name and address from the slammer and sit down on the sofa, opening his laptop. He pressed close to Becca.
“You got that big guy there with you, Becca? Listening to me?”
“Yeah, I’m here listening to you, you pathetic piece of shit. Cheer up, you killed the front door, but we’re so good we even brought it back to life. It probably looks better than you do.”
Becca could feel the black fury in the silence that flooded over the phone line. She could nearly feel the stench of it—hot and rancid, that fury. “I’ll kill you for that, you bastard.”
“You already tried, didn’t you? Not much good, are you?”
“You’re a dead man, Carruthers. Soon. Very soon now.”
“Hey, where are you holding Gleason’s wake? I wanna come. You want me to bring a priest? Or isn’t your kind of crazy into religion?”
The breathing speeded up, rough and harsh. “I’m not crazy, you bastard. I’ll have Rebecca watch you die. I promise you that. I see you got two more folk there with you. I also know they’re FBI. You think they’re going to do anything to help? No one can catch me. No one. Hey, Rebecca, the governor call you yet?”
Adam gave her a cool nod, a thumbs-up sign. She said, “Yeah, he called me. He wants to see me. He told me he loves me, that he wants to sleep with me again. He said his wife is such a bitch, she doesn’t understand him, and he wants to leave her for me. The dear man, do you think he’s well enough yet for me to tell him where I am?”
Cold, dead silence, then, very gently, they heard the phone line disconnect.
She stared at the phone. The slammer was showing “501-4867, Orlando Cartwright, Rural Route 1456, Blaylock” in black letters on a bright-green screen.
Sherlock said, “Everyone stay still for a moment. Savich will have all the information in just a moment. He sounded healthy enough, didn’t he?”
“Yeah,” Adam said.
“Then it was only a flesh wound, more’s the pity,” Sherlock said, and scratched behind her left ear. Her curling red hair was all over her head. She was wearing a sleep shirt that said across the front: I BRAKE FOR ASTEROIDS. Savich had pulled on a pair of jeans. He was bare the rest of the way up. So was Adam.
“That dog bit,” Adam said, “it was an excellent ploy on his part. All right, let’s head out of here and go get the bastard. You got our directions, Savich?”
“In a second,” Savich said.
Adam took Becca in his arms. “You did great, Becca, really great. You rattled him. Now, let’s get dressed and go nail that little bastard.”
“We’re all going,” Becca said.
Savich looked up and grinned. “It’s a farmhouse some six miles northwest of here, outside a small town called Blaylock. Let me call Tommy the Pipe.” He got him quickly on his cell phone.
“Yeah, Tommy, call all the others and head on out there, but don’t go in. This guy is very dangerous. Just keep him under wraps until we get there. I’ll find out everything I can on the way there. Yeah, on MAX.”
In the backseat of Adam’s Jeep, Savich kept up a running commentary. “Here we go. The farmhouse belonged to Orlando Cartwright, bought the place back in 1954. He’s dead now. Oh yeah, that’s good, MAX. He had one daughter, she was with him until he died three weeks ago at Blue Hills Community Hospital. Lung cancer, Alzheimer’s. Oh, no, she’s still there, alone.”
“Shit,” Adam said.
“What’s her name?” Becca asked, turning in the seat to look at him.
“Linda Cartwright. Just a minute here, okay, good hunting, MAX. She’s never been married, age thirty-three, and she’s on the heavy side, one hundred and sixty-five pounds, but she’s really pretty, even on her DL photo. She’s a legal secretary for the Billson Manners law firm in Bangor, been there for eight years. Hold on a second, let me get into her personnel file. Yes, she’s got very good evaluations—in 1995 she complained about sexual harassment. Hmmm, the guy was eventually fired. Her work record is clean. Her mother died back in 1985, a drunk driver killed both her and Linda’s younger sister. No, MAX, there’s no need to go into police files, probably a waste of time.”
“She’s single and she’s alone,” Sherlock said. “Not good at all. Hurry, Adam.”
“She’s alone,” Becca said. “She’s alone, just like I was.”
At one o’clock in the morning, beneath a nearly full, brilliant summer moon, Adam pulled his black Jeep next to a dark-blue Ford Taurus parked on the side of a two-lane blacktop road. They were some fifty yards from the old farmhouse with its peeling white shutters and sagging narrow front porch.
There was no need for introductions.
Two men, both in their thirties, fit, one wearing glasses, the other smoking a pipe, were leaning against the side of the car. Savich said, “The guy in there?”
“The lights are still on, but we haven’t seen any movement at all. No one left since we got here. Chuck and Dave are around the back.” He took out his walkie-talkie. “You guys see anything?”
The answer was clear and loud. “He hasn’t come out this way, Tommy. You and Rollo haven’t seen anything?”
“Nothing.”
Dave said, “There’s no movement in the house that we can see. Chuck wants to go up close and look through the windows.”
“Tell Chuck and Dave to stay put,” Adam said. “Here’s Savich, he’ll give you the rundown on what we’re facing.”
Savich was concise, his voice clipped.
“I don’t like this,” Tommy said and puffed frantically on his pipe. “Damn, a woman living way out here, all alone, no neighbors for a couple of miles. I’ll bet he scoped her out really fast and that he’s been here with her. God, this doesn’t look good. We’ve seen nothing of either of them. Maybe she’s not here. Maybe MAX is wrong and she was never here.”
“Yeah, right, Tommy,” Rollo said, and he sounded depressed. He was short, dressed all in black, and he was perfectly bald, his head shining brightly beneath the summer moon.
Tommy the Pipe said, “Maybe he left before we got here. It could be that he took her with him, as a hostage.”
Linda Cartwright was a woman alone, and Becca knew he’d been in there, with her.
Damn the bright moon, Adam was thinking, it lit them up as clearly as daylight from the front of the farmhouse. But there were thick pine trees crowding the eastern side of the small farmhouse. Folk grew potatoes in this area, and so much of the land was cleared, open, just occasional random clumps of pines and maples dotted here and there, but no place to hide. There was a big mechanical digger sitting in the middle of an open field. There was a small sagging porch in front of the house, a naked lightbulb burning over the front door.
On the eastern side of the house, he could get to within twenty feet of the structure before the pine trees played out. It would have to be good enough. He pulled out his Delta Elite, thoughtfully rubbed his temple with the barrel. Then he said, a feral gleam in his eyes, “I got a plan. Gather round.”
“I don’t like it,” Savich said after Adam had fallen silent. “Too dangerous.”
Adam said, “I was thinking that all of us could go in guns blazing, raising hell, but the woman might still be alive. We can’t take the chance he’d pop her then and there and then kill two or three of us, what with all this damned moonlight.”

“All right,” Savich said after a moment, “but I’ll go with you.”
“Bullshit,” said Adam. “I don’t care if you’re a damned FBI agent and your goal in life is to catch bad guys. You’re married and you’ve got a kid. What I need from you and everyone else is good cover. I hear you’re a pretty good shot, Savich. Prove it.”
“I’m coming with you, Adam,” Becca said. “I’ll cover your back from right behind you.”
“No.” He held up his hand. “I’m the professional here. Just say some prayers, that’s all I ask.”
“No,” Becca said, and he realized then that if he wanted her to stay put, he’d have to have one of the men tie her down. He didn’t like it, but he understood it. It could be dangerous, too dangerous. He just didn’t know what to do.
“I’m coming,” she said, and he knew she was committed. “I have to, Adam, just have to.”
He wished he didn’t understand, but he did. He nodded. He heard Savich snort. “Becca will cover me from the woods,” he said. “No, no arguments, Becca. That’s the deal.”
Sherlock took the walkie-talkie and spoke to Chuck and Dave at the back of the house, told them what was going to happen.
Becca’s heart was pounding hard and fast. The night was chilly but she was sweating. She felt faint nausea in her stomach. This was real and it was scary and she was terrified, not just for Adam and her, but for that poor woman inside the house, that poor woman she prayed was still alive. Sherlock and the men looked calm, alert, ready. Tommy put his pipe back in his pocket and handed Becca a Kevlar vest. “It’s the smallest one, after Sherlock’s.” He shrugged. “Let me help you with it. You’re going to stay under cover in the woods, remember. You’ll be out of the line of fire, but hey, it always pays to be careful.”
Once she was strapped into the vest, she pulled her Coonan, and checked the clip three times. Adam took one look at her and didn’t say a thing, just mouthed at her to stay a bit behind him. Her heart was pounding harder and faster than it had just five minutes before. Her hand was shaking, no good, no good. She stuffed her left hand in her pocket. Keep steady, she thought, as she looked down at her right hand, which held her pistol. She looked over at Sherlock, who was frowning at one of the Velcro fastenings on her Kevlar vest. No one was taking any chances at all.
“Show time,” Savich said after he checked his watch. “Go, Adam. Good luck. Becca, you keep down.”
Adam, with Becca on his heels, made a wide berth to the east side of the house. He walked slowly, quietly, Becca just as quiet, through the pine trees. When they got to the edge of the woods, Adam pulled up. Twenty feet, he thought, not more than twenty feet. He looked through the window at the other end of those twenty feet, right in front of him. There were curtains, thin, see-through white lace, but they weren’t drawn over the single wide window. It was probably a bedroom. He turned to look at Becca, her face as pale as the fat moon overhead. He cupped her neck in his hand and pulled her close. He whispered against her cheek, “I want you to stay right here and keep alert. You stay hidden, do you hear me? You see him, you blow his head off, all right?”
“Yes. Please be careful, Adam. Your vest is on correctly? You’re protected?”
“Yeah.” He touched his fingertips to her cheek, then dropped his arm. “Stay alert.”
It seemed to Adam that it took him damned near an hour to run those twenty feet. Every step was long and heavy and so loud it shook the earth. It seemed to him that every night sound, from owls to crickets, stopped in those moments. Watching, he thought, they were all watching to see what would happen. Nothing from the house, no movement, no sound, not a single quick shadow. He flattened against the side of the house, his pistol held between both hands, then slowly, slowly, he looked around into a bedroom filled with old white rattan furniture with cheap faded red cushions, a dim-watted bulb shining from an old Lava lamp on a nightstand next to a single bed. He saw nothing, no movement, no one. The cover on the twin-size bed barely covered the top of the mattress. He could see that there was nothing beneath the bed except big-time dust balls. No, no one in the room. If anyone was in there, he was in the closet, on the far side, the door closed. He saw that the door to the bedroom was also shut. He quietly tested the window, paused, listened intently. Still nothing. The window wasn’t locked. He raised it slowly, the sounds of creaking and scraping against old paint as loud as thunder in his head.
The window was some five feet off the ground. Because he had to, he stuck his pistol in the waistband of his jeans. He’d always hated doing that ever since he’d heard the story some decades back that an agent had stuck his gun in his pants and hit against a car fender in some weird way that pulled the trigger. He shot off the end of his dick. Damn, no, he didn’t want to do that. He pulled himself up and eased his leg over the windowsill. He waved back at Becca, motioning for her to stay back and keep hidden. But, of course, she didn’t. She trotted right up to the house and stuck out her hand for him to help her through the window.
“Only if you stay hidden in here while I check the rest of the house.”
“I promise. Pull me up, hurry. I don’t like this, Adam. She was alone here. I know he’s done something bad.”
A lone owl hooted fifty feet away, from the safety of the woods and a tall tree. The moon glistened down on her face. Adam pulled her over the ledge and she swung her legs to the floor.
She watched him walk toward the closet door, listen intently, then jerk it open. Nothing. Then she watched him walk to the closed bedroom door, staying to the side, never directly facing the door. He slowly turned the knob, then smashed the door open, sending it banging back, and stepped into the hallway, his pistol up. Then he was gone. She stood there shaking, wishing she wasn’t, listening to that owl, loud and clear, sounding from the forest.
Where was he? Time passed as slowly as it did in the dentist’s office. Maybe even slower.
Finally, she heard him shout, “Becca, go back out the window and tell Savich it’s okay for everyone to come in. He’s not here.”
“No, I want to come out—”
“Out the window, Becca. Please.”
When he was sure she was outside, Adam stepped out onto the sagging front porch with its scarred and peeling railing and said, “He’s gone. Savich, come here a moment. The rest of you just stay outside and keep watch, okay?”
“Yeah, we’ll keep watch, but this is nuts,” Tommy said and pulled out his pipe. “No one moved after we got here and we converged on the place not ten minutes after you called, Adam.”
Savich said slowly, “Then he knew, of course, that we’d tapped the phone.”
“Yes,” Adam said. “The bastard knew, all right. In the kitchen, Savich.”
“I don’t like this,” Becca said to Sherlock as she pressed toward the front door. “Why can’t we go in the house?”
“Just stay there for the moment, Becca.”
Several minutes passed. No one said anything, but one by one the men walked into the farmhouse through the open front door.
Becca didn’t know what to do. Sherlock, who was standing on the small front porch, her 9mm SIG drawn, sweeping in a wide arc around her, scanning the perimeter, said, “I’ll go check. Becca, why don’t you wait out here just a while longer?”
Becca stared at her. “Why?”
“Just wait,” she said, her voice suddenly sharp. “That’s an order.”
Becca heard the men talking, knew all of them but her were in the house. Why didn’t they want her in there? She ran around to the back of the house and slipped in behind one of the men who was standing in the middle of the back door. The kitchen was painfully bright with two-hundred-watt bulbs hanging naked from the ceiling. The kitchen was small, the appliances were harsh white, clean, and very old. There was an old wooden table, scarred, a beautiful old vase holding dead roses in the center. It had been pushed against the wall. Two of the chairs were overturned on the floor. The refrigerator was humming loudly, like an old train chugging up a hill.
She slipped around the man in the doorway. He tried to hold her back, but she pulled free. Tommy, Savich, and Sherlock were standing in a near circle staring down at the pale-green linoleum floor. Adam rose slowly.
And suddenly Becca could see her.
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The woman had no face. Her head looked like a bowl filled with smashed bone, flesh, and teeth. He’d struck her hard, viciously, repeatedly. There were two broken teeth on the floor beside the woman’s head. There was dried blood everywhere, congealed and black on her face and on the worn linoleum, streaks of blood, like lightning bolts, down the white wall. Her hair was matted to her head, blood-soaked dark clumps falling away onto the floor. And there was dirt mixed in with the dried bloody hair.
“She’s young,” she heard a man say, his voice low, calm, detached, but underlying that voice was a thick layer of fury. “Jesus, too young. It’s Linda Cartwright, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Adam said. “He killed her right here in the kitchen.”
Linda Cartwright lay on her back on the floor wearing a ratty old chenille bathrobe that had been washed so many times it was nearly white rather than pink, except for the dirt that clung to the robe, dirt everywhere, even on her feet, which were bare, her toenails painted a bright, happy red. Becca eased closer. It was real, it was horrifyingly real, in front of her, and the woman was dead. “Oh, God. Oh God, no, no.”
She watched Savich bend down to unpin a note that was fastened to the front of Linda Cartwright’s bathrobe. She saw for the first time that the woman was heavy, just as Savich had read off her driver’s license. “Don’t let Becca come in here,” he said to Sherlock, not looking up as he read the note. “This is too much. Make sure she stays outside.”
“I’m already here,” Becca said, swallowing again and again against the nausea in her stomach, the vomit rising in her throat. “What is that note?”
“Becca—”
It was Adam and he was turning toward her. She put up her hands. “What is that note?” she asked again. “Read it, please.”
Savich paused, then read slowly, his voice firm and clear:
Hey, Rebecca, you can call her Gleason. Since she didn’t look like a dog, I had to smash her up a bit. Now she does. A dead dog. She’s nice and fat, though, just like Gleason, and that’s good. You killed her. You and no one else. Give her a good wake. This is all for you, Rebecca. I’ll see you soon and it’ll be you and me, from then to eternity.
Your Boyfriend
“He wrote it in black ink, a ballpoint,” Savich said, his voice flat, emotionless, as he carefully eased the paper into a plastic bag he pulled out of his pants pocket and closed the zipper. “It’s just a plain sheet of paper torn out of a notebook. Nothing at all unique about it.”
“Do you think he’s out of control?” Sherlock said to no one in particular. Her face was pale, the horror clear in her eyes.
“No,” Adam said. “I don’t think so. I think he’s really enjoying himself. I think at last he’s discovering who he really is and what he really likes. I can practically hear him thinking, ‘I want to scare Rebecca shitless, prove to her I’m so bad that when I call her again I won’t hear any more cockiness from her. No, I’ll hear fear in her voice, helplessness. Now, what can I do to really make this happen?’” Adam paused a moment, then said, “And so he decided to kill Linda Cartwright and make her into his fictional dog.”
“Yeah,” Tommy said, “I think Adam is right. There’s nothing but control here. Too damned much of it.”
“I need to make some calls,” Savich said, but he didn’t move, just stared down at the note and at what had been Linda Cartwright.
There was silence in the small, bright kitchen and the harsh breathing of six men and two women, one of them drawing hard on a pipe that wasn’t lit. Then Becca broke free, ran out the back door, and fell to her knees, vomiting until her body was jerking and heaving and there was nothing more in her belly. Still she crouched there, holding her arms around herself, shuddering, wanting to die because she’d brought death to Linda Cartwright, just as she had to that poor old woman standing outside the Metropolitan Museum, just as she’d nearly brought death to the governor of New York. She felt him coming up behind her, knew it was Adam.
“Her face—he obliterated her face, Adam, for a sick joke that only he thought was funny. He murdered her and smashed her face so—”
“I know.” Adam fell to his knees behind her, pulling her back against his chest. “I know.”
She felt him begin to rock her, back and forth. “I know, Becca.”
“I’m responsible for her, Adam. If I hadn’t shot him, if I hadn’t—”
Adam pulled her around to face him. He handed her a handkerchief, waited for her to wipe her mouth, then said, “Now, you will listen up. If you feel any guilt about that poor woman, I’m going to deck you. None of this is your fault. He’s the evil one. This guy will do anything to terrorize you, to hear you whimper, beg, plead with him to stop. Anything.”
“He’s succeeded.”
“Yeah, you’ve got to stop that as well. You can’t let him crawl under your skin. That means he wins. That means he’s got the control, he’s got the power. Do you understand me?”
She pulled away from him and began kneading his arms with her hands, not even realizing what she was doing. “It’s hard, Adam. I know he’s evil. I know there must be a reason he’s doing all this, a reason that makes perfect sense to him, but in my gut, it feels like I smashed in that poor woman’s face. Oh, God, if I hadn’t fired at him, hit him—”
“Stop it,” he said and shook her good. “Now, here’s the bottom line. We’re going to leave her just as she is in the kitchen and make an anonymous call. No, don’t argue.” He lightly tapped his fingers against her mouth. “Listen, I know this is very hard to do, given the fact that we’re breaking the law and she’s not going to get the attention she deserves right away. Even Savich and Sherlock are having a real problem with it.
“Even though they’re part of the highest police force in the land, they realize that nothing good would be served if the world suddenly found out that you’re here and you’re up to your ears in another murder. The cops and the Feds would fight to see who could hold you and question you. On the other hand, you’d be protected, and that’s something, but not enough. All of us agree that you would be charged with murder and accessory to murder. It would be a nightmare and it would continue even if they ever let you go. Why? Because he would still be there, just waiting, and it would start all over.
“So, Savich and Sherlock have agreed to keep our connection under wraps for a while. He’s getting the woman’s phone records right now. We’ll find out how long he’s been here, holding her prisoner. We’ll find out who he called besides you. All the guys are going over the house, top to bottom, right now. They’re pros. If there’s anything to find, they’ll find it. If there are fingerprints, and I’m willing to bet there are, they’ll pull those up, too. But it’s going to take time because we’ll have to clean up after ourselves. The last thing we want is to have the police notice some stray fingerprint powder. So we can’t call in her murder for another couple of hours.”
“He knew the phone was tapped.”
“Oh, yes, he knew, and that’s why he had the surprise all ready for you. He can’t be far away now. He’s close. Real close. It’s possible he’s watching all of us right this instant, hiding in the pine trees, but I don’t think even he is that reckless. We’ll get him, Becca. You have to believe that. He’ll pay for what he did to Linda Cartwright.”
“Oh, God,” she said suddenly. “You’re right, Adam, he is watching. Maybe he’s a goodly distance away and using binoculars, but I don’t think so. I’ll bet he’s just over there, somewhere in those trees, and I think he watched you climb through that window, watched me come out here and puke up my guts. You said he was finally realizing who he is, what he likes, and this is it.”
Her eyes went blank, then she said, “He’s seen Tyler and Sam. Oh God, he knows I’m close to them and doesn’t that make them targets, too? What if he goes after them?”
“He could, but I doubt it and here’s why. He knows we’re not fools. He knows there are a lot of us. He wants you. He’s made his point. I can’t see him veering off course to kill Tyler or Sam. Why? He wants to nail me, but I’m with you, staying with you, taunting him. That’s why he wants me. Now, Dave and Chuck will start looking around here when they finish in the house.”
“He’ll be gone by then.”
“Probably.”
“Do you think he killed her in those short minutes between when he called me and all the men got here?”
Adam hesitated, then shook his head. “No, she’d been dead for several hours, at least.”

“But her face, Adam, her face. It looked—fresh, even though all the blood looked dried and clotted.”
“He did that after he called you, after he realized the phone was tapped. She was already dead, Becca.”
“How did he kill her?”
Adam didn’t want to say anything more about it, but he knew she wasn’t going to let it go, she couldn’t let it go. “He strangled her.”
“Why was there dirt all over her? God, it was even on her feet, in her hair.”
Oh, shit, he thought. He didn’t want to say it but there was no choice. “There was dirt on her because he dug her up to smash her face.” There, it was said, and he thought she was going to vomit again. She closed her eyes, her arms fell to her sides, and her head dropped forward against his chest. But she didn’t vomit, she cried, making no sound at all, just cried, her hands fists against his Kevlar vest.
“Oh, God, Becca,” he said and squeezed her hard. “I swear I’ll get him, I swear it.”
She said nothing for a very long time. His knees were starting to hurt when she finally whispered against his neck, “Not if I can get him first.” She shuddered, then he felt her stiffen and slowly, slowly pull back from him. She said, “He was through with her, probably planning on leaving here, and so he killed her and buried her and then decided it would be fun to play this big joke on me.”
“Yeah, that’s about the size of it.”
“He’s still here, Adam. He’s close. I can feel him. It’s like something very black and heavy crawling over my skin.”
He said nothing.
“But why? I just don’t understand why he picked me. Why is he doing this to me?”
Again, Adam said nothing, but he thought, If Krimakov is really dead, then there isn’t a motive, and I don’t have the foggiest idea, either, why he picked you.

***
Becca couldn’t get Linda Cartwright out of her mind. She kept picturing her, lying there, her face smashed, and no one to take care of her for hour upon hour.
Sherlock handed her a cup of coffee, steam rising from the mug like cigarette smoke. “You only slept a couple of hours, Becca. Here, drink this.”
“None of us slept for more than a couple of hours,” Becca said. “Where are Adam and Savich?”
“Adam is out talking to Dave and Chuck. They just took over outside patrol. He’s going to get some other people here, some of his own people, to free up these guys.”
“Maybe Hatch is coming.” At Sherlock’s raised eyebrow, Becca added, “I heard Adam talking to him on the phone. Yeah, I was eavesdropping, so Adam had to tell me. He said Hatch speaks six languages, has lots of contacts, is really smart, and smokes. Adam is always trying to get him to stop smoking by threatening to fire him.”
Sherlock laughed and lifted her mug to toast Becca’s. “I want to meet this guy. If he dares to light up a cigarette, Savich won’t threaten to fire him, he’ll take his head off.”
“So Adam doesn’t work for Thomas?”
“No, not now. They’ve been friends for a very long time. Adam is sort of like a son to Thomas. No, I won’t tell you any more about him.”
Becca didn’t say anything.
“Listen, Becca, it doesn’t matter right now. Now, my husband is concerned that the local cops won’t be able to do a thing about Linda Cartwright because they’re going in completely blind. But we agreed this is the way we’ll play it for a while. The cops have been there for a while now, Becca. They’re taking care of her. But they won’t be able to figure anything out because we’re holding back. That really sticks in everyone’s craw, probably always will.”
“Sherlock, do you know who Krimakov is?”
Sherlock couldn’t help it, her eyes gave her away before she could pull down the automatic blinders, and she wanted to kick herself. She shrugged. “Yes, I know. But it would have to be his ghost who killed Linda Cartwright. Evidently, Thomas got information that he was killed in an auto accident just a short time ago in Crete, where he supposedly lived. So it’s all academic. If he’s dead, then he can’t have anything to do with this.”
“And Thomas has double-checked that this guy is really dead?”
“I would assume so.”
“If this Krimakov were alive, and he were behind this terror, why would he be doing it to me in particular? He’s what—Russian? What could he possibly have against me? Why would Thomas think it was him?”
“I don’t know,” Sherlock said, lying cleanly now because she’d had time to slip her mask into place.
“Who is Thomas, Sherlock? Please, you’ve got to tell me.”
“Just forget him, Becca,” she said over her shoulder. “Drop it. Give it time. Now, I want some more coffee. Can I make you some toast or something?”
“No, nothing.” Who was this Thomas person? Becca wondered. Why all the secrecy? It made no sense to her. She looked over at the single telephone. It was nearly nine o’clock on Thursday morning. Nothing from him. Maybe he was scared now, maybe he knew they were getting close, maybe he would go away. Still, she sat there staring at that damned black phone like it was a snake about to bite her.
The last person any of them wanted to see arrived midmorning.
“The door looks good,” Sheriff Gaffney said when Becca opened it. “What with all this mess, I didn’t think you’d worry so much about how your front door looked.”
Becca said, “You just never know, do you, Sheriff? Would you like to come in? Is there any news about who the skeleton is?”
“Yeah, I’d like to talk to you a moment, Ms. Powell. I believe now that the skeleton that fell out of your basement wall is Melissa Katzen.” He rubbed his forehead. “I didn’t think old Jacob was that vicious. Bashing a young girl in the face—now that just isn’t right.”
“Sheriff,” Adam said, coming up behind Becca, “I was thinking about that. You said she was supposed to elope. Any leads on her boyfriend?”
“Nope, nobody remembers her ever dating. Isn’t that weird? Why would she keep it secret? That doesn’t make any sense to me or to my wife, Maude. She thinks that a young girl would be really proud to show off a boyfriend.”
“Maybe the boyfriend didn’t want her to show him off,” Becca said. “Maybe he told her to keep quiet.”
“But why?”
“I don’t know, Sheriff. I wish I did.”
“Rachel Ryan remembers her, said she was really nice, nothing new there. She also said that Melissa didn’t ever dress in sexy clothes. She was surprised when I told her about the Calvin Klein jeans and that skimpy pink top. She couldn’t remember Melissa ever wearing anything suggestive. Maybe you’re right, Ms. Powell. Maybe it was her boyfriend. But you know? I can just see a cute young girl waltzing over into Jacob Marley’s yard, him seeing her and getting all het up. Did he smash her?”
Becca said, “Maybe she was off to meet her boyfriend and coming into Jacob Marley’s yard was a shortcut.”
“Ain’t no shortcut to anywhere,” said Sheriff Gaffney. “The back of the Marley property trails off into thick woods and finally stops at the ocean.”
“Maybe,” Sherlock said, “the jeans and top were her cute traveling clothes. Maybe she did intend to elope, maybe she decided at the last minute that she didn’t want to and this boy got mad and killed her.”
Sheriff Gaffney said slowly, “Who are you?”
“Oh, sorry, Sheriff,” Adam said. “Sherlock and Savich here are friends of mine. They just stopped in for a while to visit the town.”
“Nice to meet you, ma’am. Now, that’s not a bad idea. I guess I’d have to say that for a woman you deduced that real logically, probably better than most other women.”
Savich, who heard that, wondered if Sherlock was going to take a flying leap at the sheriff’s throat.
“Yeah,” Sherlock said thoughtfully, “I’m a lot better than poor Becca here, who can barely find her way to the Food Fort without some guy explaining the poisonous plant streets to her.”
“That was sarcasm,” Sheriff Gaffney said after a moment. “I know that was sarcasm. I’ve never believed women should have smart mouths.”
Before Sherlock could leap on the sheriff, Adam said, “Are there DNA tests being done?”
The sheriff shook his head. “Still trying to track down her father. No luck yet. Mrs. Ella remembers an aunt, lives in Bangor now. Maybe she read about the skeleton and was the one who made the anonymous call. I’ve got to track her down.” Sheriff Gaffney sighed and patted the gun at his wide leather belt that was really cutting into his gut today. “But we can’t count on the skeleton being Melissa, even though I’ve made up my mind that it is, so we’re looking into other things as well.” Sheriff Gaffney leaned his considerable weight back on his heels. “Now, folks, the reason I’m here is to ask about these guys I’ve seen on and off around Riptide. No, don’t lie to me. I know they’re with you, Mr. Savich. Would you like to tell me what’s going on?”
At that moment, the phone rang.
Tinny, sharp, and too loud, and Becca dropped her coffee cup.
“Becca didn’t get much sleep last night,” Adam said easily, and picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“Hello, fuckhead. You found my present?”
“Why, yes, I did. Where are you now?”
“I want to speak to Rebecca.”
“Sorry, she’s not here. It’s just me. What do you want?”
The phone went dead.
“It was a salesman,” Adam said, all smooth and easy. “The jerk wanted to sell Becca some venetian blinds.” He shrugged. “What was it you wanted to know, Sheriff?”
The sheriff had not taken his eyes off Savich. “Those guys around town. Who are they, Mr. Savich?”
“You found me out, Sheriff,” Savich said. “Actually, my wife and I are here because we’re representing a big resort developer who is seriously interested in this section of the Maine coast. It’s true that Adam is a friend of ours and he, well, he gives us some cover. Now, the guys you’re seeing around are supposed to be very discreet, which means that you’ve got a very sharp eye, Sheriff. They’re doing all sorts of things, like talking to folk, surveying, checking out soil and other flora and fauna, seeing who owns what and how profitable the businesses are now. This is a lovely section of coastline and Riptide is a real neat little town. A resort not too far away—can you imagine what would happen to your local economy? In any case, we won’t be here for much longer, but I would ask you a favor. Could you please keep this under your hat?” Savich said immediately to Sherlock, “I told you the sheriff was too sharp not to catch on to us, honey. I told you he was real smart and he knew everything that went on in his town.”
“Yes, Dillon,” Sherlock said, “you told me that. I’m sorry I didn’t see him as clearly as you did. Yeah, he’s pretty smart, all right.” She gave the sheriff a brilliant smile.
“So, you want me to keep my mouth shut about this, Mr. Savich?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Well, all right, but if any of them cause any trouble, I’ll be back. This resort of yours—it wouldn’t go spoiling any of the natural beauty around here, would it?”
“No way,” Savich said. “That’s the prime goal of the group I work with.”
Becca eyed Savich after she let the sheriff out the front door, which smelled, he said on his way out, really nice and clean. “You’re something, Savich. I really believed you there for a minute. Goodness, I wanted to ask you the name of the planned resort.”
Savich said, “The phone call gave me time to come up with a decent story.”
“It was him, wasn’t it?” Becca said as she turned to Adam, who was still standing by the phone.
“Yes, it was him. He wanted to speak to you but I told him you weren’t here. He always calls you Rebecca, not Becca?” At her nod, Adam said, “He was calling from a public phone booth in Rockland. Tommy the Pipe just tracked it down, so there’s nothing we can do.”
Sherlock said slowly, studying a bruised knuckle she’d gotten when she’d clipped Tyler McBride’s jaw, “We’ve got to get him back. We’ve got to set up a meeting somehow.”
“Next time I’ll speak to him,” Becca said. “I’ll set one up.”
“You won’t be bait,” Adam said, his voice sharp as a knife. “No way.”
“Look, Adam, he wants me. If you made yourself the bait, he’d just shoot you and walk away. But not so with me. He wants me up close and personal. Only me. Help me figure out a way to do this, please.”
“I don’t like it.”
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Hatch, a short, built like a young bull, sporting a large mustache, pulled off a tweed Sherlock Holmes hat to show his shaved head. For some reason she couldn’t quite fathom, Becca thought he was so impishly cute she wanted to hug him. She thought from the cocky grin on Sherlock’s face that she wanted to hug him right along with her.
This guy was potent. He had more charm than a person deserved, she was thinking a few minutes later when Adam held out his hand and said to him, “Give me the pack of cigarettes in your right pocket, Hatch, now, or you’re fired.”
“Yeah, sure, boss.” Hatch obligingly handed Adam a nearly full pack of Marlboros. “Just one, boss, no more, and I didn’t inhale much. All I had, just one. I don’t want to smoke anywhere near sweet Becca. I wouldn’t want to ever take a chance of hurting her lovely lungs. Now, tell me what to do to catch this creep so Becca can go back to writing speeches and smiling a lot.” Then he turned those dark-brown twinkling eyes on her and said, “Hi.”
Becca grinned and pumped his hand. “Hi, Hatch. Listen, I’m ready. The next time he calls—I’m ready. We’re going to set a trap for him. I’m going to be the bait.”

“Hmmm. I don’t think the boss likes that. His jaw is all knotted up.”
Adam unknotted his jaw. “No, I don’t like it. It’s crazy. I don’t want her to take this kind of risk. Ah, shit, I can tell by the look on your face, Becca, that you’re going to do it regardless of what I think.”
“Look, Adam,” Savich said, “if I could think of another way, I’d dive on it, but there are enough of us to keep her protected. Now, Hatch, according to Adam, you have a pretty awesome reputation to maintain. Tell us what you’ve found out.”
Hatch took a slim black book out of his jacket pocket, licked his fingers, and ruffled some pages. “Most of this is from Thomas’s guys, who’ve been working their butts off trying to verify Krimakov’s death. Thomas got everyone working on it right away. Now, the CIA has actually spoken to the cop who was the one who poked around his body. Apollo—no shit, that’s his name—said Krimakov went over a cliff on the eastern end of Crete, near Agios Nikolaos, died instantly, one would suppose from the injuries. It could have been murder, he allowed, but nobody checked into it all that much for the simple fact that no one really cares. Nothing obvious about it, so they closed the case until our agents flew in and spread out and wanted to see and examine everything.”
“So he’s really dead,” Becca said.
Hatch looked up and gave them a big grin. “Nope, not necessarily. Here’s the kicker. Krimakov’s body was cremated. You see, for the longest time, our people were stonewalled by the locals, who wouldn’t allow them to view the body. It was only after the Greek government got involved that they let it out of the bag that they’d cremated him right away. Why? I don’t know, but there was a payoff, somewhere.”
No one said a word for a very long time.
“Cremated?” Adam repeated, disbelieving.
“Yes, burned to ashes, poured in an urn. Thing’s still sitting on a shelf in the morgue.”

Sherlock said, “So there is no definitive proof because there’s no body to examine.”
“Right,” Hatch said. “Now, while we all chew on that, let’s go back a bit. Krimakov moved to Crete in the early eighties. Just showed up and stayed. He was into bad things, but not bad enough so anyone would dig and find out exactly who and what he’d been in Russia. Actually, the impression is they never tried really hard to do any nailing. He probably paid everyone off.”
“Damn,” Adam said. “Okay. Now we’ve got to search his house, top to bottom and under the basement. If he ever was involved in this, there will be something there.”
“Our agents have gone over his house, didn’t find anything. No clues, no leads, no references at all to Becca. We heard that he had an apartment somewhere, but we don’t know where it is. That might take a little time. There aren’t any official records.”
Savich said, “If he had an apartment, I’ll find it.”
“Just you?” Adam said, an eyebrow raised.
“Didn’t Thomas tell you I was good?”
Adam snorted, watching Savich plug in MAX.
Hatch said, “More will be coming about his personal activities. But as yet, there isn’t anything out of Russia. It seems that way back when, all Krimakov’s records were purged. There’s little left. Nothing of interest. The KGB probably ordered it done, then helped him go to ground, in Crete. Again, though, they’ll continue searching and probing and questioning all their counterparts in Moscow.”
“Krimakov isn’t dead,” Adam said. And he believed it like he’d never believed anything in his life.
Having said that, Adam sat back and closed his eyes. He was getting a headache.
“Well, yeah, we have something else. I was the one who did all the legwork on this.” Hatch licked his fingers again and flipped over a couple more pages. “The Albany cops just found a witness not two hours ago who identified the car that ran down Dick McCallum. It’s a BMW, black, license number—at least the first three numbers—three-eight-five. A New York plate. I don’t have anything on that yet.”
“I’ll have it run through,” Savich said. “It’ll be quicker, more complete. I don’t want to know how you got that information so quickly.”
“I’ll just say that she loves my mustache,” Hatch said. “Please do call the Bureau, Agent Savich. I didn’t have the chance to check back with Thomas and have him do it. Oh yeah, a guy was driving. No clue if it was an old guy or a young guy or in between, really dark windows, like windows on a limo. Fairly unusual for a regular commercial car, and that’s probably why he stole that particular car.”
Savich was on his cell phone in the next ten seconds, nodded and hung up in three more minutes. “Done. We’ll have a list of possibles in about five minutes.”
Tommy the Pipe knocked lightly on the front door and came in. “We got a guy buying Exxon supreme at a gas station just eight miles west of Riptide. The attendant, a young boy about eighteen, said when the guy paid for his gas, he saw dirt and blood on the cuff of his shirt. He wouldn’t have thought a thing about it except Rollo was canvassing all the gas stations, asking questions about strangers. It’s him.”
“Oh, yeah,” Adam said and jumped to his feet. “Please say it, Tommy. Please tell us that this kid remembers what the guy looks like, that he remembers the kind of car he was driving.”
“The guy had on a green hunting hat with flaps, something like mine but with no style. He also wore very dark glasses. He doesn’t know if the guy was young or old, sorry, Adam. Hell, anyone over twenty-five would be old to that kid. But he does remember clearly that the guy spoke well, a real educated voice, all smooth and deep. The car—he thought it was a BMW, dark blue or black. Sorry, no idea about the plate. But you know what? The windows were dark-tinted. How about that?”
“Surely he wouldn’t have driven the same car up here that he used to kill Dick McCallum in Albany,” Sherlock said.
“Why not?” Savich said. “If it isn’t dented, if there isn’t blood all over it, then why not?”
Savich’s cell phone rang. He stood and walked over to the doorway. They heard him talking, saw him nodding as he listened. He hung up and said, “No go. He stole the license plates. No surprise there. He’d have been an idiot to leave on the original plates. However, those heavily tinted windows, I have everyone checking on New York cars stolen within the past two weeks with those sorts of windows.”
Savich’s cell phone rang again in eight minutes. He listened and wrote rapidly. When he hung up the phone, he said, “This is something. Like Hatch said, few commercial cars—domestic or foreign—are built with dark-tinted windows. Three have been stolen. The people are all over the state, two men and one woman.”
Becca said with no hesitation, “It’s the woman. He stole her car.”
“Possible,” Sherlock said. “Let’s find out right now.”
She called information for Ithaca, New York, and got the phone number for Mrs. Irene Bailey, 112 Huntley Avenue. The phone rang once, twice, three times, then, “Hello?”
“Mrs. Bailey? Mrs. Irene Bailey?”
Silence.
“Are you there? Mrs. Bailey?”
“That’s my mother,” a woman said. “I’m sorry, but it took me by surprise.”
“May I please speak to your mother?”
“You don’t know? No, I guess not. My mother was killed two weeks ago.”
Sherlock didn’t drop the phone, but she felt a great roiling pain through her stomach, up to her throat, and she swallowed convulsively. “Can you give me any details, please?”

“Who are you?”
“I’m Gladys Martin with the Social Security Administration in Washington.”
“I know my husband called Social Security. What do you want?”
“We’re required to fill out papers, ma’am. Are you her daughter?”
“Yes, I am. What kind of papers?”
“Statistics, nothing more. Is there someone else I can speak to about this? I don’t want to upset you.”
There was a moment of silence, then, “No, it’s all right. Ask the questions. We don’t want the government to go away mad.”
“Thank you, ma’am. You said your mother was killed? Was this an auto accident?”
“No, someone hit her on the head when she was going out to her car at the shopping mall. He stole her car.”
“Oh, dear, I’m so very sorry. Please tell me that the man who did this has been caught?”
The woman’s voice hardened up immediately. “No, he wasn’t. The cops put out a description of her car, but no one has reported back with anything as yet. They think he painted the car a different color and changed the license plates. He’s gone. Even the New York City cops don’t know where he is. She was an old woman, too, so who cares?” The bitterness in the daughter’s voice was bone-deep, her pain, disbelief, anger still raw.
“Was there anything distinctive about the car the man stole?”
“Yes, the windows were tinted dark because my mother had very sensitive eyes. Too much sunlight really hurt her.”
“I see. What was the color of the car?”
“White with gray interior. There was a small dent above the left rear tire.”
“I see. Did you say that there were other than just the local cops there?”

“Oh, yes. Of all things, they were from New York City. They should have caught this guy. We don’t know why the New York City police are involved. Do you? Is that really why you’re calling? You want to pump me for information?”
“No, of course not. This is simply statistical information that we need.”
“Are there any more questions, Ms. Martin? I’m sorting through my mother’s things and I have to be down at St. Paul’s charities in a half hour.”
“No, ma’am. I’m very sorry for your loss. I’ll take care of everything here.” Sherlock turned to see all eyes focused on her. “The killer painted a white car black and stole another license plate. The New York City cops were there. They know. Oh, yeah, the windows are tinted dark because Mrs. Bailey had sensitive eyes.”
“Son of a bitch,” Hatch said and groped in his pocket for his cigarettes. “How come nobody told me that the cops knew about that damned car?”
Adam just gave him a look and said, “They’ve got a real lid on that one. My guess is they’re keeping it from the Feds, don’t want to get aced out. And the victim loses. What the New York cops don’t know is that our killer is here in Maine. Shall we tell them?”
Savich said, “Not the New York cops, but I can call Tellie Hawley, the SAC of the office in New York City. He’ll see that it gets to where it needs to go.”
“Yeah,” Adam said, “why not? Anyone think of a good reason why not?”
“How specific should we be?” Becca asked. She was wringing her hands, and Adam frowned.
Savich rolled it around in his brain and said, “Let’s just tell him the guy’s been seen on the coast. How’s that? It’s the truth.”
“We’ve got to get him,” Becca said. “If we don’t, then we have to call this Thomas person who seems to know everyone and direct everything, and tell him to bring in the Marines.”

***
“He hasn’t called,” Becca said, and took a bite of her hot dog. “Why hasn’t hecalled?”
Adam said as he chewed a potato chip, “I think he’s going to lie low for a while. He’s not stupid. He’s going to dig in somewhere else, give you some time to chew your fingernails, make all of us jumpy as hell, then jump back into the game—his game.”
They were all eating hot dogs with relish and mustard, the team of guys outside coming in one at a time. Special Agent Rollo Dempsey said to Adam, “I knew your name but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it. Now I do. You saved Senator Dashworth’s life last year when that crazy tried to stick a knife in his ribs.”
Adam didn’t say a word.
“Yeah, it was you. You saved Senator Dashworth’s life. Pretty impressive.”
“You shouldn’t know about that,” Adam said finally, frowning at Rollo. “You really shouldn’t.”
“Yeah, well, I’m an insider, I can’t help it if people tell me everything.”
“I never heard anything about that,” Becca said, her antennae up. “What are you talking about?”
Rollo just grinned at her and said, “Did you find out who tried to off him?”
“You don’t know about that, too?”
“Hey, I’m an insider, but the spigot was off when it came to the particulars.”
Adam shrugged. “Well, who cares now? The guy who wanted the senator dead was his son-in-law. Irving—that’s the guy’s name—had sent him threats, all the usual anonymous bullshit. The senator called me. It turned out that Irving had become a heroin addict, didn’t have any more money, and wanted the senator’s inheritance. The senator managed to keep it from the media, to protect his daughter, and so we got the guy into a sanatorium, where he belonged, where he’s still at. I guess there are only a few insiders who know anything at all about it.”

“You run some sort of a bodyguard business?” Becca said, frowning at Adam over a spoonful of baked beans. “I thought you did security consulting.”
“I like to keep my hand in a lot of different things,” Adam said.
“What I’d like to know,” Sherlock said, handing Rollo another hot dog with lots of down-home yellow mustard slathered on it, “is why you didn’t find out who it was right away. The guy was an addict? That kind of thing isn’t easy to hide.”
Adam actually flushed. He played with his fork, didn’t meet her eyes. He cleared his throat. “Well, the thing is that the son-in-law wasn’t around for those three days I was checking things out. His wife was protecting him, said he had the flu, that he was really contagious, et cetera. She swore to me and to her father that Irving wouldn’t even consider doing something like that, no, it had to be a crazy, or a left-wing conspiracy. She was so—well—damned believable.”
“Good thing you were there to deflect the guy’s knife,” Rollo said.
“That’s the truth,” Adam said.
Rollo sat down at the kitchen table, squeezing in between Savich and Becca. Adam said on a deep sigh, “I just heard that the wife is trying to get the husband out of there. It could start all over again.”
“Well, shit,” Rollo said. “Not much justice around, is there?”
Then Chuck came in and Rollo, still half a hot dog left, saluted and went back outside.
“It won’t be long now,” Savich said. “I feel it. Things will happen.” He took a last bite of a tofu hot dog, sighed with pleasure, and hugged his wife.
 
Things didn’t happen until later.
They were all in the living room drinking coffee, planning, arguing, brainstorming. There was no activity outside. Everything was buttoned down tight, until at exactly ten o’clock a bullet shattered one of the front windows, glass exploded inward, carrying shreds of curtain with it.
“Down!” Savich yelled.
But it wasn’t a simple bullet that came through the window to strike the floor molding on the far side of the living room, it was a tear gas bullet. Thick gray smoke gushed out even before it struck the molding.
“Oh, damn,” Adam said. “Back into the kitchen. Now!”
Another tear gas bullet exploded through the window. They were coughing, covering their faces, running toward the back of the house.
They heard men’s shouts, sporadic gunfire, sharp and loud in the night. The front door burst open and Tommy the Pipe ran in, his face covered with his jacket. “Out, guys, quick. Through the front door, the back’s not covered well enough.”
“He shot tear gas bullets,” Adam said between choking coughs.
“He’s probably using a CAR-15, behind our perimeter. Come on out.”
They coughed their heads off, tears streaming down their faces. Savich found himself with Becca’s nose pressed into his armpit.
“We’ve got to get him,” Adam shouted, coughing, choking, his eyes streaming tears. “Just another minute to get over this and we’ll start scouring.”
It took another seven minutes before they headed out in the general direction of where the tear gas bullets must have been shot toward the front windows.
They found tire tracks, nothing else, until Adam called out, “Look here.”
Everyone gathered around Adam, who was on his haunches. He held up a shell casing that was four inches long and about an inch and a half in diameter. “Tommy the Pipe was right. He used a CAR-15—that’s a compact M16,” he added to Becca, “stands for carbine automatic rifle.”
Savich found the other shell casing and was tossing it back and forth.
“But how can tear gas come from a gun?” Becca said. “I thought they were canisters or something like that. That’s what I’ve always seen in movies and on TV.”
“That’s real old-hat now,” Adam said. “This smaller M16 is real portable, you could carry it under your trench coat. It’s got this telescoping collapsible barrel. The SEALs use this stuff. What you do is simply mount an under-barrel tubular grenade launcher and fire away with your tear gas projectiles. It’s wicked.”
Sherlock said, “He’s obviously connected and very well trained. Got all the latest goodies. And just where would he get all this stuff?”
And Adam thought: Krimakov.
No one said anything.
They got back to the house forty-five minutes later. It was late, and everyone was hyped. Adam said, as he shrugged into his jacket, rechecked his pistol, “I’m going to take one of the first watches.”
“Get me up at three o’clock,” Savich said.
“I’m outta here,” Adam said. He looked over at Becca, saw that she was white-faced and couldn’t help himself. He walked to her and pulled her tight against him. He said against her hair, “Sleep well and don’t worry. We’re going to get him.”
Becca didn’t think she’d be able to slow her heart down enough even to consider sleeping, but she did, deeply and dreamlessly, until she felt a strange jab in her left arm, just above her elbow, like a mosquito bite. She jerked awake, her heart pounding wildly, and she couldn’t breathe, just pant and jerk. She was blind, no, it was just dark, very dark, the blinds drawn because nobody wanted him to be able to see into the house. She saw a shadowy figure standing over her, gray, indistinct, and she whispered, “What is this? Is it you, Adam? What did you do—?” But he said nothing, merely leaned closer and finally, when her heart was slowing just a bit, he whispered right against her face, “I came for you, Rebecca, just like I said I would,” and he licked her cheek.
“No,” she said. “No.” Then she fell back, wondering what the silver light was shining just over her face. It seemed to arc toward her, a skinny silver flash, but then it just wasn’t important. A small flashlight, she thought as she breathed in very deeply, more deeply than usual for her, and eased into a soft warm blackness that relaxed her mind and body, and she didn’t know anything more.
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Her heart beat slow, regular strokes, one after the other, easy, steady, no fright registering in her body. She felt calm, relaxed. She opened her eyes. It was black, no shadows, no hint of movement, just relentless, motionless black. She was swamped with the black, but she forced herself to draw in a deep breath. Her heart wasn’t pumping out of her chest now. She still felt relaxed, too relaxed, with no fear grinding through her, at least not yet, but she knew she should be afraid. She was in darkness and he was close by. She knew it, but still she breathed steadily, evenly, waiting, but not afraid. Well, perhaps there was just a tincture of fear, indistinct, nibbling at the edges of her mind. She frowned, and it slipped away.
Odd how she remembered perfectly everything that had happened: the jab in her left arm, the instant terror, she remembered all of it—him licking her cheek—with no mental fuzz cloaking the memories.
The nibblings of fear became more focused now, she could nearly grasp it. Her heart speeded up. She blinked, willing herself to know fear, then to control it.
He had gotten her. Somehow he’d gotten into the house, past the guards, and he’d gotten her.

There was suddenly a wispy light, the smell of smoke. He’d lit a candle. He was here, just inches from her. She calmed the building fear. It was hard, probably the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, but she knew she had to. She remembered, very suddenly, her mother telling her once that fear was what hurt you because it froze you. “Don’t ever give up,” her mother had told her. “Never give up.” Then her mother had gripped her shoulders and said it one more time: “Never give up.”
It was so clear in her mind in that moment, her mother standing over her telling her this. She could even feel her mother’s fingers hard on her shoulders. Odd that she couldn’t remember what had happened to make her mother tell her this.
“Where are we?”
Was that her voice, all calm and indifferent? Yes, she’d managed it.
“Hello, Rebecca. I came for you, just like I said I would.”
“Please,” she said, and then she laughed, choked, “please don’t lick my cheek again. That was really creepy.”
He was dead silent, affronted, even pissed, she realized, because she was laughing at him.
“You gave me a shot of something. What was it?”
She heard his deep breathing. “Just something I picked up in Turkey. I was told that a side effect is a temporary sense of euphoria. You won’t feel like laughing for much longer, Rebecca. The effects will fade, and then you’ll be heaving with fear, you’ll be so scared of me.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”
He slapped her. She didn’t see his hand, it was just there, connecting sharply against her cheek. She tried to leap at him, but she realized she was tied down, her hands over her head, her wrists tied to the slats of the headboard. So she was lying on a bed. Her legs were free. She was still wearing her nightgown, a white cotton nightgown that came up to her chin and went down to her ankles. He’d smoothed it over her legs.

She said with a sneer in her voice, “Hey, I liked the slap better than you licking me. You’re really brave, aren’t you? Would you like to let my hands free, just for a minute, and then we’ll see how brave you are?”
“Shut up!”
He was standing beside her, leaning down, breathing hard. She couldn’t see his hands, but she imagined they were fists, ready to bash her.
She said very quietly, “Why did you kill Linda Cartwright?”
“That fat bitch? She was bothering me, always begging, pleading, whining when she was thirsty or she wanted to pee or she wanted to lie down. I got tired of it.”
She said nothing at all, beyond words, wondering what had made him into a madman or had he been born like this? Born evil, nothing to blame but screwed-up genes.
She could hear him tapping his fingers, tap, tap, tap. He wanted her to say something, wanted it badly, but she held quiet.
“Did you like my present to you, Rebecca?”
“No.”
“I saw you puking your guts out.”
“I thought you probably did. God, you’re sick. You get off on that?”
“Then I saw that big guy, Adam Carruthers, there with you. He was holding you. Why did you let him hold you like that?”
“I probably would have even leaned against you if I didn’t know who you were.”
“I’m glad you didn’t let him kiss you.”
“I had just vomited. That wouldn’t be fun for anyone, now would it?”
“No, I guess not.”
He didn’t sound old, not the age of this Krimakov character. But was he young? She just couldn’t tell. “Who are you? Are you Krimakov?”
He was silent but just for a moment. Then he laughed softly, deeply, and it froze her. He lightly ran his palm over her cheek, squeezed just a bit, made her flinch. “I’m your boyfriend, Rebecca. I saw you and I knew that I would have to be closer to you than your skin. I thought about actually getting under your skin, but that would mean I’d have to skin you and then cover myself, and you’re just not big enough.
“Then I thought I wanted to be next to your heart, but again, there’d be so much blood, fountains of it. Too many hands ruin the stew, too much blood ruins the clothes. I’m a fastidious man.
“No, don’t say it or think it. I’m not crazy, not like that Hannibal character. I just said that to make you so afraid you’d start begging and pleading. Already the drug’s wearing off. I can see how afraid you are. All I have to do is talk and you’re scared shitless.”
He was right about that, but she’d give about anything not to show him, not to let him see that she was boiling white hot inside, nearly burned to ashes with fear. “But then when you’re all done talking, you’ll strangle me like you did Linda Cartwright?”
“Oh no. She wasn’t important. She wasn’t anything.”
“I’ll bet she disagreed with that.”
“Probably, but who cares?”
“Why me?”
He laughed, and she bet that if she could see his face, he’d be smirking, so pleased with himself. “Not just yet, Rebecca. You and I have got lots of things to do before you know who I am and why I chose you.”
“There’s a reason, naturally, at least in your mind. Why won’t you tell me?”
“You’ll find out soon enough, or not. We’ll see. Now, I’m going to give you another little shot and you’ll sleep again.”
“No,” she said. “I have to go to the bathroom. Let me go to the bathroom.”
He cursed—American curses mixed with English-sounding curses, and an odd language thrown in that she didn’t recognize.

“You try anything and I’ll knock you silly. I’ll strip the skin off your arm and make it into a pair of gloves. You hear me?”
“Yes, I hear you. I thought you were fastidious.”
“I am, about blood. There wouldn’t be all those fountains of blood if I just peeled the skin off your arm.”
She felt him untie her hands, slowly, and she supposed that the knots must have been complicated. Finally she was free. She brought her arms down and rubbed her wrists. They burned, then eased. She was very stiff. Slowly, she sat up and swung her legs off the bed.
“You try anything and I’ll put a knife into your leg, high up on your thigh. I know just the place that won’t show much, but the pain will make you wish you were dead it’s so bad. There wouldn’t be hardly any blood at all. Yeah, forget about skinning your arm. Don’t try to see me, Rebecca, or I’ll have to kill you right now, and that’s the end of it.”
She didn’t know how she managed to walk, but she did. Then, as the strength came back to her feet and legs, she wanted to run, run so fast she’d be a blur and he’d never catch her, never, never.
But she didn’t, of course.
The bathroom was just off the bedroom. He’d removed the doorknob. When she was through, she paused to look at herself in the mirror. She looked pale and drawn and gaunt, her hair tangled around her head and down to her shoulders. She looked vague and on the edge, like a woman who had been drugged, knew it, and also realized, at last, that she might very well die.
“Come out now, Rebecca. I know you’re through. Come out or you’ll regret it.”
“I just got here. Give me some time.”
There was nothing in the bathroom to use as a weapon, nothing at all. He’d even removed the towel racks, cleared everything from beneath the sink. Nothing.
“Just a moment,” she called out. She raced back to the toilet and fell onto her knees. It was old. If the big screw that held the toilet down had ever had a cap on it, it was long gone. She tried to twist it, and to her utter surprise, it actually moved, just a bit. It was thick, the grooves deep and sharp. She was choking, sobbing deep in her throat, praying.
She heard him, just outside the door. Was he touching the door? Was he going to push it inward? Oh, Jesus. “Just a second,” she yelled. “I’m not feeling too well. That drug you shot into me, it’s making me nauseous. Give me just another minute. I don’t want to vomit all over myself.” Turn, damn you, turn. Finally, finally, it came free in her hand. It was thick, about an inch and a half long, deeply grooved, and those grooves were sharp. What to do with it? Where to hide it?
“I’m coming,” she called out as she gently pulled some thread loose in the hem of her nightgown. “I feel a bit better. I just don’t want to vomit, particularly if you’re going to tie my hands again.”
If he’d been standing by the bathroom door, he wasn’t now. He was back in the shadows when she came out. She couldn’t make out a thing about him. He said, his voice deep, ageless, “Lie back down on the bed.”
She did.
He didn’t tie her hands over her head.
“Don’t move.”
She felt the sting in her left arm, right above her elbow again, before she could even react. “Coward,” she said, her voice already becoming slurred.
“Filthy coward.”
She heard him laugh. And again, he licked her, her ear this time, his tongue slow, lapping, and she wanted to gag, but she didn’t because her mind was beginning to float now, and it was easy and smooth and the fear disappeared as she just fell away from herself.
No time, she thought, as what she was and what she thought were slipping away, like grains of sand scattering in a wind. No time, no time to stab him with that screw. No time to ask him again if he was this Krimakov who’d been cremated. No time for anything.
 
Adam stood there in her open bedroom door way. She was gone, simply gone. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “No. Oh God, no! Savich!”
But she was gone, no sign of her, nothing at all.
It was Sherlock who said as she sipped a cup of black coffee, “He used the tear gas as a diversion. While we were all outside looking for him, he simply slipped into the house and hid in Becca’s bedroom closet. Then he probably drugged her. How did he get her out? Our guys were back in position by the time we came back inside. Oh, no, get everyone together! We weren’t exactly organized when we were looking for him outside. Dillon, who was assigned to the back of the house?”
“Jesus,” Adam said. “No, damnation, no!”
They found Chuck Ainsley in the bushes twenty feet from the back of the house. He wasn’t dead. He’d been struck down from behind, bound and gagged. When they peeled the tape off his mouth, he said, “I let him creep up on me. I didn’t hear a thing. He was fast, too fast. Oh God, what the hell happened? Is everyone all right?”
Savich said matter-of-factly, “He took Becca. Thank God you’re not dead. I wonder why he didn’t just slit your throat, Chuck? Why waste time tying you up?”
Sherlock said, as she hunkered down next to Chuck and untied both his wrists and ankles, “He doesn’t want the police here yet. He realized that if he killed one of us, that’s what would happen. It would force his hand. He would lose control. We’re really glad you’re okay, Chuck.”
Adam said, “He must have knocked you out before he shot tear gas into the house. We came roaring out, everyone trying to find him, and we didn’t miss you. There was too much confusion. Damnation.”

Sherlock gave Chuck a drink of cold water and a couple of aspirin once they got him into the kitchen. “If you don’t have a headache, you should,” she told him, then hugged him. “Thank God you’re all right. Since you weren’t at the back of the house watching for him, he must have just slipped out with Becca over his shoulder.”
“We didn’t miss you,” Adam said slowly. “I can’t believe we didn’t have the brains to get everyone together and count heads before we settled back into the house for the night. Hell, we didn’t even think to search the damned house.”
Everyone was rattled as what happened sank in. There was nothing to say, no excuses to make. He’d made fools of them all.
An hour later, Sherlock and Savich found Adam in the kitchen, his head in his hands. Savich lightly laid his hand on his shoulder. “It happened. We’ve all flagellated ourselves. No thanks to us, Chuck is all right. Now we’ve got to fix it. Adam, we’ll find her.”
“I was supposed to keep her safe,” Adam said, staring at his clasped hands. “I’ve got to be the biggest fuckup in this damned world. He’s got her, Savich. He’s got her and we have no idea where.”
“Yes, he’s got her,” Savich said, “and he’s probably going to take her to Washington. That’s it, isn’t it? He wants her with him when he confronts Thomas? She’s his leverage. Thomas would do anything to save her, including giving himself up to this maniac.”
“We’re talking like Krimakov is alive, like we don’t have any doubts about it at all,” Sherlock said.
Adam said slowly, “Forget the reports, forget what the operatives said. The body was cremated. That’s all I need to know. It’s Krimakov. Now, he must not have found out where Thomas is. Thomas owns a house in Chevy Chase, but it’s a well-kept secret. The location of his condo in Georgetown is also a secret, but anyone could discover its location if they really wanted to. MAX could probably ferret it out in ten minutes flat. But not the Chevy Chase house. He’s very careful. I kid you not, I don’t even think the president knows where his house is. So then Krimakov wouldn’t know, either. That’s why he got Becca. She’s his leverage. He’ll take her to Washington, to the condo.” Adam stopped cold. “We’ve got to leave now.”
Savich said, “I think you should call Thomas first, tell him what’s happened. We’ve put it off long enough, don’t you think? He’s got to know.”
Adam cursed under his breath at the sound of Tyler McBride’s angry voice. Tyler came into the kitchen, three agents right behind him, one holding his arm, and yelled, “What the hell is going on here? Every light in the place is on? Who are these guys? Let me go, dammit. Where’s Becca?”
“Let him go, Tommy,” Savich said, nodding to one of Thomas’s men who was guarding the front of the house. “He’s a neighbor and a friend of Becca’s.”
“What the hell is going on here, Adam?”
“He took her,” Adam said. “We think he’s heading to Washington, D.C., with her. We’re going to have to clear out soon.”
Tyler paled, then yelled, “You were supposed to protect her, you bastard! You really screwed up big-time, didn’t you? I wanted to help but you just kissed me off, I was a civilian, of no use at all. What about you? All these big Fed cops, none of you could protect her. None of you were of any help at all!”
Savich said as he closed his fingers around Tyler’s arm, “I understand your anger. But all these accusations aren’t going to help anyone, particularly Becca. Believe me, we all know what’s at stake here.”
“You’re damned incompetent bastards,” Tyler yelled even louder, “all of you.” He jerked away from Savich.
“Tyler,” Adam said quietly, “don’t go to Sheriff Gaffney. That would be the worst thing you could do.”
“Why? How much more could things be fucked up?”
“He might kill her,” Adam said. “Don’t tell anyone anything.”

After Tyler McBride was escorted from the house by three agents, Sherlock said, “Why not tell everyone now?”
Adam shoved his hand through his hair. “Dammit, because if some cop happens to see them, then you know our guy would kill her and take off. We can’t take the chance. No, we’ve got to get to Washington, fast.”
“First you’ve got to call Thomas, Adam.”
Adam didn’t want to, he really didn’t.
Savich and Sherlock listened to Adam flail himself on the speakerphone.
There was silence on the other end. Finally, Thomas said, “Get over it, Adam. We’ve been dealt new cards now, we’ll play them. I’m very relieved that Chuck is all right. His wife would roast me alive if he’d been killed. Now, if this is Krimakov, then he at least knows I’m in Washington, probably knows about the condo. I’ll stay here. I’ll be ready for him. Get back here as quickly as you can, Adam. Savich? Can you and Sherlock stick with us?”
“Yes, Thomas.”
“Now, I’ve got to get myself ready for Krimakov. It’s been so many years. Many times I thought he’d finally given it up, but it appears that he’s just been biding his time.”
“He could really be dead,” Sherlock said.
“No,” Thomas said. “Adam, you, Savich, and Sherlock hang around there for a while. Try to get a line on this guy. He’s got to be somewhere. He’s got to be traceable. Find him. Oh, and Adam?”
“Yes, sir?”
“Stop beating yourself up. Guilt just slows down your brain. I want that brain of yours sharp. Get it together and find my daughter.”
They finally rang off. Thomas Matlock looked at the phone for a very long time before he slowly eased it back down. Then he leaned his head back against the soft leather of his chair. He closed his eyes to blot out the feeling of helplessness, for just a moment, an instant, but instead, he felt a deep, soul-corroding fear that a man should never have to feel in his damned life. It was fear for his child, and the knowledge that he was helpless to save her.
It was Krimakov, he knew it, deep in his gut, he knew, and they had cremated the body. No, Krimakov wasn’t dead—maybe he’d staged his death, murdered another man who resembled him. He’d somehow found out about Becca and he had begun his reign of terror. There was no doubt at all in Thomas’s mind now. Krimakov, a man who had sworn to cut Thomas’s heart out even if he had to chase Thomas to hell to do it, had his Becca.
He lowered his face in his hands.
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She was aware of ear-splitting noise—men’s and women’s voices yelling loudly, car tire s screeching, horns blasting, and movement, she could feel the blur of movement everywhere, pounding feet, running fast. She was moving as well, no, she was flying, then she hit hard and the pain ripped through her. She lay on her side, smelling the hot tar of the street, a light overlay of urine, hot and sour, whiffs of food, of too many bodies, feeling the unforgiving cement beneath her. Cement?
People were yelling, coming closer now, and there were men and women shouting, “Stay back! Let us through!”
She tried to open her eyes, but her muscles were too weak, wouldn’t obey her, and the pain was boiling up inside her. She was so very tired, nearly blown under with it. Then she felt a hideously sharp stab of pain somewhere in her body, fierce, unrelenting, and she knew tears were leaking out of her eyes.
“Miss! Can you hear me?”
She felt his hand on her shoulder, felt the sun beating down on her, hot on her bare skin—what bare skin? Her legs were bare, that was it. But he was over her, a shadow blocking the sun.
“Miss? Can you hear me? Are you conscious?”
She opened her eyes then because he sounded so very afraid. “Yes,” she whispered, “I can hear you. I can see you. Not clearly, but I can see you.”
“My God, it’s her! It’s that Matlock woman!”
More shouting, yelling, some curses, and so much heat, the press of bodies, the running thuds of shoes and boots.
A woman lightly tapped her cheek. “Open your eyes for me. Yes, that’s right. Do you know who you are?”
She looked up into Letitia Gordon’s grim, incredulous face.
Maybe there was also a touch of worry in those unforgiving eyes. Becca whispered to that hard face over her, “You’re the cop who hates me. How can you be here, right over me, speaking to me? You’re in New York, aren’t you?”
“Yes, and so are you.”
“No, that’s not possible. I was in Riptide. You know, I never could figure out why you hated me and believed I was a liar.”
The woman’s face contorted. Into anger? What?
“He drugged me,” she whispered, her mouth so dry she nearly swallowed her tongue. “He drugged me. I hurt so much but I just can’t tell where.”
“All right. You’ll be all right. Hey, Dobbson, is the ambulance here yet? Get off your butt, usher them through. Now!”
Letitia Gordon’s face was really close to hers now, her breath minty on her cheek. “We’ll find out what’s happening here, Ms. Matlock. You just rest now.”
She felt hands pulling cloth down over her legs. Why were her legs bare? She realized then that there was pain in her legs. But it wasn’t as bad as the other pain. Where was she? In New York? But that made no sense. Nothing made sense. Her brain nestled back into the shadows. The pain faded away. Becca sighed deeply and closed down.

***
She heard them speaking, soft, quiet voices not four feet away from her, talking, talking. Then they were closer, much closer, talking above her, which meant what? She opened her eyes. Blinked. She was flat on her back. The people speaking were on the left, and one of the people was Adam.
She wet her lips with her tongue. “Adam?”
He whirled around so fast he nearly lost his balance. Then he was at her side and he lifted her hand and held it hard between his two large ones. She felt the calluses on his palms.
“What’s going on? Where are we? I dreamed I saw Detective Gordon, you know, that cop who hates me?”
“Yes, I know. She left just a little while ago. She’ll be back, but later, when you’ve got it together again. You’re going to be all right, Becca. There’s nothing to worry about. Just take it easy and breathe nice shallow, light breaths. That’s right. Does your head hurt?”
She thought about that. “No, not really, it’s just that I’m all fuzzy. Even you’re kind of fuzzy, Adam. I’m so glad to see you. I thought I was going to die, that I’d never see you again. I couldn’t bear it. Where are we?”
He lightly touched his fingertip to her cheek. “You’re at New York University Hospital. The guy who took you from your bed in Jacob Marley’s house, the guy who was holding you, he shoved you out of his car right in front of One Police Plaza.”
“It was Krimakov?”
“We believe so. At least it’s a strong possibility.”
She said, “I asked him if he was Krimakov but he wouldn’t answer me. We’re in New York City?”
“Yes. You did see Detective Gordon. She was one of the cops who came running. It was early in the afternoon, bunches of people around, lots of cops heading out for lunch. Detective Gordon was there because she had some meetings with the Narcotics Division.”

“My lucky day,” Becca said.
“Damn, I’m sorry, Becca, so sorry. I really fucked up and just look what happened.”
She heard the awful guilt in his voice, the fear, and finally, overlaying all of it, the relief that she was alive. He couldn’t be as relieved as she was. “It’s okay, Adam, really.”
“Hi, Becca.”
She smiled up at Sherlock and Savich, one on either side of her hospital bed. “We’re sure glad to see you.”
“Me, too. I thought you were in Riptide.”
“We can move quickly when we have to,” Sherlock said, lightly patting Becca’s shoulder. “Dillon got a call from Tellie Hawley, the SAC at the New York City office. Tellie told him what happened. We got here three hours later.”
“What happened to him? Did they get him?”
Sherlock said, “Unfortunately, no. There was mass confusion. He shoved you out of the car, then jumped out while the car was still rolling and disappeared into the crowd. The car hit three other people before it smashed into a fire hydrant and drenched another fifty people. It was a zoo. We’ve gotten some descriptions, but no one agrees with anyone else so far.”
He was still out there, free. She felt flattened. “So he got away again,” she said, and wanted to shriek with the helplessness that flooded her.
Adam was clearing his throat. “We’ll get him, Becca. You’ve got to believe that. Now, there’s someone here for you to meet.”
Her head came up, fast. “Please, no doctors, Adam. I hate doctors. Oh, God, so did my mother.” And she started crying. She didn’t know where all the tears came from, but they were there, swamping her, and she was sobbing, tears streaming down her face, and she wanted her mother desperately. “My mom died in a hospital, Adam. She hated it, then she just didn’t care because she was in a coma. No one could do anything. She died in a hospital just like this one.” The tears kept coming, she couldn’t stop them.

Then suddenly someone was holding her, drawing her close, and a man’s dark, smooth voice said next to her ear, “It’s all right, my darling girl. It’s all right.”
And she stilled. Strong arms were around her. She felt his heart pounding rhythmically, powerful and steady against her cheek. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to carry on like this. I miss my mother. I loved her so much and she died. There isn’t anyone else for me.”
“I miss your mother, too, Becca. It’s going to be all right. I swear it to you.”
She pulled back just a bit and looked up at an older man who looked oddly familiar to her, but that was impossible, wasn’t it? She was sure she’d never seen him before in her life. The drugs were still affecting her, holding her brain back, scrambling things, making her cry. “I’m nobody’s darling girl,” she whispered, and raised her hand to lightly touch her fingers to the man’s cheek. He was so handsome, his face lean, his nose thin, straight, his eyes a soft light blue, dreamy eyes. Now that was strange. Her mother had told her that she had dreamy eyes, summer dreamy eyes. “I don’t understand,” she said, frowning up at the man’s face. “Who are you?”
The man looked as if he would cry with her, but he swallowed, several times, and cleared his throat. “I’m your father, Becca. I’m Thomas Matlock. I can’t bring your mother back, but I’m here now, and I’ll stay.”
“You’re Thomas? You’re the man Adam and Savich are working for?”
“Well, let’s say they’re helping me out.”
She didn’t say anything then, just frowned a bit, trying to assemble things in her mind, in her memory, to make some sense of them, realizing suddenly that she recognized his eyes because he’d given them to her, realizing—“When he slipped the needle into my arm that second time,” she whispered, looking directly into his eyes, “just before I went under, he said right against my ear, ‘Tell your daddy hello for me.’ ”
His face paled and he grew vague, indistinct, his arms loosening. She grabbed his shirt with her fist, trying to pull him closer. “No, don’t leave me, please.”
“Oh, God, I won’t.” Thomas looked up at Adam. “I guess that says it all.”
“Yes,” Adam said. “At least now we know for bloody sure.”
“Amen to that,” Sherlock said. Then she added, “Why don’t we all go out to get a cup of coffee while Thomas gets to know Becca a bit better?”
When she was alone with the man who’d said he was her father, she looked up at him and said, “Why did you leave us? I don’t even remember what you looked like I was so young when you left. There is this old photograph of you and Mom, and you looked so young and so handsome. Carefree. It’s a wonderful picture.”
He held her very close for a long time, then slowly he said, “You were all of three years old when it happened. I was a CIA operative, Becca, and I was very good. There was this other KGB spy—”
“Krimakov.”
“Yes. I was sent over to what is now Belarus, to stop him from killing a visiting German industrialist. Krimakov had brought his wife, as if they were there on some sort of vacation. It was in the mountains. There was a gunfight and she tried to save him. I hadn’t seen her, hadn’t even known she was there.” He paused a moment, memory stark and alive in his eyes. He said simply, “I shot her in the head and killed her. Krimakov promised me he would kill not only me but my family. He vowed it. I believed him.
“He managed to escape me. I decided that I would have to kill him to protect you. When I tried, I found out that he’d simply disappeared. There was no trace of him. The KGB helped him, obviously, and he stayed buried until very recently, when I was told he was killed in an auto accident in Crete. You know the rest.”
“You left us to protect us?”
“Yes. Your mother and I discussed it. Matlock is a common name. She took you and moved to New York. I saw her four, maybe five times a year. We were always very, very careful. We couldn’t tell you. We couldn’t put you in danger. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life, Becca. Believe me.”
All of a sudden she had a father. She stared at his face, seeing herself in him, seeing also a stranger. It was too much. She heard him say something, heard Adam arguing with someone just inside the door, sharp and loud, then she didn’t hear anything at all. That was a good thing, she thought as she slipped away, back where there were no dreams, just seamless darkness, without him, no worries or voices to tear her apart. Her father was dead, dead since she was very young. It was impossible that he was here, there was just no way. Maybe she was dead, too, and had seen what she wanted to see. Dead. It wasn’t bad, truly it wasn’t. She heard a sound, like a wounded animal. It had come from her, she realized, but then there was nothing at all.
When she awoke, it was dark in her room except for a small bedside lamp that was turned to its lowest setting. The small hospital room was filled with shadows and quiet voices. There were needles in both of her arms connected to bags of liquid beside both sides of her bed. There were two men sitting in chairs next to the window, in low conversation. One was Adam. The other was her father—oh yes, she believed him now, perhaps even understood a bit—and he’d called her his darling girl. She blinked several times. He didn’t fade back into her mind. He remained exactly where he was. She saw him very clearly now, and she could do nothing but stare, breathe him in, settle his face, his features, his expressions, into her mind. He used his hands while he spoke to Adam, just like she did when she was trying to make a point, to convince someone to come around to her way of thinking. He was her father.
She cleared her throat and said, “I know I’m not dead because I would kill for some water. And I don’t believe that if someone is dead, she’s particularly thirsty. May I please have some water?”
Adam was on his feet in an instant. When he bent the straw into her mouth, she closed her eyes in bliss. She drank nearly the entire glass. She was panting when she finished. “Oh goodness, that was delicious.”
He didn’t straighten, just placed one large hand on either side of her face on that hard hospital pillow. He was studying her face, her eyes. “You okay?”
“Yes. I realize I’m not dead, so you must be real. I remember you told me that he threw me out of the car. Is there anything bad wrong with me?”
“No, nothing bad. When he shoved you out of the car yesterday right there at Police Plaza, you were still wearing your nightgown. You got a lot of scrapes, a bruised elbow, but that’s it. Now it’s just a matter of getting the drug out of your system. They pumped your stomach. Nobody seems to know what the drug was, but it was potent. You should be just about clear of it now.” He had to close his eyes a moment. He’d never been so afraid in his life, never. But she would live. She would be fine. He said, “Do the scrapes hurt? Would you like a couple of aspirin?”
“No, I’m all right.” She licked her lips, looked over into the shadows, clutched his hand, and whispered, “Adam, he really is my father, isn’t he? That story he told me, it’s the truth? It happened that way?”
“Yes, all of it is true. His name is Thomas Matlock. He never died, Becca. There is probably a whole lot more to tell you—”
“Yes,” Thomas said, “a lot more. So many stories to tell you about your mother, Becca.”
“My mom said I had dreamy eyes. You do, too. I have your eyes.”
Thomas smiled and his eyes twinkled. “Yes, I guess maybe you do have my eyes.”
Adam said, stroking his chin, “I’m not sure about that. The thing is, Becca, I’ve never before looked at his eyes in quite the same way I look at yours.”
Suddenly, all her attention was on Adam. She said, “Why not?”
“Because—” Adam stopped dead in his tracks. She was actually coming on to him, teasing him. He loved it. He cleared his throat. “Now’s not the time. We’ll talk about that later, you can count on it. Now, are you up to telling us about this guy who took you?”
“You mean Krimakov.”
“Yes.”
“Just a moment, Adam. Sir, you sent Adam to protect me, didn’t you?”
“Yes, he did, but I screwed up, big-time.”
Becca said, “Sorry, Adam, but you can’t take all the credit. What that monster did was very clever. None of us would have ever guessed that he came back to the house while we were out looking for him. How’d he get me out of the house without being seen?”
“Sherlock figured that one out really fast. Also he knocked out Chuck and tied him up. That’s how he escaped with you.” He saw the worry in her eyes and quickly added, “He’s okay—just a headache for a while. I’m sorry, Becca, so sorry. Did he hurt you?” God, it hurt to say it, but he did: “Did he rape you?”
“No. He licked my face. I told him not to do it again because it was creepy. That made him really mad, but you see, that drug he shot into me, it also calmed me, made me all loose, so when I woke up that first time I wasn’t afraid of him. I don’t think I was afraid of anything. It was a side effect of the drug, he said, and he didn’t like it. He wanted me to be real afraid, he wanted me to beg and plead, just like Linda Cartwright did.” She shuddered as she said the name. “He said she didn’t matter. She was just his present to me.”
“Did he tell you his name?”
She shook her head. She said to her father, “I can’t even describe him. He never let me see him. When he had me tied down to a bed, he always stood in the shadows, just beyond what I could make out. I don’t think he was old, but I can’t be one hundred percent certain. Was he young? I just don’t know. But when he cursed, he used a mixture, some American, some British, and some in a language I didn’t recognize. Isn’t that strange?”
“Yes, but we’ll figure it out.”
Thomas was standing beside her bed, opposite Adam. He was wearing a dark suit, the dark-red tie loosened. He looked tired and worried and, oddly enough, happy. Because of her? Evidently so, and that pleased her very much. He picked up her left hand and held it. His hand was strong, lightly tanned. He was wearing a wedding ring. She stared at that ring, just stared and stared, touched her fingers to it, then said finally, “My mother gave you that ring?”
“Yes, when we got married. I wore it all our married lives. I plan to wear it until it finally dissolves off my finger sometime in the distant future. I loved your mother very much, Becca. Like I said, I had to leave both of you so you wouldn’t be killed. I know it’s all still very confusing. There are lots of facts and details, but the bottom line is exactly what I already told you. I accidentally killed a man’s wife and he swore he would kill my family, and then he would kill me, but only after I saw, firsthand, how he had killed everyone I loved. I had no choice. I had to leave my family in order to protect them.”
Adam said, “We believe this man who is stalking you, who murdered that old bag lady, who shot the governor, we believe it’s Krimakov and somehow he found you and began terrorizing you.” He paused for a moment, nodding to Thomas.
Thomas was looking down at this lovely young woman who was his only child. It took him a moment before he said, “Vasili Krimakov was one of the KGB’s top agents back in the seventies, as I was for the CIA. Again, there’s a whole lot more, but it can wait for a while. Right now, what’s important is that we find him, that we neutralize him once and for all.”
“You’re sure it’s Krimakov.”
He smiled then. “Oh yes, I’m very sure, particularly after what he told you.”

“‘Say hello to your daddy.’”
“Yes. No one else would know that.”
“My mom wore a ring just like yours. When she died—” She couldn’t speak, the tears clogged her throat, burned her eyes. He said nothing at all, just held her hand, squeezed it a bit more tightly. She swallowed, looked away from him toward the window. It was black out there, no sign of stars from her vantage point. “—I wanted desperately to have something to connect me to her and I almost took that ring, but then I remembered how much she loved you, and I just couldn’t take it from her.
“Sometimes when she spoke to me of you, she would start crying and I hated you for leaving us, for leaving her, for dying. I remember when I was a teenager I told her she should get married again, that I would be going off to college, and she needed to put you in the past. She needed to find someone else. She was so young and beautiful, I didn’t want her to be alone. I remember she’d only smile at me and say she was just fine.” Then, suddenly, Becca said, “Oh God, he came after me so he could get to you.”
“Yes,” Adam said. “That’s exactly right. But he didn’t know where Thomas was, so he came up with a way to flush Thomas out. He dumped you right in front of One Police Plaza.”
“What I don’t understand,” Thomas said, “is why he didn’t simply announce all over the media that he had her, threaten to kill her if I didn’t show myself in Times Square. He must have known that I would be there. But he didn’t.”
Adam said, “Who knows? Maybe a cop saw him, saw an unconscious woman in the backseat, and he was forced to dump Becca in order to escape. However, it’s far more likely that he planned this down to the exact spot he’d leave her. I think it’s gamesmanship. He wants to prove he’s better than you, smarter than all of us, and he wants you to suffer big-time in the process.”
“He’s succeeded admirably,” Thomas said. “He has flushed me out. I guess maybe that’s why he didn’t let you see him, Becca. He wants to keep playing this insane game. He wants to terrorize you and now he can continue the terror, with me squarely in the game with you.”
“And only he knows the rules,” Becca said.
“Yes,” Adam said. “I wonder if he’s been living on Crete all this time.”
“Probably so,” Thomas said.
“Wait,” Becca said, chewing on her bottom lip. “Now I recognize those curses—they were Greek.”
“That settles that,” Thomas said. “We’ve got all the proof we need that the ashes in that urn in the Greek morgue aren’t Krimakov’s.”
He leaned down and kissed Becca’s forehead. “I won’t leave you again. Now we’ll find Krimakov, and then you and I have a lot of catching up to do.”
“I’d like that,” she said. Then she smiled over at Adam, but she didn’t say anything.
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Detective Letitia Gordon and Detective Hector Morales of the NYPD looked over at the woman who lay in that skinny hospital bed, looking pale and wrung-out, IV lines running obscenely into her arms, her eyes shiny with tears.
Detective Gordon cleared her throat and said to the room at large, “Excuse me,” and flashed her badge, as did Hector Morales, “but we need to speak to Ms. Matlock. The doctor said it was all right. Everyone out.”
Thomas straightened and looked at them, assessing them, quickly, easily, and smiled even as he walked forward, blocking their view of his daughter. “I’m her father, Thomas Matlock, detectives. Now, what can I do for you?”
“We need to speak to her now, Mr. Matlock,” Letitia Gordon said, “before the Feds get here and try to big-foot us.”
“I am the Feds, Detective Gordon,” Thomas said.
“Damn. Er, a pleasure to meet you, sir.” Detective Gordon cleared her throat. “It’s important, sir. There was a murder committed here in New York, on our turf. It’s our case, not yours, and your daughter is involved.” Why had she said all that? Because he was a big federal cheese, and that’s why she’d tried to excuse herself, tried to justify herself. What was he going to do?
Detective Morales smiled and shook Thomas’s outstretched hand. “Hector Morales, Mr. Matlock. And this is Detective Gordon. We didn’t realize she had any relatives other than her mother.”
“Yes, she does, detectives,” Thomas said. “There’s still some drug in her system, so she’s not really completely back yet, but if you would like to speak to her for a couple of minutes, that probably wouldn’t hurt. But you need to keep it low-key. I don’t want her upset.”
“Look, sir,” Detective Gordon said, pumping herself up, knowing that she should be the one giving the orders here, not this man, this stranger who was with the government. “Ms. Matlock ran away. Everyone was looking for her. She is wanted as a material witness in the shooting of Governor Bledsoe of New York.”
Thomas Matlock merely arched a very patrician brow at her and looked intimidatingly forbearing. “Fancy that,” he said mildly. “I can’t imagine why she would ever want to leave New York what with all the protection you offered her.”
“Now see here, sir,” Detective Gordon said, and tried to shake off Hector Morales’s hand on her arm, but he didn’t let go, and she looked yet again into that man’s face, and she shut up. There were words bubbling inside her, but she wasn’t about to say them. He was a Big Feeb, and she saw the power in his eyes, something that flashed red warning lights to her brain, an ineffable something that shouted power, more power than she could imagine, and so she kept her mouth shut.
“There is a lot we do not understand, Mr. Matlock,” Detective Morales said, his voice stiff, with a slight accent. “May we please speak to your daughter? Ask her a few questions? She does look very ill. We won’t take long.”
The thing of it was, Letitia Gordon thought as she walked to the bed where the young woman lay staring at her with dread, her dyed hair tangled and dirty about her face, she wanted to stand very straight in front of that man, perhaps salute and then do exactly what he told her to do. And here was Hector, acting so deferential, like this guy was the president or, more important, the police commissioner. Whatever he was, this man wore power like a second skin.
“Ms. Matlock, in case you don’t remember, I’m Detective Gordon and this is Detective Morales.”
“I remember both of you very clearly,” Becca said, and concentrated on clearing the sheen of tears out of her eyes. These people couldn’t hurt her now, Adam and her father wouldn’t let them. And she wouldn’t, either. She’d been through enough now that a couple of hard-assed cops couldn’t intimidate her.
“Good,” Detective Gordon said, then she caught herself looking over at Mr. Matlock, as if for approval of her approach. She cleared her throat. “Your father said we could ask you a couple of questions.”
“All right.”
“Why did you run, Ms. Matlock?”
“After my mother died and I’d buried her, there was no reason for me to stay. He found me at the hotel where I was hiding, and I knew he would get me. None of you believed me, and so I didn’t think I had a choice. I ran.”
“Look, Ms. Matlock,” Detective Gordon said, coming closer, “we still aren’t certain there was a man after you, calling you, threatening you.”
Adam said mildly, knowing until he and Thomas had discussed it, Krimakov’s probable identity would remain under wraps to the NYPD, “Then who do you think kicked her out of a moving car at One Police Plaza? A damned ghost?”
“Maybe it was her accomplice,” Detective Gordon said, whirling on Adam, “you know, the guy who shot Governor Bledsoe.”
Becca didn’t say anything. Thomas saw she was pulling away, even though she hadn’t moved a finger, trying to draw into herself. She looked unutterably tired.

“Also,” Detective Gordon added, not looking at Mr. Matlock, “our psychiatrist reported that he believed you have big problems, Ms. Matlock, lots of unresolved issues.”
Adam raised an eyebrow. “Unresolved issues? I love shrink talk, Detective. Do tell us what that means.”
“He believes that she was obsessed with Governor Bledsoe, that she had to have his attention, and that was why she made up these stories about this guy calling her and stalking her, threatening to kill the governor if she didn’t stop sleeping with him.”
Adam laughed. He actually laughed. “Jesus,” he said. “That’s amazing.”
“I’m sure that old woman who was blown up in front of the Metropolitan Museum didn’t think it was funny,” Detective Gordon said, her jaw out, not ready to give an inch.
“Let me get this straight,” Adam said mildly. “You now think she blew up that old woman to get the governor’s attention?”
“I told you the truth,” Becca said, cutting in before Letitia Gordon could blast Adam. “I told you that he phoned me and told me to look out my window, which happens to face the park and the museum. He killed that poor old woman, and you didn’t do anything about it.”
“Of course we did,” Detective Morales said, his voice soothing and low. “It’s just that there were a lot of conflicting stories coming in.”
“Yes,” Becca said. “Like the ones Dick McCallum told the cops in Albany that made all of you disbelieve me. This guy probably paid off Dick McCallum to lie about me, and then he murdered him, too. I don’t understand why it isn’t clear to you now.”
Detective Gordon said, “Because you ran, Ms. Matlock. You wouldn’t come in and speak to us, you just called Detective Morales from wherever you were hiding. You’re at the center of all this. You, only you. Tell us what’s going on, Ms. Matlock.”
“I believe that’s enough for the time being,” Thomas said, and calmly moved to stand between the two New York detectives and his daughter. “I am very disappointed in both of you. Neither of you is listening. You are not using your brains. Now, let’s get this perfectly clear: Since you’re having difficulties logically integrating all the facts, I want you to focus on catching the man who kidnapped my daughter and shoved her out of his car right in front of cop headquarters. I trust you people have been trying to find witnesses? Questioning them? Trying to get some sort of composite on this guy?”
“Yes, sir, of course,” Detective Morales said. As for Detective Gordon, she wanted to tell him to go hire his damned daughter a fancy lawyer, that Dick McCallum had been murdered, that she could have had something to do with that, too, maybe revenge, since McCallum had blown the whistle on her. She opened her mouth, all worked up, but Thomas Matlock said quietly, “Actually, detectives, I am a director with the CIA. I am now terminating this conversation. You may leave.”
Both detectives were out of there in under five seconds, Detective Gordon leading the way, Morales on her heels, looking both apologetic and scared.
Becca just shook her head, back and forth, back and forth. “They didn’t even want to know anything about him. Don’t they have to believe me now that Dick McCallum was murdered, too?”
“One would think,” Adam said, his eyes narrowed, still looking at the now-empty doorway. “New York’s finest aren’t shining in this particular instance. Now, not to worry, Becca.”
“I think Detective Gordon needs to be pulled off this case,” Thomas said. “For whatever reason, she made up her mind about you early on and is now refusing to be objective. I’ll make a call.”
“I want to leave this place, Adam. I want to go far away, forever.”
“I’m sorry, Becca, but there’s not going to be any forever yet,” Thomas said. “Krimakov got what he wanted. I’m out in the open now. The problem is that you still are, too. Now I’m going to make that call.” Thomas walked out of the hospital room, his head down, deep in thought, as he pulled out his cell phone.
The Feds arrived forty-five minutes later.
The first man into the room came to a fast stop and stared. He cleared his throat. He straightened his dark blue tie. He looked as if he wished his wing tips were shinier. “Mr. Matlock, sir, we didn’t know you were involved, we had no idea, didn’t know she was related to you—”
“No, of course you didn’t, Mr. Hawley. Do come in, gentlemen, and meet my daughter.”
He leaned over her and lightly touched his fingertips to her cheek. “Becca, here are two guys who want to talk to you, not batter you like the NYPD detectives, just talk a bit. You tell them when you’re tired and don’t want to talk anymore, okay?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice so thin Adam swore she was fading away right before his eyes. If he hadn’t been worried sick, Adam would have enjoyed watching Thomas turn his power onto the FBI guys, but he didn’t. Now Adam wondered how Thomas knew Tellie Hawley, a longtime FBI guy who had a reputation for eating crooks for breakfast. He never cut anyone any slack. He was sometimes very scary, sometimes a rogue, admired by his contemporaries and occasionally distressing to his superiors.
“Hey, Adam,” Hawley said. “I guess I’ll find out soon enough why you’re here. Where’s Savich?”
“He and Sherlock will be in a bit later.” Adam nodded then to Scratch Cobb, a tough-looking little man who wore elevator shoes that brought him up to Adam’s chin. He got his nickname years before, when it was said that he scratched and scratched until he found the answers in a high-profile case. “Scratch, good to see you again. How’s tricks?”
“Tricks is good, Adam. How’s it going, my boy?”
“I’m surviving.” Adam took Becca’s hand and lightly squeezed it. He leaned close and whispered in her ear, “The guy standing to the left has hemorrhoids. The big one with the mean eyes, Hawley, will want to cross the line, but he doesn’t dare try it, not with your dad here. Actually, he has five dogs and they rule his house. Now, go get ’em, tiger.”
If she were a tiger, she thought, she was a very pathetic one, not worthy of the name, but still—She smiled, she actually smiled. “Hello, gentlemen,” she said, and her voice wasn’t as paper-thin now. “You wanted to speak to me?”
“Yes,” Hawley said, stepping forward. Adam didn’t move, just smiled a feral smile at him that could make a person’s teeth fall out.
“Adam, I’m not going to bite her. I’m a good guy. I work for the U-nited States government. You don’t have to stand guard.”
“I’m supposed to be protecting the lady, Tellie. The thing is, I screwed up, and the bad guy got her, drugged her, and dumped her right in front of One Police Plaza.”
Hawley nodded, then said, “Okay, so you’re not going to budge.” Hawley continued smoothly, coming one step closer, watching Adam from the corner of his eye. “This guy who kidnapped you and drugged you and put you out of his car, who is he?”
“I don’t know, Mr. Hawley. If I did, I would have announced it to the world via CNN. You know that I reported his stalking me, calling me, threatening to kill the governor. It started in Albany and he followed me to New York. Then he killed that old woman in front of the Metropolitan Museum.”
“Yes,” Tellie Hawley said, and he shifted from his left foot to his right. “But what we want to know is who this guy is, why he tried to kill the governor. We need to know why and how you’re involved in all this—”
Adam said very quietly, “The governor was shot, just like the guy threatened to do, and then the aide to Governor Bledsoe turned out to be the one who told the cops that Becca was an obsessed liar. He was murdered. Did you know that, Tellie? Did you know that the guy who killed him ran him down in a car he’d stolen in Ithaca, after he’d murdered the owner? Did you know that the cops have impounded that car with its dark-tinted windows so no one would be able to identify him when he ran down Dick McCallum? Hey, do you and your fed techs realize that you can go crawl all over it right now?”
“Yeah, okay, we know all that.”
“Then why are you pretending it didn’t happen?”
“We’re not pretending it didn’t happen,” Hawley said, his hands fisted, anger creeping up over his shirt collar to redden his neck. “But there’s no damned reason for him to have picked Ms. Matlock out of the blue, that he targeted someone as unlikely as she is. It only makes sense that she must know something, that she must be aware of his identity, have some idea who he is and why he’s doing this. This is big, bad stuff, Adam, and she’s slap-dab in the middle of it. I hear there’s all sorts of doings in the CIA, but I can’t find out what’s going on. I’ve heard that it involves this case, but no one will tell me anything, even my bosses. Let me tell you that it burns my ass to be kept on the outside. Now back off, Adam, or I’ll burn your ass before they get mine.”
Thomas stepped up. “I wanted to avoid this but now I don’t see a choice. I believe it’s time for official talks. You people haven’t been let in on what’s going on here, and it’s time.”
Thomas raised his hand when all of the men would speak at once. “No more hotdogging, Adam. Mr. Hawley, if you like, you and Mr. Cobb here can come to Washington. We’re going to be meeting with the director of the FBI and the director of the CIA, that is, if I can manage to get the two of them in the same room without bloodshed. I’ll have to pick a meeting place where neither of them will get his nose out of joint.”
Hawley gaped at him. “Both the CIA and the FBI? But why? I don’t understand, Mr. Matlock.”
“You will,” Thomas said. “Now, go make arrangements to come to Washington, if your bosses want you to stay involved.”

“We’re New York FBI, Mr. Matlock,” said Tellie Hawley. “Of course we’ll stay involved. We’re the primary players. I’ve heard that there’s some really, really deep shit going down and Cobb and I want to be part of it.”
“Just call the director’s office in a while and find out when and where.”
After the FBI guys had left, champing at the bit to find out what was going down, Thomas closed the hospital door and turned to Becca. “No way will they be allowed to come to Washington, but at least we got rid of them for a while. Now it’s time to play with both the big boys, not just Gaylan Woodhouse. I’m hoping he’ll see reason and get Bushman at the FBI to work on it. Everyone needs to know what’s going on now.”
“First thing,” Adam said, “is for Savich to find that apartment Krimakov rented. Then we send our own people over to Crete and take the place apart.”
“Agreed,” Thomas said. “Let’s do it. Now, Becca, Tommy the Pipe, Chuck, and Dave will all be here to protect you until we get back.”
“No,” Becca said, coming up on her elbows. “I’m coming with you.”
“You can barely walk,” Adam said. “Lie back and calm down. No way our people will let him get near you again.”
“No more orders, Adam. Now, sir, there’s no way you’re going to face this alone.” Becca calmly pulled the IV lines from her arms. She pushed back the hospital sheets and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Give me another drink of water, ask Sherlock to buy me some clothes, and we’re out of here. An hour. That’s all I need.”
“I think,” Thomas said slowly, stroking his long fingers over his chin, “that there is perhaps a bit too much of me in you.”
Becca grinned at him. “That’s what Mom told me, many times.”
“Then I’d best clear your leaving town with our local cops,” Thomas said, and wanted to pat her cheek, but didn’t because she wasn’t a little girl anymore and she barely knew him. The thought of that made him clear his throat.
Washington, D.C.
 The Eagle Has Landed
There weren’t any leaks. None of them could believe it. Their short flight to Washington, then the drive to Georgetown to a small restaurant called The Eagle Has Landed didn’t raise any curious eyebrows. There wasn’t a single TV van in front of the restaurant, not a single reporter from the Washington Post.
“I don’t believe it,” Thomas said as he ushered Becca into the foyer of the small British pub. “No flashbulbs.”
“Glory be,” said Adam.
Andrew Bushman, appointed director of the FBI six months previously after the unexpected retirement of the former director, stood tall even with his rounded shoulders, his gray hair tonsured like a medieval monk’s, and beautifully suited, when Thomas walked to the small circular table at the back of the restaurant. Bushman raised an eyebrow. “Mr. Matlock, I presume? You have pulled me away from some very important matters. I came because Gaylan Woodhouse asked me to, told me it had to do with the attempted assassination of the governor of New York. My people are directly involved in this. I will be interested to hear how the CIA could possibly be involved, what they could possibly know that’s pertinent.”
Gaylan Woodhouse eased around the back of a shoji screen. He was a slight man of sixty-three who had come up through the ranks of the CIA and had been known in the old days as the best spy in the world because no one—absolutely no one—ever noticed him, and still he was paranoid, staying in the shadows until there was no choice but to come out. He had been the director of the CIA for four years now. Thank God, Thomas thought, Gaylan had a long memory and a flexible mind.

“Thank you,” Thomas said and shook first the FBI hand and then the CIA hand. “Now, this is my daughter, Becca, who is very closely tied to this matter, and my associate, Adam Carruthers. Gaylan, thank you for putting in a good word for me with Mr. Bushman.”
Gaylan Woodhouse merely shrugged. “I know you, Thomas. If you say something is critical, then it’s critical. I hope by that you think it’s time to bring the FBI up to speed on this thing.”
“Yes, it’s time,” Thomas said.
The two directors eyed each other and managed affable smiles and civil greetings. Andrew Bushman cleared his throat. “Mr. Hawley and Mr. Cobb won’t be joining us today, but I suspect you knew they wouldn’t. I will have any information needed by them sent to New York when and if it’s appropriate. Now, I need a martini. Then we can nail this thing down.”
Becca would have killed for a glass of wine, but she was taking medications that didn’t allow it. She would even have accepted Adam’s beer. She suffered through approximately four and a half minutes of small talk. Then Gaylan Woodhouse said, “What have you got that’s definitive on Krimakov, Thomas?”
Mr. Bushman’s eyebrow shot up. “Does this have to do with the attempted assassination of the governor?”
“Indeed it does,” Gaylan said. “Thomas?”
Thomas launched into the story of a CIA agent, namely himself, who was playing cat and mouse with a Russian agent in the mid-1970s and accidentally killed that agent’s wife. And that Russian agent had promised that he would get revenge, that he would kill both Thomas and his family. As Thomas spoke, Becca thought about what her life, her mother’s life would have been like if her father hadn’t been in that godforsaken place, trying to get the best of a Russian agent named Vasili Krimakov. “Of course, Gaylan knows all of this already. The reason the FBI needs to be involved is because we are trying to prove whether or not Krimakov is still alive and thus was the one who tried to assassinate the governor of New York. Actually, now we’re very certain that it’s him.”
FBI Director Bushman was lounged back in his seat, holding the nearly empty martini glass in his hand. “But this guy is after you. Why would he shoot the governor of New York? I’m not getting something here. Oh my God, Matlock—you’re the Rebecca Matlock, the young woman who escaped the police and went into hiding?”
“Yes, sir, I am.”
Andrew Bushman sat forward, his drink forgotten. “All right, Thomas, tell me everything, even stuff that Gaylan doesn’t know. I need to have a leg up on him somewhere.”
“Krimakov wanted to flush me out. Somehow he found out that I have a daughter—Becca. We don’t know how he found out about her, but it appears that he did and he came after her. That’s why he’s been terrorizing her, that’s why he kicked her out of his car in front of One Police Plaza in New York.”
“To get you out in the open.”
“Yes, that’s it exactly. It’s not so complicated when you cut right to the chase. He wants to kill me and he wants to kill my daughter. All the rest is window dressing, it’s drama, giving him the spotlight, showing the world how brilliant he is, how he’s the one in control here.” And Thomas thought, He can’t kill Allison because she’s dead already, and I wasn’t there with her.
It was Adam who ended things, saying, “So that’s it, gentlemen. We found out that Krimakov was cremated, thus leaving doubt that it was indeed he who was killed. However, the man who kidnapped Ms. Matlock whispered in her ear before he shot a drug into her—”
Becca interrupted. “‘Say hello to your daddy.’”
“So now there’s simply no doubt,” Thomas said. “The man cremated wasn’t Krimakov.”
Gaylan said, “We’ve been spending hundreds of hours on this because there was the possibility that it could be Vasili Krimakov. Now that we know it’s him, you need to stick your oar in, Andrew. Get all those talented people of yours involved in finding this maniac.”
“I’ve got a man trying to track down an apartment we understand Krimakov owns somewhere in Crete, in addition to his house. When we find it, we want agents to go over it.”
Gaylan nodded. “As soon as we know, I’ve got a woman in Athens who can fly down and check it out for us. She’s good. She’s also got contacts among the local Greek cops. She won’t get any problems from them.”
“It’s Dillon Savich who’s finding the apartment,” Thomas said.
Andrew Bushman raised an eyebrow. “Why am I not surprised? Savich is one of the best. I gather you’re telling me now so that I can cool down before I bust his balls?”
“That’s right,” Thomas said. “I knew Savich’s father, Buck. I asked the son for help. He and Sherlock have been in the thick of things.”
Andrew Bushman sighed and took the last sip of his martini. “All right. Now, I’ve got lots of stuff to do, meetings to hold, people to assign to get this off and running. What about the NYPD?”
Thomas said, “Why not tell the world? Have Hawley in New York interface with the local cops.”
Bushman said, “Hawley is good, very good. He’s tough and he deals well with the locals. Talk about bigfoot. He’s a Mack truck when he needs to be. All right, gentlemen, we now tell the world.”
“Well, then—” Gaylan Woodhouse broke off as his stomach growled. “We forgot to order lunch. I want a hamburger, lots of red meat, something my wife, bless her heart, doesn’t allow.”
Andrew said even as he was reading the menu, “I want everything to clear through the FBI before it goes to the media. We want our spin on things.”
“For sure,” Becca said.
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The black government car moved smoothly onto the Beltway. It was still too early for rush-hour traffic to gnarl things to the screaming point. It didn’t help, though, that the temperature was hovering at about ninety degrees. Inside the big car it was thankfully very cool. Their driver had said nothing at all since picking them up at The Eagle Has Landed. There was still no sign of the media. So far so good, Thomas had said. There would be a media release soon now.
Adam was humming as he flipped off his cell phone. “Thomas, the photo you asked Gaylan Woodhouse to dig out for you is coming over right away. He’s sorry that he couldn’t immediately put his finger on it.”
Thomas turned from studying his daughter’s profile to look at Adam. “I’m glad they finally located it. I was afraid I would have to use an artist and re-create him.”
Adam said to Becca, “It’s a photo of Krimakov from over twenty years ago. We’ll age it and both can go to the media to plaster everywhere.”
“Sir,” Becca said, “are you really a CIA director?”
“That’s not my title. I just used it because it would be familiar to the New York detectives. Actually, I run an adjunct agency that’s connected to the CIA. We do many of the same things we did during the Cold War. I’m based here now, though, and don’t travel much abroad anymore to the hot spots.”
“This photo of Krimakov,” Becca said after nodding to her father, “I want to see it, study it. Maybe I’ll see something that could help. Did he speak English, sir?”
If Thomas noticed that she hadn’t called him Father or Dad, he didn’t let on. He had, after all, been a dead memory that had suddenly come alive and was now in her face. He’d also brought terror into her life. He also hadn’t been around when her mother was dying, when her mother died. She’d been alone to handle all of it. The pain was sharp and so bitter he thought he’d choke on it. Soon he would tell her how he and her mother had e-mailed each other every day for years. Instead, he managed to say, “Yes, he did. He was quite fluent, educated in England. He even attended Oxford. Quite the bon vivant in his younger days.” He paused a moment, then added, “How he despised us, the self-indulgent children of the West. That’s what he called us. I always enjoyed locking horns with him, outwitting him, at least until that last time when he brought his wife with him to Belarus. The fool was using her as cover—picnics, hikes, pretending it was a vacation, when all the time he planned to kill the West German industrialist Reinhold Kemper.”
“Krimakov,” she said, as if saying his name aloud would help her remember more clearly, picture him standing in the shadows, “he had a very light sort of English accent, more so on some words than on others. He was fluent in English. I don’t think he sounded particularly old, but I just can’t be certain. Krimakov is your age?”
“A bit older, perhaps five years.”
“I wish I could say for certain that he was that old but I just can’t. I’m sorry.”
Thomas sighed. “I’ve always thought it unfair that nothing’s easy in this life. He’s had years to plan this, years to think through every move, every countermove. He knows me, probably now he knows me better than I knew him back then. When he finally found you—my child—then he was in business.”
“I wonder where he is,” Becca said. “Do you truly believe he’s still in New York?”
“Oh yes,” Adam said, no doubt at all in his voice. “He’s in New York, planning how he’s going to get to you in the hospital. He’s licking his chops, absolutely certain that you’ll be there with her, Thomas. He’s got to believe that he’s trapped you now. He’s flushed you out and now he’s got his best chance to kill both of you.”
“It was an excellent idea, Adam,” Thomas said, “to let everyone in the media believe that Becca is still at NYU Hospital, recovering from internal injuries and under close guard. I pray he disguises himself and tries to get in.”
“I have no doubt he’ll want to. I just hope he doesn’t smell a trap. He’s smart, Thomas, you know that. He might have figured we’d do exactly what we have, in fact, done.”
“I’m worried about the people at the hospital who are playing us,” Becca said. “He’s—” She paused a moment, trying to find the right words. “He’s not normal. There’s something very scary about him.”
“Don’t be worried about the agents,” Adam said. “They’re professionals to their toes. They’re trained, and their collective experience probably exceeds the age of the world. They know what they’re doing. They’ll be ready for him to make a move. Another smart thing done—the FBI has installed security cameras to record everyone who goes in and out of that room. They’ve scheduled doctors and nurses to go in there at given hours. Our guys will stay alert. Our undercover agent who’s playing you, Becca, Ms. Marlane, won’t take any chances if he does show up. She’s got a 9mm Sig Sauer under her pillow.”
Thomas said, “Then there’ll be that black government car pulling up and a guy who looks remarkably like me getting out and going into the hospital.”
Adam said, “Yep. Twice a day. I hope Krimakov does try to get in. Wouldn’t that be something if it all ended there, in the hospital, in New York? That would be a hell of a thing.”
Becca said, “He managed to down Chuck with no one the wiser. So far he hasn’t failed at anything he’s tried.”
“She’s right, Adam,” Thomas said. “Like I said, Vasili is smart; he improvises well. If there aren’t any leaks, it’s possible he’ll sniff out the trap. But even if he’s fooled into thinking she’s there, perhaps believing that I’m there with her, under guard, for just twenty-four hours, it’ll give us time to try to come up with some sort of strategy.”
Adam nodded and said, “If he doesn’t go down in New York, then he’ll go down here.” He sighed. “Strategy is all well and good, Thomas, but I can’t think of anything at the moment that isn’t already being done.”
Thomas said, “I keep wondering if the agents playing our parts should be told that it’s a former KGB agent who might come there. Maybe it would make them sharper.”
“No, knowing that a killer is coming is all they need,” Adam said. “Besides, they’ll know who they’re dealing with quick enough. I believe that Krimakov will make a move real soon now. Maybe he’ll even make a mistake.” Adam looked at Becca, whose hands were fisted in her lap. She was too pale and he didn’t like it, but there was nothing he could do about it.
She said, more to herself than to either of them, “If they don’t get him, then how do you come up with a strategy to catch a shadow?”
Thirty minutes later, their driver pulled up in front of a white two-story colonial house, set back from the street on a gently sloping grass-covered yard, right in the middle of Bricker Road in the heart of Chevy Chase. It looked like many of its neighbors in this upper-middle-class neighborhood, lots of surrounding land, lots of oak and elm trees, and beautifully landscaped lawns.
“Your house, sir. No one followed us.”
“Thank you, Mr. Simms. You took excellent evasive action.”
“Yes, sir.”

Thomas turned to Becca, who was staring out the car window. He took her hand. “I’ve lived here for many years. Adam probably told you no one knows about this house. It’s a closely guarded secret to protect me. Given Krimakov’s actions, he hasn’t discovered this house. Don’t worry. We’ll be safe here.” Thomas looked over at the oak tree just to the side of the house. He and Allison had planted it sixteen years before. It was now twenty feet taller than the house, its branches full and laden with green leaves.
“It’s lovely,” Becca said. “I hope it does all end in New York. I don’t ever want him to find out where you live. I don’t want him to hurt this house.”
“No, I would prefer that he didn’t, either,” Thomas said. He gently took her hand to help her out of the car.
“Mom and I always lived in an apartment or condo,” she said, walking beside her father up the redbrick steps to the wide front porch. “She never wanted a house. I know there was enough money, but she’d always just shake her head.”
“When your mother and I were able to meet, she usually came here. This was her house, Becca. You’ll see her touch everywhere, and I’m sure you’ll recognize it as hers.”
His voice was low, so filled with pain, with regret, that Adam turned away to focus on the rosebushes that were blooming wildly beside the brick stairs up to the front porch. He saw two agents in a car half a block down the street. He wondered if Thomas would tell his daughter that this house might look like just a home-sweet-home, but the security in and around the place was state-of-the-art.
“It’ll be dark in about three hours,” Adam said, looking up from his watch. “Let’s make our phone calls, talk to the guys in New York, get the status on everything, make sure they stay alert. I have this gut feeling that Krimakov is going to try to get into NYU Hospital soon. Now we can tell them exactly who they’re up against. As you said, Thomas, there are always leaks. Detective Gordon, for example. I can see her telling everyone in sight. If he doesn’t act in the next twenty-four hours, then he won’t, because he’ll know it’s a trap.”
Adam looked down at Becca, who was staring intently at the house. He knew she was trying to visualize her mother there, perhaps standing next to her father, smiling at him, laughing. Only she wasn’t there, had never been a part of the two of them. He said, “Get rid of that ridiculous hair dye, will you, Becca?”
Thomas turned at his words. “That’s right. Your hair is very blond, just like your mother’s.”
“Mom’s was more blond than mine,” she said. “But all right, Adam, but I’ll have to go to the store. Who wants to go with me?”
“Me and about three other guys,” Adam said. The look on her face had changed, lightened, and he was pleased.
At seven o’clock that evening, Savich and Sherlock, Tommy the Pipe, and Hatch arrived at Thomas’s house for pizza and strategy, pizza first. Adam doubted there would be much helpful strategy, but it was good to have everyone together. Who knew what ideas might pop out after hot, cheese-dripping pizza?
Savich was carrying a baby draped over his right shoulder. The kid was wearing only diapers and a little white T-shirt. Adam looked at Savich, checked out the baby’s feet, and said, “You’re this little guy’s father?”
“Don’t act so surprised, Adam.” He lightly rubbed his hand over his son’s back. “Hey, Sean, you still awake enough to punch this guy in his pretty face?”
The baby sucked his fingers furiously and poked out his butt, making Savich grin.
“He’s nearly down for the count,” Sherlock said, lightly touching the baby’s head, covered with his father’s black hair. “He sucks his fingers when he doesn’t want to be disturbed and he knows you’re talking about him.”
“What do you think, Adam? Six-ounce free weights for my boy?”
Adam stared at the big man holding his kid who was madly sucking his fingers, then threw his head back and laughed. “This is not good. Jesus, I can nearly see him lifting three envelopes in each hand.” And he laughed and laughed. “Maybe he can even handle a stamp on each envelope.”
There were ten pizzas spread around Thomas Matlock’s living room an hour later. Hatch was hovering over the large pepperoni pizza, his shaved head glittering beneath a halogen floor lamp, talking even as he stuffed a big bite into his mouth. “Yipes, this sucker’s really hot. Oh boy, delicious. But hot, real hot.”
“I hope you burned your tongue,” Adam said as he pulled the hot cheese free of a slice of pizza from another box that was closer to him than to anyone else, and reverently lifted it up. “Serves you right for being a pig. God, I love artichokes and olives.”
“Nah, my tongue isn’t burned. It’s just a bit of a sting,” Hatch said, and pulled up another piece. After he took another big bite, he said, “Now, just to make sure everyone’s on the same page. All federal agencies are up to date on Krimakov. The New York Bureau guys are going over the car the guy dumped you out of, Becca, with every high-tech scan, every piece of sophisticated equipment they have. Haven’t found anything yet. I was really hoping they would find something, but this guy Krimakov is careful, real anal, one of the techs said. He didn’t leave anything helpful. Rollo and Dave, who just left Riptide yesterday, sent the FBI all the fingerprints we got in Linda Cartwright’s house, all the fibers we bagged. No word yet. The woman he killed in Ithaca, and stole her car—they’ve combed the hills for witnesses but came up empty. All that boils down to nada, nothing, zippo.” And then he cursed in some language Becca didn’t recognize. She lifted her eyebrow at him. Hatch said, flushing a bit, “That was just a bit of Latvian. A nice set of words, full-bodied and pungent, covers a lot of the hind end of a horse and what one could do with it.”
There was laughter, lots of it, and it felt so good that Becca just looked around at all the people she hadn’t even known existed until very recently. People who were friends now. People who would probably remain friends for the rest of her life. She looked over at the baby lying in his carryall, sound asleep, a light-blue blanket tucked over him. He was the image of his father.
She looked at Thomas Matlock, who was also looking at the baby and smiling. Her father, who hadn’t eaten much pizza because, she knew, he was so worried. About her.
My father.
It still felt so very strange. He was real, he was her father, and her brain recognized and accepted it, but it was still too new to accept all the way to the deepest part of her that had no memories, no knowledge of him, nothing tangible, just a couple of photos taken when he and her mother were young, some when they were even younger than she was now, and stories her mother had told her, many, many stories. The stories were secondhand memories, she realized now. Her mother had given them to her, again and again, hoping that she would remember them and, through them, love the father she’d believed was dead.
Her father, alive, always alive, and her mother hadn’t told her. Just stories, stupid stories. Her mother had memories, scores of them, and she had stories. But she kept quiet to protect me, Becca thought, but the sense of betrayal, the fury of it, roiled deep inside her. They could have told her when she was eighteen or when she was twenty-one. How about when she was twenty-five? Wasn’t that adult enough for them? She was an adult, a real live independent adult, for God’s sake, and yet they’d never said a thing, and now it was too late. Her mother was dead. Her mother had died without telling her a thing. She could have told her before she fell into that coma. She would never see them together now. She wanted to kill both of them.
She remembered many of those times when her mother had left her for maybe three, four days at a time. Three or four times a year she’d stayed with one of her mother’s very good friends and her three children. She’d enjoyed those visits so much she’d never really ever wondered where her mother went, just accepting that it was some sort of business trip or an obligation to a friend, or whatever.
She sighed. She still wanted to kill both of them. She wished they were both here so she could hug them and never let them go.
Savich said, “I’ve got the latest on Krimakov. A CIA operative told me about this computer system in Athens that’s pretty top-secret and that maybe MAX could get into. Well, MAX did invite himself to visit the computer system in Athens that keeps data on the whereabouts and business pursuits of all noncitizens residing in Greece. It is top-secret because it also has lists of all Greek agents who are acting clandestinely throughout the world.
“Now, as you can imagine, this includes a lot of rather shady characters that they try to keep tabs on. Remember, there was nothing left in Moscow because the KGB purged everything on Krimakov. But they didn’t have anything to do with the Greek records. This is what they had on Krimakov. Now, recognize that we’ve already learned most of this, that it was pretty common knowledge. However, in this context, it leads to very interesting conclusions.” Savich pulled three pages from his jacket pocket and read: “Vasili Krimakov has lived in Agios Nikolaos for eighteen years. He married a Cretan woman in 1983. She died in a swimming accident in 1996. She had two children by a former marriage. Her children are dead. The oldest boy, sixteen, was mountain-climbing when he fell off a cliff. A girl, fifteen, ran into a tree on her motorcycle. They had one child, a boy, eight years old. He was badly burned in some sort of trash fire and is currently in a special burn rehabilitation facility near Lucerne, Switzerland. He’s still not out of the woods, but at least he’s alive.” Savich looked up at all of them in turn. “We’ve had reports on some of this, but not all of it presented together. Also, they had drawn conclusions, and that’s what was really interesting. I know there was more, probably about their plans to act against Krimakov, but I couldn’t find any more. What do you think?”
“You mean you have those programs encoded so well you couldn’t get in?” Thomas asked.
“No. I mean that someone who knew what he was doing expunged the records. Only the information I just told you was left, nothing more. The wipe was done recently, just a little over six months ago.”
“How the hell do you know that?” Adam said. “I thought it would be like fingerprints. They’d be there but there was no clue when they were made.”
“Nope. I don’t know how the Greeks got ahold of it, but this system, the Sentech Y-2002, is first-rate, state-of-the-art. What it does is hard-register and bullet-code every deletion made on any data entered and tagged in preselected programs. It’s known as the ‘catcher,’ and it’s favored by high-tech industries because it pinpoints when something unexpected and unwelcome is done to relevant data, and who did it and when.”
“How does this hard register and bullet code work?” Becca said.
Savich said, “What the system does is swoop in and retrieve all data that the person is trying to delete before it can be deleted. It’s funneled through a trapdoor into a disappearing ‘secret room.’ That means, then, that the data isn’t really lost. However, the person who did this was able to do what we call a ‘spot burn’ on the information he deleted, and so, unfortunately, it’s really gone. In other words, there was no opportunity to funnel the deleted data to safety.
“Now, the person who supposedly wiped out the bulk of Krimakov’s entries was a middle-level person who would have had no reason to delete anything of this nature, much less even access it. So either someone got to him and paid him to do it or someone stole his password and made him the sacrificial goat in case someone discovered what he had done.”

“How long will it take you to find out this person’s name, Savich?” Thomas asked.
“Well, MAX already did that. The guy was a thirty-four-year-old computer programmer who was in an accident four months ago. He’s dead. Chances are very good that he was set up as the goat. Chances are also good that he knew the person who stole his password. I wouldn’t be surprised if the guy talked about what he did to someone who took it to Krimakov, who then acted.”
“And just what kind of accident befell this one?” Thomas asked.
“The guy lived in Athens, but he’d gone to Crete on vacation, which is where Krimakov lived. You know the Minoan ruins of Knossos some five miles out of Iráklion? It was reported that he somehow lost his footing and fell headfirst over a low wall into a storage chamber some twelve feet below where he was standing. He broke his neck when his head struck one of the big pots that held olive oil way back when.”
“Well, damn,” Adam said. “I don’t suppose Krimakov’s former bosses in Moscow have any information at all on this?”
“Not that MAX can discover,” Savich said. “If they have any more, and that’s quite possible, they’re holding it for a trade, since they know we want everything they’ve got on Krimakov. You know what I think? They’ve got nothing else useful. There hasn’t been a peep out of them in the way of exploratory questions.”
“You found out quite a lot, Savich,” Thomas said. “All those accidents. Doesn’t seem possible, does it? Or very likely.”
“Oh, no,” Savich said. “Not possible at all. That was the conclusion their agents drew. Krimakov murdered all of them. Hey, wait a minute, when you knew him, there weren’t any computers.”
“There wasn’t much beyond great big suckers, like the IBM mainframes,” Thomas said.
Sherlock said, “I wouldn’t even want to try to figure out the odds of all those people in one family dying in accidents. They are astronomical, though.”
“Krimakov killed all those people,” Becca said, then shook her head. “He must have, but how could he kill his own wife, his two stepchildren? Good grief, he burned his own little boy? No, that would truly make him a monster. What is going on here?”
“He didn’t kill his own child,” Adam said.
“No, he didn’t,” Sherlock said. “But the kid won’t ever lead any kind of normal life if he survives all the skin grafts and the infections. Was his getting burned an accident?”
Thomas said, “Listen, all of this makes sense, but it’s still supposition.”
Savich said, “I’ve put Krimakov’s aged photo into the Facial Recognition Algorithm program that’s in place now at the Bureau. It matches photos or even drawings to con-victed felons. It compares, for example, the length of the nose, its shape, the exact distance between facial bones, the length of the eyes. You get the drift. It’ll spit out if there’s anyone resembling him who’s committed crimes either in Europe or in the United States. The database isn’t all that complete yet, but it can’t hurt.”
“He was a spy,” Sherlock said. “Maybe he was a con-victed felon, too. It’s just possible he’s done bad stuff other places and got nabbed. If that’s so, then there’ll be a match and just maybe there’ll be more information available on Krimakov.”
“It’s a long shot, but what the hell,” Adam said. “Good work, you guys.” Adam paused a moment, then cleared his throat. “Maybe it wasn’t such a lame idea for Thomas to bring you guys on board. Hey, you’ve even got a cute kid.”
The tension eased when they heard Sean sucking his fingers. Sherlock said as she lightly rubbed her son’s back, “Hey, Becca, I like your hair back to its natural color.”
“I don’t think it’s quite the right color,” Adam said, stroking his fingers thoughtfully over his chin. “It still looks a little fake, a bit on the brassy side.”
Becca got him in the belly with her fist, not hard, since he’d eaten at least four slices of pizza covered with olives and artichokes. Of course he was right and she just laughed now. “It will grow out. At least it’s not a muddy brown anymore.”
Thomas thought she looked beautiful, her hair, just like Allison’s, straight and shiny to her shoulders, held back from her face with two gold clips.
Becca cleared her throat and said in a short lull in the conversation, “Does anyone know how Krimakov found me?”
The chewing continued, but she could nearly feel the strength of all that IQ power, all that experience, turned to her question.
Her father took a drink of Pellegrino, then set the bottle down on the Japanese coaster at his elbow. “I can’t be certain,” he said. “But you’re more in the public view now, Becca, what with your speech writing for Governor Bledsoe. I remember several articles about you. Maybe Krimakov read the articles. Naturally he knows the name Matlock very well. He must have checked into it, found out about your mother, seen her travel plans to Washington. He’s a very smart man, very focused when he wants to be.”
“It makes sense,” Sherlock said. “I don’t have another more likely scenario.”
Sherlock was looking very serious, but one eye was on her small son. Becca remembered Adam saying something about Sherlock taking down an insane psychopath in some sort of maze. It was hard to imagine until she remembered Sherlock clipping Tyler on the jaw with no fuss at all.
“No matter how he finally managed to find out who she was,” Adam said, “he did find out and then he set up this elaborate scheme.”
“Krimakov was always so straightforward,” Thomas said, “back then. No deep, murky games for him.” Then he sighed. “People change. It’s frightening in this case. He’s taken more turns than a byzantine maze.”
Hatch, just a bit of mozzarella cheese clinging to his chin, rose and said, “I’m going to go out and see what our guys are doing. They were eating their way through three large pizzas the last time I saw them.” His pepperoni pizza box was empty, not even a cold thread of cheese left.
“If you smoke out there, Hatch, I’ll smell it on you and I’ll fire your butt. I don’t care what you’ve found out, your butt’s on the line here.”
“No, Adam, I swear I won’t smoke.” Then Hatch sighed and sat down again.
Adam, satisfied, turned to Becca. “As for you, Becca, eat. Here’s my last piece of pizza. I even left three olives on it. I didn’t want to, but I looked at your skinny little neck and restrained myself. Eat.”
She took the pizza slice and sat there holding it, even as the cheese cooled and hardened. She picked off an olive.
Savich said, smiling at everyone, perhaps preening a bit, “Oh, yeah, I’ve got something that’s not supposition. MAX found Krimakov’s apartment. It’s just a small place in Iráklion. Mr. Woodhouse knows about it. He’s sent agents in.”
Everyone stared at him a moment, gape-mouthed.
Savich laughed. He was still laughing when the phone rang minutes later. “That’s on my public line,” Thomas said as he rose. “The tape recorder will automatically kick on and it will tell me who’s calling.” He saw Becca blink and smiled. “Just habit,” he said as he picked up the phone.
He didn’t say a word, just stood there, listening. He was pale as death when he nodded and said to the person on the other end of the line, “Thank you for calling.” Becca jumped to her feet to go to him. He held up a hand and said in a very low, contained voice, “The two agents guarding Becca’s room are dead. Agent Marlane is dead. The agent posing as me is dead, shot through the head, three times. I shot Krimakov’s wife through the head,” he added unemotionally. “The security cameras are smashed. There’s pandemonium at the hospital. He got away.”




23
Adam came into Becca’s bedroom at just after midnight to see her sitting up in bed, her arms wrapped around her knees, staring blankly at the wall. A single lamp was turned on and in the dim light he could see that she was pale, her face strained. She looked over at him and said, guilt weighing her down, heavy in her voice, “I still can’t believe it, Adam. Four people dead and it’s because of me.”
He quietly closed the bedroom door and leaned back against it, his arms crossed over his chest. Her feelings weren’t unexpected but it still made him angry. “Don’t be a damned fool, Becca. I’m the one who carries most of the blame because it was my fucking plan in the first place. What no one can figure out is how the bastard managed to walk right up to the guards outside the room, close enough to see the color of their eyes, and shoot them. Of course he used a silencer. Then he waltzed into the hospital room and kills the other two agents before they can react. To top it all off, he shot out the security camera. And poof—he’s gone, escaped, and no one can figure it out.
“Everyone knew he was coming, it was a trap, contingencies all covered, and sure enough he walked right into it, only it didn’t stop him. We lost. Whatever his disguise, it must have been something. My God, four people are dead.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that, they’re gone. Damn him, how did he do it? What did he look like to make them lower their guard?”
She shook her head numbly. “Tellie Hawley still doesn’t know anything?”
Adam shook his head. “They’ve been studying all the security cameras all over the hospital, and they’ve spotted some men who might be possibles. I told him that didn’t make sense. Track down the little old ladies, track the folk on the cameras who no one in his right mind would take for Krimakov.” He moved away from the door and walked to the side of her bed. He leaned over and lightly touched his fingers to her cheek. “I came to check on you. I imagined you would be blaming yourself, and I was right. Stop it, Becca, just stop it. It was a good plan, a solid plan. Any fault for its failure comes right to my door, not yours.”
She turned her face into the palm of his hand. She whispered against his skin, “He doesn’t seem human, does he?”
“Oh, he’s human enough. I want him very badly, Becca. I want to kill him with my bare hands.”
“So does my father. I’ve never seen anyone so enraged, and yet his voice remained calm and controlled. But it was so cold, so deadly. I wanted to shriek and yell and put my fist through a wall, but he didn’t.”
“Control is very important to your father. It’s saved his life on several occasions and other people’s lives as well. He’s learned not to let emotion cloud his thinking.” He cupped her face in his hand. “I haven’t learned it yet, but I’m trying. A terrible thing happened, Becca, but please believe me, it wasn’t your fault. We’ll catch him. We have to catch him. We’ve both got to get some sleep.” He kissed her mouth, then immediately straightened. It was hard because he wanted to kiss her again, and not stop. He wanted to ease her back down and pull up that virginal nightgown of hers and get his mouth on every bit of her he could get naked. He wanted to make both of them forget the horror, for just a little while. But he knew he couldn’t. He took a step away from the bed. “Good night, Becca. Try to get some sleep, all right?”
She nodded mutely. The pain in her eyes, the god-awful guilt that was still burrowed deep inside her—he just couldn’t stand it. He kissed her again, hard and fast, and before he lost his head, he was out of her bedroom in a flash.
In the hallway, he was frowning, rage at Krimakov roiling away in his belly, when he walked straight into Thomas, who was just standing there, watching him, a thick dark brow arched.
Adam came to a dead stop. “Dammit, I didn’t touch her.”
“No, of course not. I never thought you did. You were in there to ease her guilt, weren’t you?”
“Yes, but I doubt I was successful.”
“There’s enough guilt for all of us to wallow in,” Thomas said. “I’m going downstairs for a while. I’ve got some more thinking to do.”
“There isn’t any more thinking to do, there’s just worrying and second-guessing, all sorts of worthless shit like that. Wait a second—it just occurred to me that he’s got to be pissed, rattled. After all, he was expecting to find both you and Becca in that hospital room, but you weren’t there. He has to doubt himself now, his judgment, his take on things. He’s been meticulous up until now, but this time he wasn’t able to be thorough enough. He screwed up big-time. He was wrong. I don’t know what he’s going to do next, but whatever it is, he might make another mistake. He’s also got to contend with the fallout of his cold-blooded murder of four federal agents. They’ll mount the biggest manhunt in a decade. He can’t believe he’s so good he can just walk away from this, that he’s somehow immune from capture. We’re not alone in this anymore. Everyone and his aunt knows about him and what he is.”
“I know that, Adam.” Thomas shoved his long fingers through his hair. “You know how quick he is, how clever. Look at how he flushed all of you out of that house in Riptide and then snuck in and hid in Becca’s closet. That took balls and cunning. And luck. It is possible that you could have missed Chuck when you were all scouring the area for him, possible that you would have found Chuck tied up and gagged, but you didn’t. He was lucky there and he got her.
“I hate to say this, but I firmly believe he’ll evade capture. He knows I’ll be at the center of things, trying to figure out how to get him. He’ll come to Washington. He’s going to try to find Becca and me. He’s got nothing else to do.”
“I still can’t figure out why he threw Becca out of his car in New York. He had her. He could have announced it and had you knocking on his door to try to save her. But he let her go. Why? Shit, I’m making myself crazy. But if he’s as smart as you say he is, he won’t come down here, at least not yet, not until things cool down a bit.”
“There’s one thing I am sure about now, Adam. I’m his reason for living, probably his only reason now. That’s why he’s leaving a trail of death. He doesn’t care about himself anymore. He just wants me dead. And Becca, too. I’m thinking that Becca should head out to Seattle or maybe even Honolulu.”
“Yeah, right. You be the one to convince her of that, okay? She’s just found you. You believe for a single second that she’d just pull out now, be willing to say sayonara to the father she just met?”
“Probably not.” Thomas sighed. “She’s still so wary of me. It’s like she can’t make up her mind whether to hug me or slug me for leaving her and her mother.”
“I’m thinking she wants to do both. At least now you two are together. The rest will come, Thomas, just be patient. For God’s sake, she’s known you for twenty-four hours.”
“You’re right, of course. But—never mind. Jesus, Krimakov just went right in there and killed everyone,” Thomas said. “Everyone, without hesitation. To flush me out that first time, he released Becca. I can’t imagine what he’d do to her now that she’s with me. Well, yes I can. He’d kill her with no more remorse than when he killed all the others. And yes, there’s no doubt in my mind that he believes she’s with me now. Damnation, he had a silencer on the gun, Adam.”
“Yes.”
“Agent Marlane had six shots pumped into her. He saw that the male agent wasn’t me, knew he’d been set up, and went berserk. Dell Carson, the agent playing me, had his gun out, but he didn’t have time to fire. Neither did Agent Marlane.”
“Yes. I know.”
“How the hell did he get away? Hawley had undercover folk stationed all over that floor and the exits.”
Adam shook his head. “His disguise must have been something else. Maybe he even dolled himself up as a woman. Who knows? Do you remember if Krimakov did disguises back then?”
Thomas leaned against the corridor wall, his arms crossed over his chest. “No. But it’s been so many years, Adam, too many. What troubles me, and I know I can’t let it, is that Becca just can’t be sure that the guy who took her, the guy on the phone to her, was older.” Thomas shook his head. “Another thing. Vasili was fluent in English, but I’ve read the transcripts of the conversations he had with Becca. It sounds so unlike him. And what he wrote, what he said to her, what he did. Calling himself her boyfriend, murdering Linda Cartwright, then digging her up, smashing her face, all as a sick joke to drive Becca over the edge. That’s the behavior of a psychopath, Adam. Krimakov wasn’t a psychopath. He was supremely arrogant, but as sane as I was.”
“Whatever Krimakov was back then, he’s changed,” Adam said. “Who knows what’s happened to him during the past twenty years? Don’t forget all those killings: a second wife, two children, the guy whose password he used to get into the computer system to expunge all his personal data, killing someone to fake his own accidental death in that car accident. How many more we don’t know about? And that brings up another question. You said that you believe you’re now his only focus, his purpose for living. What about his son? He’s in that burn clinic in Switzerland. He doesn’t care about him anymore? Or maybe that wasn’t an accident, either, and he tried to kill him, too?”
“I don’t know.”
Adam said, “Maybe he was always over the top and he’s just gotten more so, and maybe that goes to explain why he appears not to be worrying about his son. No, Thomas, don’t argue with me. He’s now here—in a foreign country to him—no longer in Crete. He’s on our turf, and he probably hasn’t been here for all that long.”
“Listen, Adam, we don’t know that. Officially, Vasili Krimakov hasn’t come into this country in the past fifteen years. He was here once back in the mid-eighties, checking around, trying to sniff me out. That was when he killed that assistant of mine simply because he’d seen her with me and decided that she was my mistress. But I got away that time and he left, returned to Crete. We’ve learned he went to England a number of times, but he hasn’t gone back there recently. Unofficially, he could have bounced in and out of the United States with a dozen different phony passports. Who in Greece would catch on to that? Or if they did, even care?”
“Still, we have to assume that he was in Crete most of the time. For God’s sake, he was married. He eventually had a kid with this woman. So he simply can’t know his way around here all that well.”
Thomas said, “Becca is right. He’s a monster, no matter the excuses I make for the man I knew more than twenty years ago. Of course I didn’t really know him. He was just a target to me, always on the opposite side, the black king to checkmate. Now we’re forced to wait, to gnaw our elbows. Krimakov will find us, count on it.
“Oh yeah, Tellie Hawley and Scratch Cobb are coming tomorrow morning to speak to Becca. Maybe that’ll be good. I think she liked them both when she met them in New York. Maybe she’ll remember more talking to them. They’re pretty desperate, as you can well imagine. Hawley is eating himself alive with guilt. They were his agents, all four of them, and now they’re dead.”
“Yes,” Adam said, and streaked his fingers through his hair, sending it on end. “Since Savich found Krimakov’s apartment in Iráklion, our people will go in. Just maybe they’ll find something.”
Becca leaned her forehead against the closed door, listening to their voices as they moved off down the hall. She turned then and leaned back against the door, her arms crossed over her chest, just as Adam had done when he’d first come into her room. She closed her eyes.
He’d murdered four more people. Like Thomas, she knew Krimakov would find them. It was as if he were somehow programmed to find Thomas and kill him. And her, too, of course. He would do anything, go anywhere, kill anyone in his way, to gain his objective.
How could he have killed his wife and her two children, his stepchildren? And his own son was in a burn hospital in Switzerland. Had that one truly been an accident? No, there were no accidents when it came to Krimakov. It was beyond terrifying.
She returned to her bed, curled up, hugging her arms around her knees. It was warm, very warm, but she was cold all the way to her bone marrow. Suddenly, she heard her mother’s voice, sharp with impatience, telling her that if she even considered going out with Tim Hardaway—that juvenile delinquent—she would lock her in a closet for a month. Now she smiled with the memory; then, at sixteen, she had believed her life was over. She wondered what her mother would think of Adam. She smiled, then shivered a bit, remembering that hard, fast kiss. Her mother, she thought, would love Adam.
Suddenly, she heard a whispery sound. She jerked up in bed, her heart pounding, and looked toward the window. Again, that whispery brushing sound. Her heart pumping fast and faster now, she walked over and forced herself to look outside. There was an oak tree there, the end of one leaf-laden branch lightly brushing its leaves over the windowpane.
But he was close, she knew that. On her way back to bed, she kept looking over her shoulder out the bedroom window. She didn’t want to speak to any more agents. Oh God, just how close was he?
How close?
 
Now everyone in the world knew about Krimakov. Adam watched the old photograph of him flash on CNN and all the major networks. Then it was set beside the photograph the CIA artist had aged, showing what Krimakov would probably look like today. It was a fine job. With luck, it matched enough so he could be recognized. Becca hadn’t remembered anything more, however, when she’d looked at the photos.
Everyone wanted to interview Becca Matlock, but no one knew where she was.
The New York cops wanted to talk to her, but this time, she didn’t have to put up with Letitia Gordon. The FBI had told them to stuff it after the murder of the four FBI agents in NYU Hospital. There was a lot of name-calling, a lot of rancor, but at least she wasn’t in the middle of it now. She’d been lost in the shuffle. She was safe.
As for Thomas Matlock, his identity had leaked quickly enough, but at least no one knew where he was, either. If there had been a leak, they knew media vans would be parked in the yard and microphones would be sticking through the windows of the house.
As it was, everything was quiet. The agents posted all around the house and the neighborhood checked in regularly, reporting nothing suspicious.
Ex-KGB agent Vasili Krimakov—who he was exactly, where he was at present, what his motives were, anything and everything that could possibly be tied to him—was discussed fully, exhaustively, on every news show, every talking-head show. Ex–CIA operatives, ex–FBI antiterrorist agents, and three former presidential aides spoke authoritatively about him with Sam Donaldson and Cokie Roberts, Tim Russert, and William Safire. The question was: Why did he want Thomas Matlock so badly? The question remained unanswered until there was some sort of anonymous release from Berlin about how Thomas Matlock had saved Kemper’s life and in the process accidentally killed the wife of the Soviet agent, Vasili Krimakov, who’d been sent to present-day Belarus to assassinate Kemper. The press went wild. Larry King interviewed a former aide to President Carter who remembered perfectly and in great detail the incident when CIA Operative Thomas Matlock had a face-off with Krimakov in the faraway land, killed his wife by accident, and the resulting brouhaha with the Russians. No one else could seem to recall any of it, including President Carter himself, and everyone knew that President Carter remembered everything, including the number of rubber bands in his Oval Office desk drawer.
An ex–United States Marine who had served with Thomas Matlock back in the seventies spoke authoritatively about how Thomas had refused to be intimidated by the enemy. Which enemy? Didn’t matter, Thomas would go to hell and back before he’d ever break. This wasn’t at all relevant, but nobody really cared. The bottom line was that all the folk interviewed were ex- or former somethings. The current FBI and CIA directors had put a seal on everything. The president and his staff weren’t saying a word, at least officially. Everything was working as it had always worked. Speculation was rife, theories were rampant, but nothing could be proved.
As for Rebecca Matlock, the governor of New York was quoted as saying, “She was an excellent speechwriter with a flair for humor and irony. We miss her.” And then he’d rubbed his neck where Krimakov had shot him.
NYPD continued with their “No comment” when there was any question from the press about her. There was no more talk about her being an accomplice to the shooting of Governor Bledsoe. Thank God, Becca thought, that no one had found out about Letitia Gordon. She’d bet Detective Gordon would be glad to trash-talk her.
Every murder Krimakov had committed was brought out and examined publicly and exhaustively. There was public outrage.
But no one knew where Rebecca Matlock was.
No one knew where or really who Thomas Matlock was, but the world was coming to believe that he was a dashing, quite romantic James Bond sort of guy who had kept the world safe from the Russians and was now being hunted by a former KGB agent who didn’t hesitate to murder people to draw him out.
Becca wondered aloud later to Adam about what the United States Marine had said about Thomas on TV. Adam, who was cleaning his Delta Elite at the kitchen table, said, “It means that this ass got paid maybe five hundred bucks to say something so the ratings would spike.”
“The guy said Thomas would never break. What does that mean?”
Adam shrugged. “Who cares? I just hope that Krimakov is watching. Talk about misdirection. Maybe he’ll come to believe that Thomas is invincible.” Adam snorted, then buffed the handle of his pistol. “We couldn’t do it better if we scripted it ourselves.”
“I wonder if Detective Gordon still thinks I’m somehow responsible for all of it.”
“I think once she makes up her mind, it’d take an avalanche to change it. Yeah, she still thinks you’re a big part of it. I spoke to Detective Morales. I could see him shaking his head over the phone. He’s depressed, but glad you’re safe now.”
“It was the murder of Linda Cartwright that got everybody going.”
“Yes. She was an innocent. A very nice middle-class woman. Everyone wants him to fry for what he did to her. Don’t forget that older woman in Ithaca. Another innocent. Krimakov has a lot to answer for.”
“Does anyone know yet how Dick McCallum was involved with him?”
“Yeah. Hatch found out that McCallum’s mother had an extra fifty thousand bucks in a checking account.”
“That doesn’t seem like so much money if you have to die to get it. Did she tell the police or Hatch if Dick told her anything?”
Adam shook his head, lifted his gun, looked at a face that needed a shave in the reflection of the barrel. “Nope. She was upset about it, but he wouldn’t tell her anything, except to keep the money quiet, which she did until Hatch tracked her down and got her to talk.”
“The FBI are coming soon.”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, both Thomas and I will be there.”
She smiled at him. “That’s nice, Adam, but unnecessary. I’m not a child or helpless, you know. And I do know Mr. Cobb, and poor Mr. Hawley, who’s got hemorrhoids.”
He grinned up at her. “Nope, it’s Cobb with the hemorrhoids. Now, you were helpless, don’t try to rewrite the past, and I don’t care what you say, I’ll be there.”
“I should probably go dig out my Coonan and buff it.”
“I’d just as soon never see that pistol anywhere near you again.”
“Scared you but good, didn’t I?”
Thomas appeared in the kitchen doorway, frowning. “This is odd, but a man named Tyler McBride called Gaylan Woodhouse’s office with the message that you, Becca, were to call him immediately. Nothing more, just that instruction.”
“I don’t understand,” Becca said, “but of course I’ll call him. What’s going on?”
Adam was on his feet in an instant. “I don’t like this. Why would McBride call the director of the CIA?”
“I’ll find out, Adam. He’s probably really worried and wants to make sure I’m okay.”

Adam said, “I don’t want you to call Tyler McBride. I don’t want him anywhere near you. I’ll call him, find out what the hell he wants. If he wants reassurance, I’ll give it to him.”
“Look, Adam, you told me he was really scared for me. He just wants to hear my voice. I’m not going to tell him where I am. Now, I’m calling him. Let it go.”
“Why don’t you two stop bickering?” Thomas said. “Call the man, Becca. If something’s wrong, Adam, she’ll tell us.”
“I still don’t like it. Another thing: I’ve been thinking that maybe you would be safer at my house. At least you could stay there some of the time.”
Her left eyebrow went up. “Where do you live, Mr. Carruthers?”
“About three miles down the road.”
She stared at him. “Then why are you staying here? Why aren’t you going home at all?”
“I’m needed here,” he said, studiously rubbing the barrel of his Delta Elite to an even higher shine. “Besides, I do go home. Where do you think I get clean clothes?”
“Get over it, Adam,” she said, and went to get her small address book.
“Use my private line,” Thomas said. “It’s untraceable. Adam, your gun looks good.”
“You’ll like my house,” Adam called after her. “It’s a showcase, it’s the prettiest place you’ve ever seen. Plants don’t like me, but everything else does. I have a housekeeper come in twice a week and she even makes me casseroles.”
Becca turned to face him. “What kind?”
“Tuna, ham and sweet potato, whatever. Do you like casseroles?”
“You bet,” she said.
He heard her laugh as she walked away.
He wanted to hear what she said to Tyler McBride, he really did, but he didn’t move. Neither did Thomas, who stood there leaning against the refrigerator, his arms crossed over his chest.
“I’m giving her privacy,” Adam said. “It’s tough.”
“Yeah, and you want her to think about your house, don’t you?”
“It’s a very nice house—an old Georgian brick two-story, lovely yard that I pay a big chunk to keep looking good. Remember I told you how my mom talked me into buying the property some four years before, told me it was a good investment. She was right.”
Thomas said, “Parents usually are.”
Adam grunted and looked at his reflection in the gun barrel. “McBride wants her, that’s why he’s called. He wants her to know that he’s still laying claim. Damn, I don’t trust him, Thomas. He’ll use Sam if he has to. He can’t have her.”
Thomas said, grinning now, “I can see the scowl on your face in the barrel of the gun. No, more than a scowl.”
Adam grunted. “How about seriously pissed off?”
What was she saying to Tyler McBride? Worse, what was he saying to her?
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In her father’s study, the door closed, Becca was leaning on the big mahogany desk, so pale, so off balance that she felt transparent. She knew that if she looked in a mirror, she wouldn’t see anything at all. “No, Tyler,” she said again. “I can’t believe this.”
“No, Becca, it’s happened. Sam is gone. Gone from his bed when I looked in on him this morning. There was this note pinned to his blanket that said I had to call you, that I could get to you by calling the office of the CIA director. So I did. And now you’ve called.”
“No, Sam can’t be gone,” Becca said, but she knew that he was, she just knew it.
“He wrote in the note that I wasn’t to say a word to anyone, not the local cops, not anyone, just you. He wrote that he’d kill Sam if I said anything.”
She heard his breathing hitch before he said, “Thank God you called, Becca. Jesus, what am I going to do?”
Becca heard the awful deadening fear in his voice, the anger, the helplessness.
“Don’t call Sheriff Gaffney, Tyler. Don’t. Let me think.”
He nearly yelled, “Of course I won’t call Sheriff Gaffney. Do you think I’m nuts?” Then he added, more calmly now, “He wrote that you had to come to Riptide.”
Oh, God, she thought, and said, “Just a second, Tyler, let me get Adam.”
“No!” She nearly dropped the phone he’d yelled so loud. Then she heard him draw a deep breath. “No, Becca, please, not yet. He says if you tell anyone—including your father—he’ll kill Sam. Dammit, I didn’t even know you had a father until the media went nuts over you and him. Jesus, Becca, the guy’s just murdered four more people. He’s got Sam. Do you hear me? That maniac’s got Sam!”
“I know, I know. Read me the entire note, Tyler.”
“Oh God, all right.” He was breathing hard, and she knew he was trying to get control. Finally, his voice more steady, he read: “‘Mr. McBride, you will speak as soon as possible to Rebecca Matlock. To find her, call the office of the director of the CIA. Tell them to inform her that she is to call you immediately, that a life is at stake. Then you will tell her to come to Riptide. You will tell her not to tell anyone, including her father, or else your son is dead. You don’t want him to end up like Linda Cartwright. You have twenty-four hours.’ ”
“How did he sign it?”
“He didn’t sign any name at all. Just what I read to you, that’s it. Oh God, Becca, what am I to do? You know what he did to Linda Cartwright, what he’s done to all those other people. Look at what he did to you. All of Maine is up in arms about Cartwright’s murder.” He waited a beat, then yelled, “Aren’t you listening to me? A fucking Russian agent has got my son!”
“I wonder why he doesn’t want my father to come? It’s my father he’s after. It just doesn’t make any sense.”
“I’ve listened to everything on the news,” Tyler said, calmer now. “It doesn’t make any sense to me, either. Please, Becca, you’ve got to come. If you hadn’t called me, I don’t know what I’d have done.”
“If I come, he’ll hold me to get my father. Then he’ll kill both of us.” She didn’t add that he would also kill Sam. Why wouldn’t he? She was afraid that Sam was already dead, but she wasn’t about to say it aloud. Just the thought nearly brought her to her knees. Not Sam, not that precious little boy. No, she couldn’t fall apart. Think. There had to be something she could do.
“Oh shit, I know he’d try to kill both of you. Yes, I know that. What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know, Tyler.”
“Please don’t tell that Adam character or your father, please.”
“All right. Not yet, anyway. If I do decide to tell them, I’ll call you first, warn you. I’ll get back to you in three hours, Tyler. Oh God, I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault. I should never have come to Riptide. The man’s crazy, obsessed.”
He didn’t disagree with her, on any of it. “Three hours, Becca. Please, you’ve got to come. Maybe you and I together can trap him. Somehow.”
When Adam came into Thomas’s study five minutes later, he saw her standing at the front window, staring out over the fine green lawn. She was rubbing the bridge of her nose with her fingers, her shoulders slumped. She looked defeated, beaten down. He frowned.
“What’s going on? Why did McBride have to speak to you?”
She shrugged. “It was just as you thought. He was worried about me, very worried, what with all the stuff on TV.”
“I don’t believe that’s all, is it?”
Then she turned slowly to face him. “Of course it is. The FBI people have just pulled up.” The car was black, the two men were wearing black, their hair was cut short. And Krimakov had taken Sam. He moved fast, too fast, faster than any of them could have imagined. What to do?
“What’s wrong, Becca? You look white around the gills.”
“Not a thing, Adam. It’s Agent Hawley and Agent Cobb. Let’s see what they have to say. I suppose they’re sworn to secrecy about where they’ve come from?”

Adam said as he walked toward the front door, “They would be drawn and quartered if they ever opened their mouths.”
Adam shook the two men’s hands and stepped back. Tellie Hawley said, “It’s good to see you again, Adam. Mr. Matlock, Ms. Matlock. Bet you’re wondering how we got ourselves assigned to this.”
“It did cross my mind,” Thomas said, as he waved them toward the living room.
“Boy, it’s hot out there,” Scratch Cobb said, gave Becca a big smile, and unbuttoned his black suit coat one button. “A very nice house,” Scratch added to Thomas as he walked beside him into the living room. He was looking at a particularly lovely old Tabriz carpet.
“Thank you, Agent Cobb,” Thomas said. “Won’t you be seated?”
After everyone was settled, Agent Hawley said, “Since we were the ones who initially spoke to Ms. Matlock in the hospital, and since I knew you, sir, Mr. Bushman decided we should stay on as the leads. Of course Savich and Sherlock are on it as well, and he approves of that. It doesn’t mean, of course, that the folk here at FBI headquarters are sitting on their hands. They’re not.”
Thomas nodded. “No, they never do. I’m very sorry about the agents Krimakov murdered in New York, Hawley. It’s got to be an awful blow.”
Tellie Hawley turned pale, then just as suddenly he flushed red with anger. “The bastard killed four more people in cold blood. He just waltzed into the hospital—God knows how he was disguised—and he killed the two agents guarding her room, then went inside and put six shots in Agent Marlane and three more shots in Del’s head. How did he get away? We don’t know. Damnation, it’s driving everyone nuts. His aged photo is plastered everywhere. We’ve got dozens of agents walking around a mile radius of NYU Hospital showing everyone his photo. Nothing yet.” He stopped and Becca could feel the pain, the guilt, the rage, radiating from him, spilling out in waves. He’d been the one in charge, the one giving orders. She wouldn’t want to be in his shoes. She felt guilty enough in her own shoes.
Sam. Oh God, Sam. What to do?
She watched Tellie Hawley get himself together. He cleared his throat, looked directly at her, and said, “Now, Ms. Matlock, we’re here to speak to you in detail about your time with him.”
“I’m very sorry, Agent Hawley, but I’ve told you everything I know. I wish there were more but I just can’t come up with anything else, even irrelevant.”
Agent Hawley sat forward in his chair, his hands dangling between his legs. “The mind is a marvelous instrument, Ms. Matlock. It takes in stuff you’re not even aware of. We’re betting you do know more about Krimakov. You just don’t remember it on a conscious level. We’re hoping it’s lurking in your subconscious. Ah, Agent Cobb here is an expert hypnotist. He’d like to take you under, really get at what this guy was like, maybe even what he looked like. You know, stuff you’ve blocked out or you’re not even aware that you know, stuff you just can’t bring up to a conscious level.”
Agent Cobb handed her the old photo of Krimakov. “You’ve seen this?”
“Yes, of course. My father showed it to me immediately, the aged photo as well. I’ve studied and studied it. I’m sorry, but I just don’t know if it’s him. I never saw him. He was always in the shadows.”
“Look again at the aged photo.”
She took it, studied it yet again. She still saw an older man, whose face was lean and deeply tanned from years of living on the Mediterranean. His hair had receded, leaving two deep slashes of tanned scalp on either side of a spear of gray hair. His eyes were dark, his features Slavic, wide, flat cheekbones. He looked like he could be a very nice grandfather. And she wondered: Is that you? Are you the one who took me from Jacob Marley’s house? Did you lick my cheek? She handed Agent Cobb back the photo. “I have thought and thought. I really don’t consciously remember anything more. I’m willing to go under.”
“Are you sure, Becca? You don’t have to.”
She glanced toward her father, who was standing behind a chair, looking at her intently. She didn’t know that very handsome man with all those expressions on his face that she didn’t understand, but then, she realized that she did know him; on a very deep level, she knew him quite well. It was a very strange feeling. “Yes, sir”—her voice was steady—“I’m sure.”
“All right, then,” Agent Cobb said, looking directly at her. “There’s nothing to be concerned about. I don’t go for the couch thing. I prefer the traditional face-to-face method.
“Now, there are also many different ways to hypnotize someone. I use the fixation object method.” He pulled a shiny pocket watch out of his vest pocket. For a moment he looked embarrassed, then shrugged. “It belonged to my grandfather. I’ve always worn it, just discovered a couple of years ago that it was the perfect object for me to use to relax people. Now, I want you to sit back and look at this watch, Becca. Just listen to the sound of my voice.” He started talking, nonsense really, his voice low and smooth and never rising, never falling, always the same. She stared at the watch that was swinging gently back and forth, back and forth. “You will find that your eyelids have a tendency to get heavy,” he said in that singsong soft voice. “That’s right, just look at the watch. See how it’s moving so slowly right before your eyes?”
Agent Cobb continued reciting a familiar litany to everyone in the room. His voice stayed low and smooth and very intimate. That damned watch kept swinging back and forth, shiny, gold, swinging. Adam had to shake his head and look away. He was getting drawn under.
Five minutes later, Becca was still staring at the shiny gold pocket watch, listening to Agent Cobb’s voice telling her about how her eyes were going to close now, how she felt good, and comfortable, how she could just let herself drift. But she didn’t. She tried desperately to relax, to get with the program, but she couldn’t. All she could see was Sam, that sweet little boy, holding out his arms to her, smiling but hardly ever saying anything. Krimakov had him. He would kill him, kill him without hesitation, without a qualm of regret, if she didn’t do something. An innocent child, it didn’t matter to him, any more than Linda Cartwright had mattered. She had to—
Agent Cobb knew it wasn’t working, but he kept swinging the watch as he said calmly, in an easy, deep voice, “You were sound asleep, right, Becca, the night he took you?”
“Yes, I was,” she said, her voice slow, mimicking his. “I remember knowing that I wasn’t dreaming, a very good thing. Then I felt this prick in my arm and I jerked awake. It was him.”
“But you couldn’t make out his features? Could you make out anything? Surmise anything from the way he was standing, the way he held his arms? His body?”
She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry.”
“You’re not going under, Becca.” Scratch sighed. He lowered the beautiful gold watch, slipping it easily back into his vest pocket. “I don’t know why it’s not working. Usually someone very intelligent, very creative, like you are, goes under right away. But you didn’t.”
She knew why. She couldn’t tell him, couldn’t tell anyone.
He said in that same easy voice, hitting it right on target, “Something’s holding you back. Perhaps you know what it is?” When she didn’t say anything, he looked over at Thomas Matlock. “No go. For whatever reason.”
Tellie Hawley nodded. “Okay, then, we ask questions and you answer as best you can.”
She nodded and talked. And there wasn’t anything at all new or earth-shattering. Except—
“Adam, did anyone find anything in the hem of my nightgown?”
He shook his head.

“Then he must have found it,” she said. “He let me go to the bathroom. I knew I had to do something. I managed to unscrew one of those enamel bolts that hold the toilet to the floor. I pulled open the hem in my nightgown and worked it in. He must have found it.”
“Yes,” said Hawley, “he found it. He left the toilet bolt in the room, on Agent Marlane’s bed. The techs found it and I read it on the collected evidence sheet—‘one toilet bolt’—and I just forgot about it in all the chaos. Actually when the techs found it, they thought some nurse’s aide had dropped it and they were laughing about it. Well, it wasn’t any joke. That proves conclusively it was the same guy.” He shook his head. “A toilet bolt, a damned toilet bolt.”
“He was taunting us,” Thomas said. He got to his feet and began pacing the long living room. “I wish to God I knew where he was. I’d just put an end to it. Face him, just the two of us.”
Becca said, her voice overloud, too sharp, “No.” And everyone stared at her. “I will not let you face him alone, Father. No way.”
They took a break in the kitchen, drinking coffee. Then Thomas took them to his office to see some of his high-tech goodies. Then they went back to the living room. It was then that Agent Cobb said to Becca, “May we try one more time to put you under?”
She agreed. What else could she do?
This time, though, Agent Cobb handed her a small white pill. “It’s a Valium, to help relax you, to keep you from focusing on something else that might be holding you back. Nothing more than that. You game?”
She took the Valium.
And ten minutes later, when Agent Cobb said, “Are you completely relaxed now, Becca?” she answered in an easy, light voice, “Yes, I am.”
“You’re aware of everything going on here?”
“Yes, Adam is over there staring at me as if he’d like to wrap me into a very small package and hide me inside his coat pocket.”

“What is your father doing?”
“It’s still hard for me to think of him as my father. He was dead for so very long, you know.”
“Yes, I know. But he’s here now, with you.”
“Yes. He’s sitting there wondering if he should let you continue with this. He’s afraid for me. I don’t know why. This can’t hurt me.”
“No, it can’t.”
“She’s right,” Thomas said. “But I’ll deal with it. Continue, Agent Cobb.”
Agent Cobb smiled and patted her hand. “Now, Becca, let’s go back to that night when you awoke to that prick in your arm.”
She moaned, then jerked.
“It’s all right,” Agent Cobb said quickly. “Listen to me now. He’s not here. It’s okay, you’re safe.”
“No, it’s not okay. He’ll kill him. I know he’ll kill him. What am I going to do? It’s all my fault. He’ll kill him!”
Just a slight pause, then Agent Cobb said, “You mean that he’ll kill you, Becca? You’re afraid that he injected some long-waiting poison in your arm?”
“Oh no. He’ll kill him. I’ve got to do something. Oh God.”
“Do you mean he’ll kill your father?”
“No, no. It’s Sam. He’s got Sam.” And then she started crying, deep, tearing sobs that jerked her wide awake. “Oh, no,” she said, staring at all the appalled faces. “Oh, no.”
“It’s all right, Becca,” Agent Cobb said. “You’ll be just fine now.”
Thomas said very slowly, “So that’s what McBride had to say to you. Krimakov kidnapped Sam and had McBride call the director to find you and have you call him.”
“No,” she said. “No. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Valium, she thought. She’d just killed Sam, just killed her father, God knew who else, all because of one damned Valium.

Adam was on his feet. “Where’s your address book? I’m going to call McBride, find out what’s going on here.”
“No,” she said, jumping up to grab his arm. “No, you can’t, Adam.”
“Why the hell not?”
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The room was dead silent.
“No, you can’t have my address book.”
“Fine. I’ll call information.” Adam walked toward the phone. “We’ve got to know exactly what’s going on here.”
Becca didn’t say another word. She ran out of the living room, grabbed her purse from the table in the entryway, and made for the front door.
“Becca! Dammit, come back here!”
She heard Adam yelling but didn’t pay any attention. She heard her father’s voice, then Special Agent Cobb’s voice. She didn’t slow. She was out on the narrow front porch before Adam reached the entryway.
She heard all of them shouting at her, running after her, but she knew she had to get away. No one else was going to die. Not Sam. Not her father. She had to stop it. She didn’t know how she was going to do it yet, but she would think of something. She should have thought of something before—maybe even been a bit on the subtle side. Yes, you fool, you should have just calmly left the living room, pretending to go upstairs or go to the bathroom, whatever. But no, she’d lost it—here she was running away with people chasing her, FBI agents everywhere. But that didn’t matter, either. She had no choice. If she could prevent it, no one else was going to die. She ran.
There were no sidewalks in this very nice neighborhood, just big lawns, thick curbs, and the road. She hit the road. She was fast, always had been since she was on the track team in high school. She put her head down, turned off all the voices, and ran. She felt the breath pumping in and out of her lungs, felt herself filling with energy, with power, expanding, moving faster, faster. Her feet in Nikes were unbeatable.
She ran right into Sherlock. Both women went down.
Becca was on her feet in an instant. “Sorry, but I’ve got to go.”
“Stop her!”
Sherlock grabbed her ankle and pulled. Becca went down on the edge of a lawn, hitting her hip on the curb. A shaft of sharp pain went through her, but she ignored it. She was ready to fight, ready to do whatever she had to, but Sherlock had somehow managed to straddle her, how she didn’t know, but she’d been fast, too fast, and now she was holding her arms down. How could she be so strong when she was so small, hardly anything to her at all? How did she get her in this position so quickly? Sherlock was leaning over her, her curly red hair bouncing against Becca’s face. “What’s going on here, Becca?”
“Get off me, Sherlock. Please, you’ve got to let me go. I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You can’t hurt me, so don’t even try. Tell me what’s happened.”
Becca started struggling, but then it just didn’t matter, and she stilled because Adam was there, not even panting hard, standing over them, staring down at her, his hands on his hips. “Thanks for bringing her down, Sherlock. That wasn’t very smart, Becca.”
Sherlock didn’t like this one bit. She looked at all the men running to the scene, even the two dark-suited FBI guys who’d been parked discreetly down the street. “What’s going on, Adam? Oh yeah, given that I could have hurt Becca dragging her down, I’d really better like the answer.” She pulled herself off Becca and slowly got to her feet. She held out her hand.
Becca looked at that slender white hand that was surely too strong, but she didn’t move. She just rolled over away from them, grabbed her purse, and was off again. A sharp pain went through her hip but she ignored it.
She got at least ten feet before two arms went around her waist and she was picked up, twirled around, and thrown over a man’s shoulder. She hit her chin against his back. “Hold still,” he said, and his voice was calm and quiet. Too calm, too quiet.
Sherlock was one thing. Having a big guy haul her over his shoulder was another. It was humiliating. “Bullshit,” she yelled, and jerked and pulled and kicked. “All right,” he said, and pulled her down. He brought her back up against him, wrapped his arms around her, and held on tight. No matter what she did, she couldn’t get free. He’d pinned her arms to her sides but good.
Three hours, she thought. Time was running out. “Oh God, what time is it?”
“I’ll tell you after you promise not to run away again.”
She leaned down and bit his hand, hard. He didn’t make a single sound, just jerked her around to face him and said, “I’m sorry, Becca,” and lightly tapped his fist against her jaw. It was the strangest feeling. It didn’t really hurt, but she saw a whole skyful of white lights, popping all over her brain, then it was as if someone switched off the lights. Just nothing. She slumped against him.
“She’s a fighter,” he said to Sherlock, who was standing beside him as he picked Becca up in his arms. He looked at the back of his hand. At least he wasn’t bleeding, but he could see the row of even teeth marks. That had been close, too close. But now he had her, thank God. She was too thin, he thought, as he carried her back. She didn’t weigh enough; well, he’d see to that. He’d force food down her gullet if he had to. He frowned as he realized she was a fast runner, very fast. He wasn’t certain if he could have caught her if Sherlock hadn’t been there. He didn’t like that thought, not one bit. He saw Thomas striding toward him, looking frantic.
“What’s going on here, Adam?” Suddenly Sherlock was right in his face, and she wasn’t going to move. He couldn’t very well clip her on the chin. She’d probably flatten him. Since she was married to Savich, he wouldn’t be surprised if she had a black belt, maybe two.
He said, “Krimakov kidnapped Sam McBride. Come on back to the house and we’ll let everyone know what’s happening. She promised McBride that she wouldn’t tell anyone. However, when Agent Cobb gave her some Valium to relax her so he could hypnotize her, she inadvertently spilled the beans. She did go under. Then it all came out.”
“This is insane,” said Sherlock. “That maniac kidnapped Sam? Let me get ahold of Savich. I can’t believe this. Is that guy everywhere?” She stepped away and pulled the cell phone out of her purse.
The agents who’d been watching the house were now standing next to Thomas and agents Hawley and Cobb.
They parted from his path and Adam carried Becca back into the house, not saying another word. He hoped no neighbors in this lovely neighborhood had seen this bizarre action and called the cops.
“I hope you didn’t hurt her,” Thomas said, right on his heels.
“She nearly bit my hand off,” Adam said.
“Yeah, but you brought her down.”
“No, that was Sherlock. I just clamped my arms around her.”
“You weren’t gentle enough.”
“Thomas, what did you want me to do, lie down and let her stomp on me before she ran another four-minute mile?”
“Yeah, Adam,” Agent Hawley said. “She got you good, but it’s not bleeding. Good straight teeth. Put her down on the couch.”

Thomas covered her with an afghan Allison had given him some seven years before. He didn’t realize it was quite hot, since they’d left the front door wide open and all the cold air had seeped out.
“I was careful,” Adam said, but he was sitting beside her, lightly touching her jaw where he’d hit her. “She shouldn’t even bruise. Listen, Thomas, she was going to run and run until we brought her down. She would have fought me until I might have hurt her by accident. She wasn’t thinking.”
“Yeah, I guess I understand.” Thomas raised his eyes to Hawley and Cobb. “We’re in deep trouble now.”
Becca moaned and opened her eyes. She lurched up only to have two hands push her back down, and Adam’s voice close to her face saying, “If you try anything again, I’m going to lock you in your room. If you bite me again, I’ll lock you in your closet and feed you moldy bread and water.”
Her hair was hanging in her face, her jaw felt swollen and sore, and she was so mad she wanted to spit. More than that, she was desperate. She was tired of failing. All she’d done since Krimakov had come into her life was fail. She raised her head and looked him squarely in the eye. “That wasn’t funny. Go to hell.”
“No, I won’t do that. What I want to do is help you if you’ll just let me.”
The three hours were up, she knew it. She had to do something. She had to do something right this minute. But it didn’t matter. It was too late. All of them knew now. She said, trying to control her misery, her deadening fear, “I’ve got to call Tyler. I promised to call him in three hours. If I don’t, I don’t know what he’ll do, probably go to the media. Don’t you understand? Krimakov has Sam. He wants me to come to Riptide, doesn’t want me to tell you or Dad. Tyler is desperate.”
Adam came down on his knees in front of her. “Becca, look at me.”
“I was looking at you. You’re trying to lighten things up. You can’t. You can’t help me. Only I can do something here. I don’t want to look at you. Just because you’re stronger, well, never mind what you are, Sherlock got me first. It doesn’t matter. I’ve got to call Tyler. You can’t help.”
“All right.” He rose and offered her his hand. A big hand, she thought, a strong hand, and she wished she could take it and bite it again, then flip him over the back of the sofa.
“You all right, sweetheart?” Thomas said, handing her a cup of tea.
Sweetheart? He’d called her sweetheart and it seemed to have come out naturally, not a fake endearment. It nearly made her cry. No one had ever called her sweetheart before. Her mom had always called her honey, or when she was a little girl she’d been Muffin.
She didn’t let it touch her. She couldn’t, not now at any rate. “I’ve got to call Tyler, tell him that I’m coming right away to Riptide and that none of you are coming with me. Do you understand? Sam dies if anyone comes with me. No, Adam, just shut up. I will not let that little boy die.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Thomas said slowly. “He wants you, that’s true, but he wants me more. Why doesn’t he want both of us to come to Riptide? The package deal he always wanted? What’s he up to now?”
Becca said, “I don’t know. I agree that it doesn’t make any sense at all, but that’s what he wrote in his note to Tyler. He told Tyler how to contact me, and then when I did call, Tyler was to tell me to come to Riptide alone. Not to tell either of you or Sam would die.”
“Note?” Sherlock said. “What note?”
“The kidnapping note,” Becca said. “Krimakov left it on Sam’s bed after he took him. Told him exactly what to do, told him that if I didn’t come, he’d kill Sam, just like Linda Cartwright.”
“It might not even matter now,” Sherlock said, “but if we can get the note, I’ll give it to our handwriting experts. Also, they can compare the handwriting to other documents that you have, Thomas, with Krimakov’s handwriting on them.”
Thomas said, “There are some samples of his handwriting, yes, but what good would it do to analyze it? You’re right, it probably doesn’t even matter now. We’re coming down to the endgame here.” Thomas sighed and streaked his fingers through his hair. “I wish to God I knew what kind of gambit Krimakov was playing.”
Sherlock said, “I do, too, but since we don’t, we have to keep using the tools we’ve got. If he gives us the time, if he continues with his delaying tactics, and more distractions, I can get the two samples of his handwriting compared. Maybe they could tell us how far over the edge he’s gone, or maybe prove that all he’s done is cold manipulation and butchery, and he’s as sane as you and I. Our people are good, trust me. There’s no reason not to do it.”
“I’ve got to talk to Tyler,” Becca said, rising, throwing off the afghan. “Reassure him. Tell him what’s going on here.”
Sherlock said, “At the very least, if there’s still time, the analysis and comparison will let us know what we’re up against. Trust me on this. Get that note from Tyler, Becca.”
“Yes, she will,” Thomas said. “Go make your call, Becca.”
Becca nodded and walked to the phone, pulling the small address book out of her purse as she walked. She looked up Tyler McBride’s number. She dialed.
After three rings, Tyler answered, his voice frantic. “Becca? Is that you?”
“Yes, Tyler.”
“Thank God. Where are you? What are you doing? What’s happening?”
“Okay, Tyler, just listen to me. Here’s the plan. It’s the only way to handle this, so don’t yell at me. We’re all coming up to Riptide, but not together. No, just be quiet and listen. We’re all going to trickle in. He’ll never know there’s anyone else but me in Riptide. I’ll come directly to your house, we’ll speak, he’ll see me, then I’ll go to Jacob Marley’s house. He’ll come for me there. You know it. I know it.” She drew a deep breath. “He has no reason to kill Sam. He’ll have me, so he can keep his word and release him.”
“The others will be hiding in Jacob Marley’s house?”
“No, but they’ll be close by. It will work, Tyler.”
She was aware that all of them were staring at her, but she just shook her head at them. It was the only way to go, and all of them knew it. There’d been no reason to flail about and discuss any number of options into the ground. She had to go and she knew no one would let her go alone. Fine. They had a chance now. “Oh yes, Tyler, I need you to give me Krimakov’s note. Sherlock wants it. Now, just go about your business. Don’t say a word to anyone. We’ll be there in under four hours.”
Slowly, she lowered the phone into its cradle. She looked up. “Sam’s not going to die.”
“No,” Adam said, walking to her, “no, he won’t.” Then he just couldn’t stand it. He pulled her against him and held her there, his hand tight across her back, his other hand fisted in her hair. He felt her heart beating against his chest, hard, fast strokes. He brought her closer. He looked up to see Thomas staring at him, and slowly, he loosened his fingers in her hair, smoothing it down, but he didn’t want to let her go.
Thomas said, “Agent Hawley and Agent Cobb, this kidnapping will stay amongst us. It doesn’t go to anyone else in the FBI. All right?”
“No problem,” said Tellie Hawley. “Hell, we’re in this thing to the end. That bastard butchered four of my people. I want him as much as you do. If Savich and Sherlock aren’t saying anything to the higher-ups, why should we?”
“Let’s get rolling,” Sherlock said once Thomas had given her several papers with Krimakov’s handwriting. “We’ll meet at Reagan in an hour?”
“No,” Thomas said. “We’ll go over to Andrews Air Force Base. I’ll have a plane ready for us.”

They were nearly out the door when Thomas’s private phone rang. He looked undecided, then said, “Hold on. It’s got to be important if it’s on that phone.”
Slowly, because she didn’t really want to, Becca forced herself to pull away from Adam. “I’m all right,” she said.
“I’m not,” he said, and smiled at her. “We’ll get through this.”
They all followed Thomas back to his study, watched him pick up the phone on the edge of the mahogany desk.
“Yes? . . . Hello, Gaylan.”
It was Gaylan Woodhouse, the CIA director. They all watched Thomas’s face stiffen, then slowly turn pale and set. “Oh no,” he said, his voice bleak. “You’re absolutely certain of all this?”
They watched him lower the phone and stare over at them. He looked shaken, dazed. “This is just too much,” he said. “Just too much.”
“What the hell is it?” Adam was at Thomas’s side in but a moment.
Thomas shook his head, his eyes dazed. There was a fine tremor in his hands. “You’re not going to believe this. CIA Agent Elizabeth Pirounakis was blown up when she went into Vasili Krimakov’s apartment in Iráklion. Krimakov must have worked there, left notes there, evidence of his plans.
“The whole building blew up. It’s now rubble. Agent Pirounakis is dead, the two other Greek agents with her dead as well. Gaylan isn’t certain yet, but given the time of the explosion, thankfully very few people were in the apartment building.”
“He did this before he left Crete,” Agent Hawley said. “It’s not something he’s just done.”
Adam said, “At least now there has to be an inquiry about the guy they buried. Surely now they can’t hang on to the fiction that the man in the car accident was Vasili Krimakov?”
Thomas looked at Adam. “It doesn’t much matter now. There’s hell to pay over there, but that doesn’t help us.”

“Time,” Adam said. “It’s what he hasn’t given us.”
Thomas nodded, then paused another moment and looked over at his daughter. “You’re right. Let’s go.”
She gave him a smile filled with rage and said, “Yes. Lock and load.”
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It was hot that day in Maine, even by the water. Lobster boats bobbed up and down in the inlets, fishermen, their hats pushed back on their heads, lay in the shade of the awnings on their boats, if they were lucky enough to have awnings.
The white spires of the Riptide churches shone beneath the bright afternoon sun. There wasn’t much movement anywhere. It was just too hot. The tourists weren’t wandering around taking photos of the quaint Maine town, they were holed up in air-conditioned pubs.
The hot weather didn’t bother the birds. Osprey dove for fish off the spruce-covered points. Gulls squawked and whirled over the lobster boats. The smell of dead fish left too long in the heat sent out odors that meant you had to take shallow breaths to survive. Cumulus clouds in fantastic shapes dotted the steel-blue sky. There was no breeze at all. Still, hot air blanketed the land.
Becca was so scared that all the beauty of the land and ocean, the sound of the birds, the incredible blue of the sky—none of it penetrated her brain. She felt frozen in the near hundred-degree heat.
She’d driven herself in a rented white Toyota from a private airfield near Camden. It had taken her nearly an hour to negotiate the tourist traffic on Highway 1 south to Riptide, just below Rockland. Her hands were clammy, her heart slowly thudding in her chest. She tried to think of all that could go wrong, but her mind just wouldn’t slip into gear.
When a mosquito bit her as she was pumping gas, she was pleased that she felt it. She wasn’t even aware of being pissed off that the rental agency hadn’t filled her car before renting it to her.
When she arrived in Riptide at three o’clock in the afternoon, she drove directly to Tyler’s house on Gum Shoe Lane. He was standing in the yard, waiting for her. He was quite alone.
Tyler held her very close, as if she were a lifeline, and so she stood there, his arms locked tightly around her. Finally, she eased back and looked up at him. “Any word at all?”
“Another note from Krimakov.”
“Let me see it.”
“This is all a huge mess, Becca.”
“Yes, I know, and I’m so sorry for it, Tyler. It’s all my fault. If I could go back into the past, make the decision not to come here, I swear I would. I’m so sorry. I swear that Sam will be all right. I swear it to you.”
He looked at her for a very long time, but he didn’t say anything, to either agree or disagree.
“Show me the new note. Then I’ll take both of them with me, okay?”
The note was handwritten, big strokes, black ballpoint: The boy will be all right for another eight hours. If Rebecca isn’t here, he’s dead.
She folded both notes, put them in the pocket of her sundress, and left for Jacob Marley’s house twenty minutes later. Undoubtedly Krimakov was watching Tyler’s house, at least he should be. She would call in another half hour just in case Krimakov hadn’t been watching. For sure he’d have a trace on Tyler’s phone.

She unlocked the front door of Jacob Marley’s house. It was so still and hot inside, so very silent, nothing moving at all, not a single sound, not even a floorboard. She opened all the windows and switched on the overhead fans. The hot air stirred, nothing more, until fresh air began creeping in. The curtains billowed ever so slightly.
So quiet. It was so very quiet in the house. She went into the kitchen and put on water to boil. She’d make iced tea, there were still bags in the cabinet. She opened the refrigerator, saw that it had been cleaned out, and wondered who had done it. Probably Rachel Ryan, she thought. It was a nice thing for her to do. She had to go to the Food Fort. Good, he could see her driving around, know that she was here, know that she was alone. She hoped she wouldn’t see Sheriff Gaffney because surely he’d want to talk to her.
When she got into the Toyota, she pulled out the small button on her wristband and said, “I’m heading out to Food Fort now. The cupboard’s bare. I’ll be back in under an hour. I want to make sure he knows I’m here. I’ll leave the notes on the front seat of the car at Food Fort.” Then she pushed the button back in.
She was greeted at Food Fort like she was a celebrity. Everyone knew who she was, impossible for them not to now, what with her photo and her story on every news station in the United States. People peered around corners to look at her, even stare at her, but they really didn’t want to get close enough to speak to her. She smiled, nothing more, and put stuff in her shopping cart.
When she was checking out, a woman behind her said, “Well, finally I get to see you. Sheriff Gaffney told me all about you, what a pretty girl you are, how there was this big fellow there at Jacob Marley’s house who really wasn’t your cousin. He didn’t buy that one for a minute. You really lied to him, didn’t you, and he couldn’t do anything about it. But now everyone knows who you are.”
“But I don’t know who you are, ma’am.”
“I’m Mrs. Ella, his chief assistant.”

It was the Mrs. Ella who’d kept her from getting hysterical when she’d called the sheriff’s office to report the skeleton falling out of the wall in the basement by telling her about all her dogs, every last one of them. Mrs. Ella, who also shopped at Sherry’s Lingerie Boutique. She was a big woman, muscular, with a corded neck and a mustache shadowing her upper lip.
“You’re a liar, Ms. Powell. No, you’re Ms. Matlock. You made up that name when you came here.”
“I had to lie. So nice to speak to you, ma’am.”
“Ha, I’ll just bet. Why are you back here?”
Becca smiled. “I’m a tourist now, ma’am. I’m going to go out on a lobster boat.” And she hefted her two grocery bags and left Food Fort.
“The sheriff will want to speak to you,” Mrs. Ella yelled after her. “It’s a pity he had to drive to Augusta on O-fficial Business.”
She heard Mrs. Ella say behind her, “She’s back here to do more bad things, you mark my words, Mrs. Peterson. Here she was all nice and hysterical when she found Melissa Katzen’s skeleton in her basement wall, but it was all a lie. If the skeleton hadn’t been so old, I would have bet she’d done it.”
Becca turned slowly in the half-open door, her arms aching with the heavy bags, and said, “Melissa Katzen was murdered, ma’am, and not by me. That isn’t a lie. Does anyone know anything yet?”
“No,” called out Mrs. Peterson, the cashier, who had bright red dyed hair. “We’re not even one hundred percent sure that it is Melissa Katzen. The DNA tests haven’t come back yet. It takes weeks, Sheriff Gaffney said.”
“No, I’m the one who told you that,” Mrs. Ella said. “Sheriff Gaffney doesn’t keep track of DNA sorts of stuff, I do. As for you, Ms. Matlock, I’m going to tell the sheriff that you’re here again just as soon as I can raise him on his cell phone, which he usually doesn’t carry because he hates technology.”
When Becca got back to the car, the notes in Krimakov’s handwriting were gone. She hoped the sheriff wouldn’t get to her anytime soon. She hoped that her little trip to Food Fort wouldn’t backfire. Surely Krimakov knew she was here now, surely.
Riptide, she thought as she got into the Toyota, her haven once upon a time, with its Food Fort on Poison Oak Circle and Goose’s Hardware on West Hemlock. She drove slowly along Poison Ivy Lane, then turned onto Foxglove Avenue, down two blocks to her street, Belladonna Drive. She turned yet again on Gum Shoe Lane, drove past Tyler’s house, then turned back onto Belladonna Drive to Jacob Marley’s house. It was getting a bit cooler, thank God, even though the sun was still high in the summer sky. Maine gave you the earliest sunrise and latest sunset.
She was still wearing the light-blue cotton sundress that Sherlock had brought back to New York with her, and she wished she had a sweater. Fear seemed to leach the heat right out of her.
The house was cooler. She made iced tea, put together a tuna salad sandwich, and sat out on the wide veranda, watching night slowly fall. She wondered if anyone would slip into Jacob Marley’s house. The wristband was one-way.
Odd, but she didn’t think about Krimakov. She thought about Adam, his face now clear in her mind.
He’d snuck up on her, just as, she supposed, she’d snuck up on him. She smiled. He was a good man, sexy as hell, which she wouldn’t tell him just yet, and he had a streak of honor a mile wide. Even when she’d bitten his hand and cursed him, wanted to kick him into the dirt, she’d known that honor of his was real and wouldn’t ever change to suit the circumstance.
And Adam knew her father a lot better than she did. And he’d never said a word. What did that say about this mile-wide honor of his? She’d have to think about that.
She took the last bite of her sandwich and wadded up the napkin. It was nearly dark now. Surely Krimakov would do something soon. Her Coonan was in the pocket of her sundress. She hadn’t told anyone about the gun, but she suspected that Adam knew she had it. He’d kept his mouth shut, a smart move, or else she might have bitten him again.
She hadn’t seen a soul, at least not a soul who was here especially for her. It would be soon, she felt it. Krimakov was close. Everyone else was close, too. She wasn’t alone in this. And she thought of Sam and of Krimakov’s note.
She waited and looked up at the sliver of moon in the dark sky. She prayed that Sheriff Gaffney had decided not to come see her tonight. Finally, she walked into the house, shut and locked the front door. She closed and locked all the windows. She didn’t want to go upstairs to the bedroom where he’d hidden in her closet and stuck a needle in her arm.
She was on the stairs when the phone rang. Her fingers clutched at the oak railing so tightly they turned white. The phone rang again. It had to be Krimakov.
It was. She pushed the small button on the wristband and pressed her wrist close to the phone receiver.
“Hello, Rebecca. It’s your boyfriend.” His voice was playful, filled with crazy fun. It scared her to death. “Hey, I hope I didn’t hurt you too badly when I threw you out of the car in New York?” His voice was still mischievous, but now he’d pitched it lower, maybe even put a handkerchief over the mouthpiece. She wondered if her father would recognize his voice after twenty years.
“No, you didn’t hurt me too badly, but you already know that, don’t you? You killed four people in NYU Hospital to get to me and my father, but we weren’t there. You failed, you murdering butcher. Where the hell is Sam? Don’t you dare hurt that little boy.”
“Why not? He’s worth nothing except that he did get you here for me. I’ll just bet the CIA director got ahold of you really fast. Now you’re here and you’re alone, I see. You followed my instructions. Hard to believe they let you come here all by yourself, all unprotected.”

“I ran away. I’m waiting for you, you bastard. Come here and bring Sam.”
“Now, now, there’s no rush, is there?”
He was playing with her, nothing new in that. She drew a deep breath, tried to be calm. “I don’t understand why you didn’t want my father to come with me. It’s him you want to kill, isn’t that right?”
“Your father is a very bad man, Rebecca, very bad, indeed. You have no idea what he’s done, how many innocent people he’s destroyed.”
“I know that he shot your wife by accident a long time ago, and that you swore to get revenge. All the rest of it, it’s a fabrication of your own crazy mind. I don’t think anyone has killed more people than you have. Listen to me, please. Why not just stop it all now? My father was devastated when he accidentally shot your wife. He told me you had brought her with you, faking a vacation when you were really there to assassinate that visiting German industrialist. Why did you use your wife like that?”
“You know nothing about it. Shut up.”
“Why won’t you tell me? Did you really believe that she wouldn’t be in any danger if you took her with you?”
“I told you to shut up, Rebecca. Hearing you talk about that wonderful woman dirties her memory. You’re from his seed, and that makes you as filthy as he is.”
“All right, fine. I’m filthy. Now, why didn’t you want my father to come here with me? Don’t you still want to kill him?”
“I will, never fear. How and when I do it is up to me, isn’t it, Rebecca? Everything is always up to me.”
“What am I doing here alone? Why did you take Sam if you just wanted me to come here to Riptide?”
“It got you here quickly, didn’t it? You’ll find out everything in time. Your father was smart. He hid you and your mother very well. It took me a very long time to find you two. Actually, it was you I found first, Rebecca. There was an article about you in the Albany newspaper that was picked up in syndication. It talked about you. I saw your name and got interested. I found out about your mother, your supposedly dead father, and then I learned about your mother’s travels each year. It was then I knew. Most of her trips were to Washington, D.C.”
He laughed. Her skin crawled. “Hey, I’m real sorry about your mother, Rebecca. I had hoped to get to know her really well, but then she had to go so quickly into the hospital. I suppose I could have gotten into Lenox Hill easily enough and killed her, but why not let the cancer do it? More painful that way. At least I hoped it would be. But as it turned out, your mother didn’t have a lick of pain, that’s what a nice nurse told me. Then she patted my arm in sympathy. She just went away in her mind and stayed there. No pain at all. Even if I had come to her, she wouldn’t have known it, so why bother?
“But you’re different, Rebecca. I have you now and I will have your father, also. I will kill that bloody murderer.” She heard the rage now in his voice, low and bubbling, and it would build and build. She heard his breathing, harsh but more controlled now, and he said finally, “I want you to get in your car and drive to the gym on Night Shade Alley. Do it now, Rebecca. That little boy is depending on you.”
“Wait! What do I do when I get there?”
“You’ll know what to do. I’ve missed you. You have a lovely body. I touched you with my hands, ran my tongue all over you. Did you know I left that toilet bolt on that woman’s bed at NYU Hospital? It was for you, Rebecca, so that you would know that I was all over you, looking at you, feeling you, rubbing you. You hoped when you unscrewed that bolt that you could smash it in my eye, didn’t you?”
She was shaking with fear and rage, each so powerful alone, but mixed together they quaked through her, making her light-headed.
“You’re an old man,” she said. “You’re a filthy old man. The thought of you even near me makes me want to vomit.”

He laughed, a deep laugh that was terrifying. “I’ll see you very soon now, Rebecca. And then I’ll have a surprise for you. Never forget, this is my game and you will always play by my rules.”
He hung up. She knew in her gut that wherever he was hiding this time, there wouldn’t have been any way to trace the call, no matter how sophisticated the equipment. All the others knew it, too.
She depressed the button. They’d heard everything. They knew exactly what she knew now.
She didn’t take anything with her, except her Coonan. When she got into the Toyota, she again pressed the small button, then started the car. “I’m leaving for the gym now.”
Her precious mother, she thought. She’d escaped him by falling into the coma. He’d been in the hospital, asking about her. It was too much, just too much.
She drove to Klondike’s Gym in just over eight minutes. It sat right at the very end of Night Shade Alley, a big concrete parking lot in front, trees crowding in all around the rest of the two-story building. There were windows all across the front, lights filling all of them. There were at least two dozen cars in the big concrete lot. She’d been here once with Tyler. That had been in the middle of the day. Not nearly the number of cars there then. Perhaps since it was so hot during the day, the Mainers waited until the evening cool to work out. She drove in, picked a place that had no cars near it, turned off the engine, and sat there. Five minutes passed. Nothing. No sign of Krimakov, no sign of anyone at all.
She depressed the button on the wristband. “I don’t see him. I don’t see anything out of the ordinary. There are lots of people here.”
Everyone should be here by now. They were ready. They all wanted Krimakov. They would do absolutely nothing until they had Krimakov. Everyone had agreed on that.
There was nothing to worry about. “I’m going in now.” She got out of the car and walked into the gym. There was a bright-faced young man at the counter, looking like he’d just worked out hard. His clothes were sweated through. “Hi,” he said, and looked at her.
She wasn’t wearing workout clothes.
She smiled. “I was here once before and I rented a locker in the women’s locker room. My clothes are there. I need to pick them up.”
“I know you. You’ve been on TV, on every channel.”
“Yes. May I please come in now?”
“That’ll be ten dollars. What are you doing here?”
She opened her wallet and pulled out a twenty. “I’m here to pick up my workout clothes.” He didn’t even look up. She watched him for what seemed like forever as he got her a ten in change. He pressed a buzzer and she went through the turnstile.
The room was large, filled with machines and free weights and mirrors. The lights were very bright, nearly blinding. A radio played loud rock, booming out from the overhead speakers. There were lots of young people here tonight, thus the raucous music. There were at least thirty people throughout the big room. Upstairs were all the aerobic machines. She heard talk, music, groans, the harsh movement of the machines, nothing else.
What was she to do?
She walked back to the women’s locker room. There were three women inside, in various stages of undress. No one paid her any attention. Nothing there.
She walked out of the dressing room, and this time she walked slowly, roaming through the big room, looking at all the men. Many of them were young, but there were some older ones as well, all of them different one from the other—fat, thin, in shape, paunchy. So many different sorts of men, all there on this night, working away. Not one of them approached her.
What to do?
A couple of young guys were horsing around, doing fake hits, laughing, insulting each other. One of them accidentally backed into the arm of an old chest machine. The big weighted arms weren’t clicked in to a setting. When the young guy hit it, it swung out and hit her squarely on her upper right arm. She stumbled into a big Nautilus machine and lost her balance. She went down.
“Oh shit. I’m sorry. You all right?”
He was helping her up, rubbing her shoulder, her arm, looking at her now with a young male’s natural sexual interest. “Hey, talk to me. You okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine, don’t worry.”
“I haven’t seen you here before. You new in town?”
“Yes, sort of.”
He was lightly touching her arm now, as if assuring himself that she was okay, and she tried to smile at him, assure him that she was just fine. The other young man came up on the other side, vying with the first for her attention.
“Hey, I’m Steve. Would you like to go have a drink with me? I figure I owe you since I knocked you on your butt.”
“Or maybe you’d like to go with both of us? I’m Troy.”
“No, thank you, guys. I absolve you of all guilt. I have to leave now.”
She finally managed to get away from them. She turned once and saw them looking after her, smiling, waving, looking really pleased with themselves now that she’d looked back at them.
Neither of them was more than twenty-five, she thought. Well-built boys. She was twenty-seven. She felt ancient.
Finally, because she couldn’t think of anything else to do, she went through the turnstile at the front of the gym. The young guy who’d let her in wasn’t there. No one was there. She felt a ripple of alarm. Where had the kid gone? Maybe a shower. Yeah, that was it. He’d really been sweating.
She thought she saw a shadow just outside the front door. It was one of the good guys, she thought, it had to be.
Where was Krimakov? He’d said she’d know what to do. He was wrong.
She walked slowly back to the Toyota. The lights weren’t bright in this part of the lot and that was why she’d elected to park here. She hadn’t wanted to park close by other cars, hadn’t wanted to take the risk of Krimakov hurting anyone else. Now she wished she hadn’t because no one seemed to be about.
She reached out her hand to the door handle. Suddenly, without warning, she felt a sharp sting in the back of her left shoulder. She gasped, whirled around, but there was nothing, no one. Just the dim light from the lights overhead. No movement. Nothing. She felt herself slipping. That was odd—she was falling, but slowly, just sort of sliding down against the door of her car.
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“No,” she said into her wristband. “Nobody move. I’m all right. I don’t see him. Don’t move. Something struck me in the left shoulder, but I’m okay. Stay where you are until he comes out.”
She sat on the concrete, the unforgiving hard roughness against her bare legs. She put her head back, listened to her heart pounding, did nothing, unable to do anything. She wanted to cry out but she didn’t, she couldn’t, Sam’s life was at stake, and if she did cry out, she knew Adam would come running. She couldn’t allow that. What had he done to her? What kind of drug had he shot into her back? Had he killed her? Would she die here in the concrete parking lot at the gym?
Now she felt only light pain in her shoulder. She pressed back against the door and felt something sharp dig into her flesh. Something was sticking out of her shoulder. She said quietly, because she didn’t know if Krimakov was near, “No, don’t move. He shot me with something, and now I can feel some sort of dart sticking out of my back. Don’t move. I’m all right. There’s still no sign of Krimakov.” She reached both arms back and managed to grip the narrow shaft. What was going on here? Slowly, because it seemed the only thing to do, she pulled on the shaft. It slipped right out, sliding easily through her flesh, not deep at all, just barely piercing the skin. She leaned over, suddenly light-headed. She believed she would faint but she didn’t. “I’m all right. Stay hidden. It’s some kind of small dart. Just a moment.”
She looked at the shaft she’d pulled out of her shoulder. There was something rolled tightly around it. Paper. She pulled it off, unrolled it. Her fingers were clumsy, slow.
She was still alone, still sitting by her car. No one had come out of the gym.
She managed to make out the black printing on the unrolled piece of paper in the dim light. It was in all caps:
GO HOME. YOU’LL FIND THE BOY.
YOUR BOYFRIEND
“It says that Sam’s at home. Nothing more. He signed it ‘Your Boyfriend.’”
What was going on here? She didn’t understand, and doubted that any of the others did, either. She wanted to drive like a bat out of hell to get back to Jacob Marley’s house, to find Sam, but she couldn’t, she was too dizzy. Waves of light-headedness came over her at odd moments. She drove home slowly, watching for other cars, headlights behind her. But nothing seemed out of the ordinary. She knew they had to stay low. No one wanted to risk Sam’s life by showing themselves too soon.
She was clearheaded by the time she reached Jacob Marley’s house. She turned off the engine, sat there a minute, staring at the house. Everything was silent. The sliver of moon shone nearly directly overhead now.
There were lights on only downstairs. She remembered she hadn’t even gone upstairs, hadn’t wanted to, and then the phone had rung.

Had Sam been locked in her closet upstairs all this time where Krimakov had hidden himself waiting for her to get into bed?
She was into the house in under three seconds, racing up the stairs, picturing Sam tied up, stuffed in the back of her closet, perhaps unconscious, perhaps even dead. She yelled at the wristband, “Is everyone still there? Oh God, of course you are! I think you’d better still stay out of sight. I don’t know what he’s up to. You don’t, either. Stay hidden. I’ll find Sam if he’s here.”
She dashed into her bedroom and switched on the light. The room was still, stuffy, closed up for too long. She pulled open the closet door. No Sam. She knew they could hear her footsteps pounding up the stairs, hear her harsh breathing, hear her curse when she didn’t find Sam.
She went into every room, opened every closet, searched every bathroom on the second floor.
“No Sam yet. I’m looking.”
She called out to him again and again until she was nearly hoarse.
She was in the kitchen, pacing, when she saw the door to the basement. Oh, Jesus, she thought, and pulled it open. She flipped on the single light switch. The naked hundred-watt bulb flickered, then strengthened.
“Sam!”
He was sitting on the concrete floor, propped against a wall, bound hand and foot, a gag in his mouth. His eyes were wide, dilated with terror. How long had the bastard left him sitting in the dark?
“Sam!” She was on her knees next to him, working the gag loose. “It’s all right, honey. I’ll have you loose in just another second.” She got the gag off him. “You okay?”
“Becca?”
A thin little voice, barely there, and she nearly wept. “It’s all right,” she said again. “Let me get you untied, then we’ll go upstairs and I’ll make you some hot chocolate and wrap you up in a real warm blanket.”
He didn’t say anything more, not that she expected him to. She got his ankles and wrists untied and lifted him in her arms. When she got back into the kitchen, she sat down with him and began rubbing the feeling back into his wrists and ankles. “It will be all right now, Sam. Do you hurt anywhere else?”
He shook his head. Then he said, “I was scared, Becca, real scared.”
“I know, baby, I know. But you’re with me now. I’m not going to let you out of my sight.” She carried him into the living room and wrapped him in an afghan. Then she went back to the kitchen, sat him down in a chair, the blanket firmly wrapped around him. “Now some hot chocolate. You hungry, Sam?”
He shook his head. “I want Rachel. My tummy feels weird. She knows what to do.”
“Mine would, too, if I’d been through what you have. I’ll tell your dad that you want Rachel.” While the water heated, she poured the cocoa mix into a cup. Then she held Sam close again, telling him how brave he was, how everything was all right now, how she would call his father. While Sam was drinking the chocolate, Becca, not taking her eyes off him, pulled out her cell phone and called Tyler. “I’ve got him. He’s safe.”
“Thank God. Where are you?”
“At home. Krimakov put him in the basement. He’s all right, Tyler.”
“I’ll be right there.”
Obviously they’d all heard her but had waited to see if Krimakov was going to show himself. But no longer. Sam was safe. Still, there wasn’t a sign of Krimakov. She’d forgotten to tell Tyler to get Rachel.
Adam came through the back door like an avenging angel. Then he saw Sam’s white face, saw that the little kid was all wrapped up in a pale-green afghan. He wanted to kill Krimakov with his bare hands.
He slowed down, pinned a big smile on his face. He came down on his haunches beside him. “Hi, Sam. You’re the youngest hero I’ve ever known.”

Sam stared at him for a minute, then he smiled, a really big smile. “Really?”
Adam was surprised to hear even that one short word out of him. “Really. The youngest. Boy, am I impressed. Do you think you could tell Becca and me what happened?”
Tyler came running through the front door. He stopped cold when he saw the three of them, but his eyes were on Becca first, then slowly he looked at his son.
He didn’t say another word, just scooped up Sam in his arms and sat down with him. He rocked him back and forth. Becca thought the contact was more for Tyler than to comfort his son. Finally, he raised his head and said quietly, “Tell me what happened.”
Becca told him, short, stripped sentences, no emotion in them, stark facts, no details.
“But why did this Krimakov take Sam when all he did was get you here then tell you he was here in the house?”
“I don’t know. Adam, did any of you see him? Did you see anything at all?”
Adam shook his head. “We’ve been looking, behind every damned tree.”
She wished then that she hadn’t reminded Tyler that Adam was here. His eyes narrowed, he hugged Sam more tightly to him. “You bastard, this is all your fault.”
“Get a grip, McBride. Your son is all right. Now, if you don’t mind, let’s see if Sam can tell us anything about the guy who took him. You know it’s important. You don’t want Krimakov to get Becca again, do you?”
Tyler said, “Sam rarely says anything, you know that.”
“He had a thick sock over his head. I never saw him. He gave me potato chips to eat. I was real hungry, but he told me to be quiet, that Becca would come for me soon enough.”
Everyone stared at Sam. He looked quite pleased with himself. He grinned at Becca.
“Sam, that’s great.” Becca came down on her knees beside him. “I did come for you, didn’t I? That’s right, sweetie. Take another drink of your hot chocolate. It’s good, isn’t it? Now, tell us what you were doing when he got you.”
But Sam didn’t say anything more. He looked once at his father, yawned, and shut down. It was the strangest thing she’d ever seen. Sam just shut his eyes and went to sleep, slumping against Tyler’s chest. One minute smiling, then just gone.
“He’s a very brave little kid,” Adam said, rising. “If it’s okay with you, McBride, can we speak to him in the morning? At least try?”
Tyler looked like he wanted to shoot all of them, but in the end, he slowly nodded. “I’m taking him home now.”
Adam looked at Becca, then said, “Nah, forget about us talking to him again. Sam probably doesn’t have all that much more to tell us that would be useful. It’s done and over. Please don’t tell the sheriff about it. We’re leaving right now. I guess whatever it was Krimakov wanted, he got.”
“But what the hell did he want?”
“I don’t know, Tyler,” Becca said. She kissed Sam’s cheek. “He’s a very brave little boy.”
“Will you come back to see him again?”
“Yes,” she said. “I will. I promise. We just have to get all this business resolved first.”
When Tyler was out the front door, Adam said suddenly, “Hold it right there, Becca. Your back. With all the excitement, I forgot about your back. He shot you with something. Let me see.”
But there wasn’t much to see. A bit of blood, a small hole, nothing more. “Why did he do this?”
“I don’t know,” Becca said to him over her shoulder, “but I promise I feel just fine. Here’s the dart he shot into my shoulder. You see the rolled paper around it.”
Adam unrolled the paper, frowned as he read it. “The bastard. What is he thinking? What is his plan? I hate this. He’s controlling us. All we’re doing is reacting to what he initiates. Damnation.”
“I know. But we’ll turn it around. Come on, Adam, let’s get out of here. I’m very relieved that Sheriff Gaffney hasn’t found his way here yet. Where is my father? Sherlock and Savich?”
“Sherlock went back to Washington with the handwriting samples. Your father, Savich, Hawley, and Cobb are waiting for us. I’ll tell them to meet us at the airport; we’re out of here.”
They were driving away in her rented Toyota when she thought she saw Sheriff Gaffney’s car in the distance. She stomped down on the gas.
She looked over at Adam’s profile. He looked pissed and very tired. Not physically tired, but a defeated tired. She understood because she felt the same way.
Nothing made any sense. He’d gotten her here, he’d shot her with a dart in the shoulder, and delivered Sam. Nothing else.
Where was Krimakov? What in God’s name was he planning to do now?
 
Dr. Ned Breaker, a physician whose son Savich had gotten back safely after a kidnapping some years before, was waiting at Thomas’s house when they arrived.
All the men shook hands, Savich thanking him for coming. “She refused to go to a hospital.”
“No one you work with ever does,” Dr. Breaker said.
“This is Becca, Thomas’s daughter. She’s your patient, Ned.”
“Dr. Breaker,” she said, “I’m really okay, nothing’s wrong. Adam already checked me out.”
Adam said, “And now it’s time for the real doctor to step up and have a look at the wound in your shoulder. We have no idea what was on that shaft that Krimakov shot into you. Be quiet, Becca, and do as you’re told, for once.”
She’d honestly forgotten about her shoulder. It didn’t hurt. Adam had washed it with soap and water and put a Band-Aid over it. She was frowning when Thomas said, “Please, Becca.”

“All right then.” She took off her sweater and lifted her hair out of the way.
“Come into the light,” Dr. Breaker said. She felt his fingers on the wound, gently pressing, pushing the flesh together, perhaps to see if any liquid or poison or God knew what came out. Finally, he said, “This is very strange. You were actually shot with this dart in the parking lot of a gym?”
“That’s it.”
She felt his fingers probe the area again, then he stepped away. “I’m going to take some blood, make sure there’s nothing bad going on inside you. It looks fine, just a shallow puncture wound. Why’d he do it?”
“I think it might have just been to deliver a note to us,” Savich said. “There was a note wrapped around the shaft.”
“I see. Interesting mail delivery service this guy has. Well, better to be careful.” He took a sample of her blood, then left, saying that he’d have results for them in two hours.
“A very good man to have as a friend,” Savich said. “I wonder, though, how many more favors he’ll believe he owes me.”
Thomas said to Savich, but his eyes were on his daughter, “You got his kid back for him. He’ll believe he owes you forever.”
It was nearly one o’clock in the morning when Dr. Breaker called. Thomas took the call, looked very relieved as he listened. He was smiling when he turned to Becca and Adam. “Everything’s okay. Nothing there but your beautiful normal stuff, Becca. He said not to worry.”
Becca had rather hoped there might be something, nothing terminal, naturally, but something. Otherwise, they still had not a single clue about anything. Krimakov had kidnapped Sam to get her back to Riptide. Then he’d shot her in the shoulder to deliver that ridiculous note. In the gym parking lot. Nothing made sense.
That night Adam came to her. It was very dark in her room. She was lying there, unable to sleep even though it was very late, staring toward the window, looking at the slice of white moon just above the maple treetops. The trees were silhouetted stark and silent against the night, and they were perfectly still, no breeze at all. Thank God the house was air-conditioned. It was cool in her bedroom.
Her door opened, then closed quietly. His voice was soft, pitched low. “Don’t be afraid. It’s just me. And I’m not here to jump you, Becca.”
She looked over at him, standing with his back against her closed door.
“Why not?”
He laughed, a painful sound, and walked toward her, tall, strong, and she wanted him.
He said, stopping beside her bed, looking down at her, “You never say what I expect. I want to jump you, at least a dozen times an hour, but no, this is your father’s house. One doesn’t do that under the parental roof when one isn’t married. But don’t get me wrong. If I could strip that nightgown off you, I would have it gone in a second flat. But I can’t. Not here. I just wanted to see how you were doing. Oh hell, that’s a big lie. I’m here because I want to kiss you until we’re both stupid with pleasure.”
He was beside her then, drawing her up and against his chest, and he kissed her, lightly, then with more pressure, and she opened her mouth and didn’t want him to stop. His breath was hot and sweet, his scent rich, dark, and that mouth of his was delicious, and she let herself enjoy him fully. She wanted more and more. It was Adam who pushed her gently back after what seemed like only an instant.
“You’re beautiful,” he said and streaked his fingers through her hair, pushing it behind her ears. “Even with your hair still a bit brassy.”
“I’m not stupid with pleasure yet, Adam.”
“I’m not, either, but we’ve got to stop.” He was breathing hard, his hands flexing and unflexing against her back.
“Maybe we could kiss just a little bit more?”
“Listen, if we don’t stop right now, I’ll start crying because I know that sooner or later we’d have to stop. We’ll stop now before it kills me.”
“All right, then. You be strong and let me mess with you just a bit.” She kissed his chin once, then again. She touched her fingers to his cheeks, his nose, his brows, lightly traced over his mouth. She looked at his mouth as she said, “I haven’t told you this before, Adam. So much has happened. We haven’t known each other all that long, and nothing we’ve done together has been remotely normal or predictable. But here goes: You’re very, very sexy.”
He stared at her in the dim light as if he hadn’t understood her. “What did you say? You think I’m sexy?”
“Oh, yes, the sexiest man I’ve ever seen. And finally I’ve gotten to kiss you. I like it, very much. I kissed your chin because it’s sexy, too.”
He looked inordinately pleased with himself, and with her. “I guess being sexy is okay. Is that all you think of me, Becca? I’m just a sexy hunk? Isn’t there anything else, maybe, that you’d like to say to me?”
“What else should I say? Your ego is big enough without my saying more.” Then she looked up at him beneath her lashes, a provocative thing to do, and she knew it. For the first time in so very long, actually, longer than she could remember, she allowed herself to enjoy what was happening here.
He didn’t say anything, then suddenly he pulled her tightly against him again. He was rubbing his big hands up and down her back. His breathing was sharp, ragged. “I was scared to death when you were in that damned gym parking lot. When he shot that dart at you, Savich had to just about sit on me. I knew I shouldn’t move, shouldn’t yell like a banshee, but it was hard just staying still, watching you, damned hard. In fact, it was about the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my blessed life.”
He pressed his forehead to hers, holding her loosely now.
His warm breath feathered over her skin. “Oh, yeah, I was married once. It was a long time ago. Her name was Vivie. Everything was okay for a while, then it just wasn’t. She didn’t want kids and I did. But I’m not serious about anyone else. It’s just you, Becca. Just you.”
“That’s nice,” she said and yawned against his shoulder. Then she bit his neck, then kissed where she’d bitten him. “I wish you were naked.” To his immense credit, he didn’t do anything other than shake a bit. “This is very close, Becca. My fingers are actually itching they want to touch you so much. But this is your father’s house. We can’t. Hey, how would you like to go out in the backyard, maybe we could take a couple of blankets?”
“Out from under the parental roof?”
“That’s it. Oh yeah, for sure we could wave to the FBI agents that are scattered around.” He sighed deeply, kissed her ear, and sighed again. “My molecules are even horny.”
Becca sighed and rested her hand on his chest. His heart was pounding hard and fast beneath her palm. She arched up and kissed his throat, then eased back in the circle of his arms. “Not fair at all. I mean, the shirt you’re wearing is nice but I would love to kiss your chest, maybe even run my hands down over your belly.”
He shuddered, drew quickly away from her, and rose. “I’ve been feeling your breasts against me and it’s driving me nuts. Now, since we can’t be wicked the way I would like, I’ve got to get out of here. I just can’t take any more. I’d like to try but I know it wouldn’t work. Good night. I’ll see you in the morning. I might be a bit late. I’ve got to go home and do some stuff.” And he was gone. Her bedroom door closed very quietly behind him.
She sat there on her bed, hugging her knees. So suddenly her life had changed. And in all this nightmare, she’d found herself a man she hadn’t believed could even exist. His first wife, Vivie, had had peas for brains. She hoped that Vivie—silly name—lived as far away as Saint Petersburg, Russia. It was a good enough distance away.
Soon enough, of course, Krimakov intruded. She wanted to shoot him, just point a gun at his chest and fire. She wanted him gone, into oblivion, so he couldn’t ever hurt anyone again.
 
The next day, at precisely noon, when Governor Bledsoe of New York was walking his dog, Jabbers, in his protected garden, a sniper shooting from a distance of about five hundred feet nailed his dog right through the folds of his neck. Jabbers was rushed to the vet and it looked like he would survive, just like his master had.
Thomas turned slowly to his daughter, the two of them alone in the house. “This is over the top. It’s just too much. Damnation, he shot the dog in the neck. Unbelievable. At least the sick bastard isn’t here.”
“But why did he do it?” Becca said. “Why?”
“To laugh at us,” Thomas said. “To make this big joke. He wants us to know just how invincible he is, how he can do anything he wants to and get away with it. How he’s here and then he’s there, and we’ll never get him. Yes, he’s laughing his head off.”
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Gaylan Woodhouse sat at an angle across from Thomas’s desk with his face in the shadows, as was his wont, and said, “I don’t want you to worry about your daughter, Thomas. Your whereabouts will not be leaked. As you know, the media is still in a frenzy over the shooting of poor Jabbers. The country is primarily amused at his audacity, titillated, glued to their TVs. Everyone wants to know about Krimakov, this man who swore to kill you twenty-some years ago. By shooting that damned dog, he’s turned up the heat. He wants the media to find you for him and then he’ll come after you.”
“No,” Thomas said slowly, shaking his head. “I don’t think that was his motive at all. You see, Gaylan, he had me in Riptide. He had to know I would never allow Becca to go up there alone. He could have easily shot me. He proved he was an excellent distance shooter when he shot the governor of New York. From that distance, he could have nailed me with little effort. But he didn’t force anything after he kidnapped Sam McBride, except to shoot Becca in the shoulder with a dart that had a piece of paper rolled around the shaft. No, Gaylan, he shot the governor’s dog because he wanted to give me the finger, show me again that it was his decision not to kill me and Becca in Riptide. He wants to show me that he doesn’t have to do anything until he decides he wants to do it. He wants to prove to me over and over that he’s superior to me, that he’s the one in control here, that he’s the one calling all the shots. It’s a cat-and-mouse game and he’s proving again and again that he’s the cat. Damnation, he is the cat. Adam’s right. During all of this, we’ve only been able to react to what he does.”
Gaylan said slowly, “One of my people pointed out that Krimakov certainly managed to get from one place to the next with no difficulty at all, suggested that maybe he has a private plane stashed somewhere. What do you think?”
Thomas said, “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? Heaven knows you can’t have much faith in the commercial airlines. But you know, Gaylan, shooting that dog wasn’t on a set timetable. You can check it out, but I doubt it.”
Gaylan sighed. “We still don’t have any leads in New York. His disguise must have been something. The security tapes showed old folk, pregnant women, children—do we track all of them down to question? Still no witnesses. Damnation, four good agents dead because of that maniac.”
Thomas said, “I’ve been thinking about that. I’m coming to believe that Krimakov wants Becca and me together, to torment us together, prolong our deaths. But yet he went right to New York University Hospital, shot everyone, then ran. What if Krimakov somehow found out it was a trap? What if he still did it, in fact made a big production of it, all to tell us that he knew about our plan and it didn’t matter? Yes, he knew, and he thumbed his nose at us.”
“You’re making him sound wilier than the Devil,” Gaylan said, a brow arched. “More evil, too.”
“I would say certifiably insane,” Thomas said. “But it doesn’t make him stupid. It doesn’t really matter what the truth of his motives was, four agents are still dead. Yet it fits into all the things he’s done since then. Over the top, frightening as hell.”
“Yes,” Gaylan said. He looked toward Thomas’s bookshelves for a moment. He seemed to shake himself, then took a sip of his coffee. He carefully set the cup back into the saucer. He crossed his legs, then said, “There’s another reason I came here, Thomas. The fact is that the president isn’t going to sit still much longer. He called me over, paced in front of me for ten minutes, told me that all this mess had to come to a close, that the media are totally focused on it to the detriment of what he’s trying to accomplish. He’s got this new flat tax he’s trying to sell to the country, only the media is ignoring him in favor of this. He said he’d even tried to make a joke, but the media was still talking about Jabbers and his sore neck.”
“Tell the president that if he wants me to go public, challenge Krimakov at high noon, I’ll do it.”
“No,” Gaylan said, “you won’t. I won’t allow that. He could take you out easily—his shot at the governor was from a distance of at least four hundred feet. You yourself pointed that out to me. He’s better than good, Thomas, he’s one of the best. He maximized his chances to nail his target.” He held up his hand when Thomas would have said something. “No, let me finish. All I’m saying is that we’ve got to come up with something else. Somehow, we’ve got to make him dance to our tune.”
“A lot of very good minds are working on this, as you know, since some of those minds work for you.”
Gaylan nodded, picked up a pen from Thomas’s desk, and began rhythmically tapping it against his knee. “Yes, I know. But for now, your whereabouts stay unknown. I’ll tell the president that everything will be resolved in a couple more days. Think it’s possible?”
“Sure, why not?” And he thought, How the hell am I supposed to make that come about?
“All right. We continue the silence. What about that incident with Krimakov in Riptide?”
Thomas said, “Evidently, the media doesn’t know about her visit there yet. And Tyler McBride—you know, the man whose son Krimakov kidnapped in Riptide—he isn’t saying anything to anyone about Becca. I think he’s in love with her and that’s why he won’t explode sky-high with all this. Becca, however, as much as she cares for his little boy, isn’t headed his way.” He paused a moment, looking down at the onyx pen set that Allison had given him some five Christmases before. “It’s Adam,” he said, smiling briefly as he looked at his old friend. “Isn’t that nice?”
Gaylan Woodhouse grunted. “I’m too old,” he said, then sighed again. “Krimakov won’t find you, Thomas. Don’t worry. I’ll deal with the president. Let’s say forty-eight hours, then we’ll reassess. Okay?”
“Again, Gaylan, maybe Krimakov needs to find me. Forget the president’s political agenda. Just maybe Krimakov’s reign of terror will continue until he knows where I am. Maybe we should let him know, somehow.”
“We’ll all think about that, but not just yet. Forty-eight hours. Jesus, next the guy might try to shoot off the mayor’s wig.” Gaylan Woodhouse rose, dropped the pen back on top of the desk, shook Thomas’s hand, and stepped back through the door, where the shadows were thicker. Three dark-suited men fell in beside and behind him as he left Thomas’s house.
Thomas stared after him. Shadows surrounded him. Thomas understood shadows very well. He’d lived in the shadows himself for so long he could see them even as they gathered around him, and wondered if after a while anyone would actually see him or just the shadows.
Forget shadows, Thomas thought. Now wasn’t the time to wax philosophical. He thought about the meeting. Gaylan was a good friend. He’d hold out against the president about losing the limelight for as long as he could. Forty-eight hours—that was the deal. It wasn’t a lot of time and yet it was an eternity. Only Krimakov knew which.
 
The next evening, Sherlock and Savich arrived with thick folders of papers, MAX, and Sean, who reared up on Savich’s shoulder, staring about sleepily at everyone, a graham cracker clutched in his hand.

Sherlock looked at everyone in the living room. She didn’t look happy as she said, “I’m really sorry here, guys, but our handwriting experts turned up something we didn’t expect.”
“What have you got, Sherlock?” Adam asked, rising slowly, his eyes never leaving her face.
“We were hoping to learn whether or not Krimakov’s mental state had deteriorated, at least determine where he was sitting presently on the sanity scale, in order to give us a better chance of dealing with him, predicting what he might do, that sort of thing. That’s off now. We have no idea, you see, because the two new samples of handwriting Becca gave me aren’t Krimakov’s.”
Thomas looked like someone had slapped him. He said slowly, “No, that’s not possible. Admittedly I just looked at the ones from Riptide briefly, but they looked the same to me. You’re sure about this, Sherlock? Absolutely?”
“Oh, yes, completely sure. We’re dealing with a very different person here, and this person’s mind isn’t like yours or mine.”
“You mean he’s not sane,” Thomas said.
“It’s difficult to say with absolute certainty, but it’s possible he’s so far over the edge he’s holding on by his fingernails. We could throw around labels—psychopath comes readily to mind—but that’s just a start. The only thing we’re completely certain about—he’s obsessed with you, Thomas. He wants to prove to you that you’re nowhere near his league, that he’s a god and you’re dirt. He sees himself as an avenger, the man who will balance the scales of justice, the man who will be your executioner.
“It’s been his goal for a very long time; it could at this point even be his only reason for living. He’s rather like a missile that’s been programmed for one thing and one thing only. He won’t stop, ever, until either he’s killed you or you’ve killed him.”
“So it was never Krimakov,” Adam said slowly. “He really was killed in that auto accident in Crete.”

“Probably so. Now, not all of this is from our experts’ analysis. Profiling had a hand in it, as well.” Sherlock turned back to Thomas. “Like you said, the two different sets of handwriting look close to a layman’s eye, which probably means that this guy knew Krimakov, or at least he’d seen his handwriting a goodly number of times. A friend, a former or present colleague, someone like that.”
“We’re sorry, guys,” Savich said. “I know that Krimakov’s former associates have been checked backwards and forwards, but I guess we’re going to have to try to do more. I’ve already got MAX doing more sniffing around Krimakov’s neighbors, business associates, friends in Crete and on mainland Greece, as well. We already know that he had a couple of side businesses in Athens. We’ll see where that leads.”
“No, all that has already been checked,” Thomas said.
Savich just shook his head. “We’ll have to do more, try anything.”
Sherlock said, “We’ve also inputted everything we know into the PAP to see what comes out. Remember, the computer can analyze more alternatives more quickly than we can. We’ll see.”
Thomas said, “All right. What exactly did the profilers have to say, Sherlock?”
“Back to a label. He is psychotic. He has absolutely no remorse, no empathy for any of the people he’s killed. None of them mean anything to him. They were detritus to be swept out of his way.”
“I wonder why he didn’t kill Sam,” Becca said.
“We don’t know,” Savich said. “That’s a good question.”
“It just doesn’t seem possible,” Adam said. “Just not possible. Why would a colleague or some bloody friend—no matter how close to Krimakov—go on this rampage? Even if he is a psychopath, always has been a psychopath, why wait more than twenty years after the fact? Why take over Krimakov’s mission as his own?”
No one had an answer to that.

Adam said, “Now we’ve got to find out who would follow up on Krimakov’s vendetta once Krimakov himself was dead. What’s his motivation, for God’s sake?”
“We don’t know,” Sherlock said, and she began rubbing Sean’s back with her palm. He was cooing against his father’s shoulder, the graham cracker very wet but still clutched tightly in his hand.
“There are graham cracker crumbs all over the house,” Savich said absently.
Becca didn’t say anything. There were few things she’d ever been absolutely sure were true in her life. This was one of them. It simply had to be Krimakov. No matter how infallible the handwriting experts usually were, they were wrong on this one.
But what if they weren’t wrong? A psychopath obsessed with finding and killing her father? He’d called himself her boyfriend. He’d blown up that poor old bag lady in front of the Metropolitan Museum. He’d dug up Linda Cartwright and bashed in her face. No empathy, no remorse, people were detritus, nothing more. God, it was unthinkable.
She looked over at Adam. He was looking toward Savich, but she didn’t think he really saw him. Adam was really looking inward, ah, but his eyes—they were cold and hard and she wouldn’t want to have to tangle with him. She heard her father in the other room, speaking to Gaylan Woodhouse on the phone.
Sherlock and Savich left a few minutes later, leaving Adam and Becca in the living room, looking at each other. He said, his hands jiggling change in his pockets, “I’ve got stuff to do at my house. I want you to stay here with Thomas, under wraps. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
“Yeah, I want to do some stuff, too,” she said, rising. “I’m coming with you.”
“No, you’ll stay here. It’s safe here.”
And he was gone.
Her father appeared in the doorway. She said, “I’ll see you later, sir. I’m going with Adam.” She picked up her purse and ran after him. He was nearly to the road when she caught up with him. “Where are you going?”
“Becca, go back. It’s safer here. Go back.”
“No. You don’t believe any more than I do that some colleague or friend of Krimakov’s from the good old days is wreaking all this havoc. I think we’re missing something here, something that’s been there all the time, staring us in the face.”
“What do you mean?” he said slowly. She saw the agents in the car down the street slowly get out and stand, both of them completely alert.
“I mean nothing makes sense unless it’s Krimakov. But just say that it isn’t. That means we’re missing something. Let’s go do your stuff together, Adam, and really plug in our brains.”
He eyed her a moment, looked around, then waved at the agents. “We’ve got to walk. It’s three miles. You up for it?”
“I’d love to race you. Whatcha say?”
“You’re on.”
“You’re dead meat, boy.”
Since they were both wearing sneakers, they could run until they dropped. He grinned at her, felt energy pulse through him. He wanted to run, to race the wind, and he imagined that she wanted to as well. “All right, we’re going to my house. I have all my files there, all my notes, everything. I want to scour them. If it is someone who knew Krimakov, then there’s got to be a hint of him in there somewhere. Yes, there must be something.”
“Let’s go.”
She nearly had his endurance, but not quite. He slowed in the third mile.
“You’re good, Becca,” he said, and waved his hand. “This is my house.”
She loved it. The house wasn’t as large as her father’s, but it sat right in the middle of a huge hunk of wooded land, two stories, a white colonial with four thick Doric columns lined up like soldiers along the front. It looked solid, like it would last forever. She cleared her throat. “This is very nice, Adam.”
“Thanks. It’s about a hundred and fifty years old. It’s got three bedrooms upstairs, two bathrooms—I added one. Downstairs is all the regular stuff, including a library, which I use for a study, and a modern kitchen.” He cleared his throat. “I had the kitchen redone a couple years ago. My mom told me no woman would marry me unless the stove would light without having to hold a match to a burner.”
She smiled. She nearly had her breathing back to normal.
“I had one of the two upstairs bathrooms redone, too,” he said, looking straight ahead. They climbed the three deep steps to walk across the narrow veranda to the large white front door. He stuck a key in the lock and turned it. “My mom said that no woman wanted to bathe in a claw-footed tub that was so old rust was peeling off the toes.”
“That does sound pretty gross. Oh my, Adam, it’s lovely.”
They stood together in a large entryway, with a ceiling that soared two stories, a chandelier hanging down over their heads and a lovely buffed oak floor. “I know, you redid the floors. Your mom told you no woman would marry you if she had to be carried into a house across a mess of old ratty linoleum.”
“How did you know?”
He’d preserved all the original charm of the house—the deeply carved, rich moldings, the high ceilings, the lovely cherry wood carved fireplaces, the incredible set-in windows.
They prepared to hunker down in the library, a light-filled room with built-in bookshelves, beautiful oak floors, a big mahogany desk, and lots of red leather. She looked around at the bookshelves stuffed with all kinds of books—nonfiction, fiction, hardcovers, paperbacks—stuck in indiscriminately.

Adam said as he handed her two folders, “My mom also told me that women liked to read all cozied up in deep chairs. It was just men, she said, who preferred to read in the bathroom.”
“You’ve even got women’s fiction here.”
“Yeah, it seems a man can never stack the deck too much in his favor.”
“I want to meet your mama,” Becca said.
“Undoubtedly you will, real soon.” Then he couldn’t stand it. He walked to her and pulled her tightly against him. She looked up at him and said, “I want to forget Krimakov for just a minute.”
“All right.”
“Have I told you lately that I think you’re really sexy?”
He smiled slowly and kissed her lightly on the mouth. “Not since last night.” She wrapped her arms around his neck, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed him back, thoroughly.
“I don’t want you to forget it,” she said after several minutes had passed. “You’ve gotten me a bit breathless. I really like it, Adam.”
“We’re in my house now,” he said, and this time he kissed her, really kissed her, no holding back, letting himself crash and burn, letting himself burrow into her. He brought her tightly against him, feeling all of her against him, and he wanted to jerk down her jeans, he wanted to devour her, take her until both of them shattered with the pleasure of it. He wanted to kiss her breasts, touch and kiss every inch of her, and not stop until he was unconscious. And then there was her mouth. Jesus, he was making himself crazy. It was so good he really didn’t want to stop, and why should they stop?
His hands were on the buttons of her jeans when he felt the change not only in himself but in her. It was Krimakov and he was there, just over their shoulders. Waiting. He was close, too close. Krimakov was out there, only it wasn’t really Krimakov now. Whoever he was, he was a madman. Adam sighed, kissed her once more, then once again, and said, “I want you very much, but now, at this moment, we’ve got to solve this thing, Becca.”
“I know,” she said when she could speak. “I’m getting myself back together. I’m getting myself focused now. You’re quite a distraction, Adam, it’s hard.” She pulled away from him, stiffened her legs. “Okay, I’m ready to think again.”
“I promise there’ll be more,” he said, grabbing her and giving her one last kiss. “How about a lifetime full of more?”
She gave him a dazzling smile. “Given that gorgeous modern kitchen and how I believe, without a doubt, that you’re about the best kisser in the whole world, I think bunches of years might be a wonderful thing.” Then she looked at his groin and he nearly expired on the spot.
“Good,” he said finally, just a slight shiver in his voice, and she loved the way those dark eyes of his were brilliant with pleasure in the afternoon light shining in through the windows. “Now, let’s do it.”
Two hours, three cups of coffee, and a demolished plate of Wheat Thins and cheddar cheese later, Adam looked up. “I was going over my notes on Krimakov’s travel out of Greece over the years. It’s been here all the time, just staring up at me, and I didn’t see it until now.” He gave her a mad grin, jumped up, and gathered her beneath her arms and lifted her, then swung her in a circle. He kissed her once, then again, and set her back down. He rubbed his hands together. “Hot damn, Becca, I think I’ve got the answer.”
She was laughing, stroking her hands over his arms, so excited she couldn’t hold still. “Come on, Adam. What is it? Spill the beans.”
“Krimakov went to England six times. His trips to England stopped about five years ago.”
“And?”
“I never stopped to wonder why the hell he went to England all those times, until now. Becca, think about it. Why did he go? To see a former colleague, to see a friend from the good old days? Not a woman, he’d remarried, so no, I don’t think so.”
She said slowly, “When he moved to Crete, he was alone. No relatives with him. Nobody.”
“Yeah, but his files had been purged. Remember, there wasn’t even anything about his first wife. It was like she never existed, but she did. So why did the KGB purge her?”
Becca said slowly, “Because she was important, because—” Suddenly, her eyes gleamed. “Oh my God. Sherlock is right. It isn’t Krimakov, but neither is it a friend or a former colleague. It’s someone a whole lot closer to him.”
“Yep. Somebody so close he’s nearly wearing his skin. We’re nearly there, Becca. The timing of his visits —they’re in the early fall or very late spring. Every one of them.”
“Like the beginning or the ending of school terms,” Becca said slowly. “And then they stop like there’s no more school.” Then she remembered what had happened in the gym in Riptide, and it all fell together.
When they got back to Thomas’s house, only Thomas and Hatch were there, their conversation desultory, both of them looking so depressed that Adam nearly told Hatch to go smoke a cigarette. Becca heard Hatch cursing. It sounded like Paul Hogan and his sexy Aussie accent.
“Cheer up, everyone,” Adam said. “Becca and I have a surprise for you. One that will get you dancing on the ceiling. All we’ve got to do now is have Savich turn on MAX and send him to England. Now we’ve got a chance.” He bent down and kissed Becca, right in front of Thomas. She raised her hand and lightly touched her fingertips to his cheek. “Yes, we do,” she said.
The doorbell rang, making everyone suddenly very alert and very focused. It was Dr. Breaker. “Hello, Savich.” He nodded to everyone else. “We’ve found something none of you is going to believe.” And he told them about the very slight abnormalities in Becca’s blood that a tech had caught. Then he checked Becca’s shoulder, and finally he checked her upper arm. It wasn’t long before he looked up and said, “I feel something, right here, just beneath her skin. It’s small, flexible.”
Adam nodded. “The visit to Riptide makes sense now. You know what’s in your arm, don’t you, Becca?”
“Yes,” she said. “Now all of us know.” She raised her hand when her father would have begun arguments. “No, I’m not leaving. No more people are going to die in my place, like Agent Marlane. No one is going to be bait in my stead. No, no arguments. I stay here with you. Hey, I’ve got my Coonan.”
 
For the first time in more nights than she could count, Becca wanted to stay awake, stay alert, keep watch. He was close. She wanted to see him with clear eyes and a clear mind and her Coonan in her hand. She wanted to shoot him between the eyes. And she wanted to know why he was doing this. Was he really mad? Psychotic?
Oh damn, she didn’t think she’d be able to hang on. She was nearly light-headed she was so tired. She’d been so hyped up the past couple of nights, she’d just lain there and blinked at the rising moon outside the bedroom window.
Adam had insisted on tucking her in. She wanted him to stay just a little longer, but she knew he couldn’t. He kissed her, just a nibble on her earlobe, and said against her ear, “No, I don’t want another cold shower. But dream of me, Becca, okay? I’ve got the first watch. It starts soon.”
“Be careful, Adam.”
“I will, everyone will. Try to sleep, sweetheart. He knows the house. He knows which room is Thomas’s. We’ve got Thomas well guarded.” He kissed her once again and rose. “Get some sleep.”
She didn’t want to. After he eased out of her bedroom door, closing it quietly behind him, she sat up in bed, thinking, remembering, analyzing. She was asleep in under six minutes. She dreamed, but not of the terror that was very close now, not of Adam.
She found herself in a hospital, walking down long, empty corridors. White, so much white, unending, going on and on, forever. She was looking for her mother. She smelled ether fumes, sweet and heavy, the ammonia scent of urine, the stench of vomit. She opened each white door along the corridor. All the beds were empty, the white sheets stretched military tight. No one. Where were the patients?
So long, the hallway just went on and on and there were moans coming from behind all those doors, people in pain, but there were no nurses, no doctors, no one at all. She knew the rooms were empty, she’d looked into all of them, yet the moans grew louder and louder.
Where was her mother? She called out for her, then she started running down the corridor, screaming her mother’s name. The moans from those empty rooms grew louder and louder until—
“Hello, Rebecca.”
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Becca lurched up in bed, sweaty, breathing hard, her heart pounding. No, it wasn’t her mother, no, it was someone else.
Finally he was here. He’d come to her first, not to her father. A surprise, but not a big one, at least to her. She lay very still, gathering herself, her control, her focus.
“Hello, Rebecca,” he said again, this time he was even closer to her face, nearly touching her.
“You can’t be here,” she said aloud. He’d gotten past everyone, but again, that didn’t overly surprise her. She wouldn’t be surprised if he’d gotten both the house plans and the security system plans. And now he wasn’t even six inches from her.
“Of course I can be here. I can be anywhere I want. I’m a cloud of smoke, a sliding shadow, a glimmer of light. I like how frightened you are. Just listen to you, your voice is even trembling with fear. Yes, I like that. Now, you even try to move and I will, very simply, cut your skinny little throat.”
She felt the razor-sharp blade against the front of her neck, pressing in ever so slightly.
“We knew you would come,” she said.

He laughed quietly, now not even an inch from her ear. She felt his hot breath touch her skin. “Of course you knew I’d find you. I can do anything. Your father is so stupid, Rebecca. I’ve always known it, always, and now I’ve proved it the final time. I figured out how to find his lair, and poof—like shimmering smoke—I’m here. You and your bastard father lose now. Soon, you and I are going down the hall to his bedroom. I want him to wake up with me standing over him, you in front of me, a knife digging into your neck. Even with those hotshot FBI guards he’s got positioned all around this house, I got through with little effort. There’s this great big oak tree that comes almost to the roof of the house. Just a little jump, not more than six feet, and I was on the roof, and then it was easy to pry open that trapdoor into the attic. I took care of the security alarm up there, cut it off for all of the upstairs. No one saw me. It’s nice and dark tonight. Stupid, all of you are stupid. Now, get up.”
She did as he said. She felt calm. He kept her very close, the knife across her neck as he opened her bedroom door and eased her out into the hallway. “The last door down on the right,” he said. “Just keep walking and keep quiet, Rebecca.”
It was nearly one o’clock in the morning; Becca saw the time on the old grandfather clock that sat in its niche in the corridor.
“Open the door,” he said against her ear, “slowly, quietly. That’s right.”
Her father’s bedroom door opened without a sound. There was a night-light on in the connecting bathroom off to the left. All the draperies were open, beams of the scant moonlight coming in through the balcony windows. There was no movement on the bed.
“Wake up, you butchering bastard,” he said, one eye on the balcony windows.
There was still no movement on the bed.
She heard his breathing quicken, felt the knife move slightly against her neck. “No, you don’t move, Rebecca. Just one little slice and your blood will spew like a fountain all over the floor.” Suddenly, he said, nearly a yell, “Thomas Matlock! Where are you?”
“I’m right here, Krimakov.”
He whirled Becca around, facing Thomas, who was standing, fully dressed, in the lighted doorway of the bathroom, his arms crossed over his chest.
“It’s about time you got here,” Thomas said easily, his eyes on the knife that was pressing into Becca’s neck. “Don’t hurt her. We’ve been waiting for you. I was starting to believe you’d lost your nerve, that you’d gotten too scared, that you’d finally run away.”
“What do you mean? Of course I got here quickly, at least as quickly as I wanted to. As I told Rebecca, your defenses are laughable.”
“Get that knife away from her neck. Let her go. You’ve got me. Let her go.”
“No, not yet. Don’t try anything stupid or I’ll cut her throat. But I don’t want her dead just yet.”
Thomas saw that he was dressed in black from the ski mask that covered both his face and his head to the black gloves on his hands. “You’re the one who’s lost,” Thomas said, and he saluted him. “There’s really no need for you to wear that black mask over your head anymore. We all know who you are. As I said, we’ve been waiting fourteen hours for you to finally show up.”
 
Adam spoke quietly into the wristband. “He can’t see me. I’m only a shadow at the corner of the balcony door. I can’t get him. He’s got Becca plastered against the front of him, a knife against her throat. I can’t take the risk, even this close. They’ll keep him talking. Thomas is good. He’ll keep control.”
And he prayed with everything that was in him that it would be so.
“Just keep alert,” Gaylan Woodhouse said. “The minute he makes a move toward Thomas, he’ll ease up on her. Then you take him down.”
“Damn,” Adam said, “now the bastard’s pulled a gun out of his jacket pocket. It’s small, looks like a Glock sub-compact 27. He’s pointed it straight at Thomas. Oh God.” And he concentrated, readied himself, saying over and over, Let Becca go, you crazy fuck. Just twitch.
 
“Turn on the bedside light, Matlock.”
Thomas walked slowly into the bedroom, leaned over, and switched on the light. He straightened.
“Now, don’t move. Those draperies are open. There’s probably a sniper out there, and I don’t want the bastard to have a clean shot. He’ll get you, Rebecca, if he pulls the trigger.”
Thomas said, “I wanted very much for you to be my old enemy, but you aren’t. You’re something far more deadly than Vasili, something deadly and monstrous that he spawned. Perhaps after he brainwashed you, he realized what he’d produced, realized that he’d unleashed uncontrolled, unrelenting evil, and that’s why he kept you away from his new family. He didn’t want the evil he’d spawned and nurtured to live in his own house, to be close to all those innocent, pure lives. Pull off the mask, Mikhail, we know who you are.”
Stone-dead silence, then, “Damn you, you can’t know, you can’t! No one knows anything about me. I don’t exist. No records show me as Vasili Krimakov’s son. I’ve covered everything. It isn’t possible.”
“Oh yes, we know. Even though the KGB tried to erase you, to protect you, we found out all about you.”
“Damn you, pull those draperies closed, now!”
Thomas pulled them closed, knowing that now Adam was blind to what was going on in the room. He turned and said slowly, “Take off the mask, Mikhail. It really looks rather silly, like a little boy playing hoodlum.”

Slowly, his movements jerky, furious, he pulled off the black mask. Then he shoved Becca over toward the bed. Thomas caught her, held her close to his side. But she moved away from him. She sat down on the bed, drew her legs up.
Thomas stared at Vasili Krimakov’s son, Mikhail. There was some resemblance to his father in the high, sharp cheekbones, the wide-set eyes, the whiplash-lean body, but the dark, mad eyes, those were surely his mother’s eyes. Thomas could still see her eyes, wide, staring up at him.
Becca knew Mikhail had wanted shock, but it was denied him when he realized they knew who he was. Still, he threw back his head and said, “I am my father’s son. He loved me. He molded me to be like him. I am here, his avenger.”
His dramatic moment got nothing except a laugh from Becca.
“Hi, Troy,” she said, giving him a small wave. “Cute, preppy name. Tell me, what if I’d decided to go out with you that night after you planted that little micro homing chip in my upper arm? How would you have gotten out of it?” She said to her father, “I told you how he managed to have the arm of that big old chest machine swing into me as I was walking by, and then he was right there, patting me, making sure I was okay, flirting with me. That was when you planted that little chip in my arm, isn’t it, Troy? You were good. I didn’t feel a thing, just the sting from that machine arm hitting me. It hurt a little longer than it should have, but who would really notice?”
“No,” he said, shaking his head back and forth. “This isn’t possible. You couldn’t have found that chip. It’s plastic mixed with biochemical adhesives, almost immediately becomes one with your skin. After just a few minutes, no one could even tell it was there, least of all you. No, you weren’t even aware of it. You and everyone else were just worried about that dart in your shoulder. I fooled you, I fooled all of you. You were all so worried about that ridiculous dart in her shoulder, about that stupid note I wrapped around it.”
“For a while, that’s right,” Thomas said. “But actually, it was an analysis of handwriting by some very smart FBI agents that started your downfall. I had samples of your father’s handwriting. They compared yours to his. Remember the notes you wrote to Mr. McBride in Riptide? There was no comparison, of course, so it couldn’t be Vasili.
“Then Adam remembered that your father had traveled to England quite a number of times. He wondered why, particularly since the visits were always at the beginning of the school term or at the end. He knew your father had remarried, so it probably wasn’t a woman he was visiting. He’d purged files, even your mother’s name, and we wondered why he would do that. After all, who cared if he had a wife, now dead, or any children?
“It wasn’t tough then to track you down, the son whose father had sent him to England to be educated, so that one day he could avenge the murder of his dearest mother. You were at that private boys’ school at Sundowns.”
Thomas continued, “Your father molded you, taught you to hate me, to hate everything I stood for, programmed you for this.”
“I was not programmed. I do this all of my own free will. I am brilliant. I have won. Even though you found out about me, it is I who am standing here in control. It is I who run this show.”
Thomas said, “Fine. You run the show. Now tell us how you got into NYU Hospital without being stopped by the FBI agents.”
He laughed, preened. “I was a young boy, so sorry-looking in my slouchy clothes, my pants halfway to my knees, and my baseball cap, holding my broken arm, and everyone wanted to help me, to send me here, to send me there, and I came up to those stupid agents, crying about my arm, and then I shot them both. So easy, all of it. In the room when I saw neither of you were there, I just killed them, too, but with the woman, it was very close, too close. But I escaped. I was out of there before anyone realized what had happened.”
Thomas said, “Why, Mikhail? What did your father tell you to make you want to do this? What?”
“He didn’t make me do anything. He simply told me how you butchered my poor mother, went through her to get to him. You shot her in the head and laughed as my father held her until she died. Then you tried to kill him but he managed to get away. He told me that, and he began teaching me to prepare myself to avenge her. And I’m here now. I’ll kill you just as you killed my mother.”
“You killed your stepmother, didn’t you, and her children?” Becca said.
He laughed, actually laughed. “Yes, I hated her as much as she hated me. She didn’t want me ever to come back during my vacations. And her spawn—they weren’t all that surprised when I killed them because they had guessed that I hated them. As for her, she pleaded just like her pathetic daughter.”
Becca said, “And your own little brother? Your father’s other son?”
“I tried to kill him, burn him out of existence, just to leave ashes, but he survived. My father sent him to Switzerland, to this clinic that specializes in burns. He knew then what I’d done. I called him a coward, told him he’d let that wretched woman, those children, distract him from killing the man who butchered my mother. You know what he said? He said it over and over, tears in his eyes, wringing his goddamned hands—it had been an accident, he’d lied to me all those years. I didn’t believe him. He wanted it soft and easy—a woman in his bed, children around him—but I wasn’t going to let him forget my mother, just erase her memory, and turn away like you would turn away.
“Now I’ve got you both and I’m going to kill you, just as you killed my mother. It’s justice. It’s retribution.” He smiled as he raised his gun, aiming right at Thomas.

“No!” Becca yelled. “I won’t let you!” She hurled herself in front of her father.
Mikhail Krimakov gave a scream of rage when Thomas shoved Becca to the floor. But he didn’t have time to cover her with his own body. Mikhail shot him in the chest, knocking him backward.
Mikhail dropped to the floor, grabbed Becca’s ankle, and jerked her hard toward him. He slammed his arm around her neck, and pressed the gun against her ear even as the balcony glass door shattered inward and Adam leapt through the billowing draperies and the broken glass into the bedroom. He stopped dead in his tracks.
Mikhail smiled at him. “You try to kill me and the little bitch is dead. You got that?”
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Mikhail said, the gun pointed in Becca’s left ear, “That bastard shot my mother in the head. He’s paid for it. You move and I’ll blow her head off. You won’t even recognize what’s left.”
Adam couldn’t believe it, just didn’t want to accept what he was seeing. “I should never have let you stay here. Damn me, I should have drugged you, Becca, and hidden you away.”
But Becca didn’t hear him. Mikhail’s arm had tightened until she couldn’t breathe, until everything turned black and she heard voices in the distance, but they didn’t reach her, not really.
Mikhail eased up on Becca’s neck as he waved his gun at Adam. “Drop that gun and do it slowly and very carefully.”
Adam let the gun fall to the floor. It came to a stop, he saw, about thirteen inches beyond his left foot.
“I dropped the gun. You’ve killed Thomas. No one else is near. Let her go, damn you, you’ve already choked her unconscious.”
“Yeah, right, you asshole.”
Thomas felt as if his chest was frozen, a good thing, he knew, because soon enough he would be in such pain he probably wouldn’t be able to think, much less move. Krimakov’s son was pressing a gun against Becca’s throat. Adam stood not four feet away, helpless, frozen in place, shattered glass all around him. Thomas knew he was trying desperately to figure out what to do. Becca’s eyes were closed, Mikhail’s hold against her throat was too strong, far too strong. She’d passed out. He had to do something, anything. He couldn’t let her die, not like this, not after she’d hurled herself in front of him, to save him, to take the bullet herself. He felt the pain pulsing deep in his chest, but with it, he felt such an intense surge of love for her that gave him a burst of strength. He managed to ease his hand down to his pants pocket, to the small derringer. Just a bit more strength, that’s all he needed, strength.
Mikhail saw the slight movement from the corner of his eye. “Damn you, you’re supposed to be dead. Don’t move!” His hold against her throat lightened and almost immediately he saw that Becca was coming out of it. He clouted her hard on the side of the head, and shoved her away from him. He leaped to his feet, pulled a Zippo lighter from his pocket and set it to the bedding. In an instant, the blanket and sheets burst into flame.
Thomas fired the derringer. Mikhail yelled and grabbed his arm as the bullet punched him backward. He hit the wall but didn’t fall. Adam dove for his gun. Thomas fired again, but Mikhail had twisted low and the bullet just grazed the side of his head.
Thomas fell back, the derringer falling from his hand. Adam twisted about, his gun raised, but Mikhail was out of the bedroom, and when Adam fired, the bullet hit the door frame. Mikhail slammed the door behind him and the flames gushed higher with the sudden rush of air, igniting the pillows, the thick brocade drapes that were ripped from Adam’s run into the bedroom.
“Damnation,” Adam shouted. “Becca, are you all right?” He leaned over and slapped her face. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here. Damn, the drapes are on fire now.” He scrambled on his knees to where Thomas lay on his back. He shook him. “Thomas, open your eyes. That’s it. Now, can you make it?”
Thomas just smiled at him. “No, unfortunately not, Adam. I think this is the end of the line for me. Get Becca out of here. Tell her I love her.”
“Don’t be a jackass,” Adam said. “We’re all getting out of here. Come on, you can do it.” He wrapped an arm around Thomas and jerked to his feet, pulling Thomas with him. He started to lift him over his shoulder.
“No, not yet,” Thomas said, the pain flooding over him now, drawing at his brain, making everything darken, darken. “No, dammit, we’ll get out of here. Becca, get yourself together! I’m not going to lose you now.”
Becca was sitting now, shaking her head, trying to breathe. She heard agents yelling outside, prayed they wouldn’t try to come into the burning room, prayed they’d be ready to pump a hundred bullets into Mikhail when he came out of the house. She said, “I’m okay. Just give me a second, just a moment.” She stared at her father. “Mother left me. There’s no way you’re going to leave me now. I’ll help you, Adam.” Together, one of them on each side of him, they managed to get the door open and drag Thomas into the hallway. The flames were whooshing up high behind them, thick, incredibly hot, smoke gushing out of the room. No time, Adam thought, just no bloody time to put it out.
All of them were coughing now from the smoke. “Let’s move,” Adam said. He pulled the bedroom door closed after him, but it was too late. The fire was already eating away at the hallway carpeting.
“If he isn’t dead yet,” Adam said, “they’ll get him the instant he gets out of the house.”
Becca was panting with effort and coughing at the same time. “I had my gun strapped to my leg, but it didn’t matter,” she said, coughing. “Are you all right, Daddy? Don’t you dare talk about dying again. Do you hear me?”
“I hear you, Becca,” Thomas said, and his chest was on fire, just as the fire raged around them, it raged inside him. He knew he couldn’t last much longer. He didn’t want to leave her, not yet, please God, not yet.
“Just a little farther.”
They heard a whoosh of flames behind them. The smoke was dense and black now. “We’ve got to hurry,” Adam said. He didn’t ask, just picked up Thomas and eased him over his shoulder. “Becca, get downstairs. I’m right behind you.”
A shot rang out in the thick smoke. Adam felt the punch in his arm, sharp, hard. He didn’t loosen his hold. “Jesus, Becca, get down, crawl. I don’t want him to shoot you.”
But Becca had her Coonan in her hand. She stepped behind Adam and fired back through the smoke in the direction of the shot. There were three more shots. Then silence.
“He must be back near the bedroom, Adam.” And she fired off another shot. “That’ll keep him away. Get my father out of here. Oh God, the walls are on fire. It’s bad, Adam. Hurry! Save my father!”
Adam felt his arm pulsing with raw pain, weakening as he carried Thomas down the front stairs. He felt an instant of dizziness, then shook his head, coughed, and kept moving. He felt a strange pulling in his back, weird, but nothing really. Thomas was now unconscious. He prayed he wasn’t dead. He heard another shot, then another, but nothing all that close.
“I’m right behind you, Adam. Go, quickly!”
He didn’t realize Becca wasn’t with him until he was out the front door and two agents had lifted Thomas from his shoulder. “Jesus, a chest wound. Get the paramedics over here!”
“The fire department is on the way,” Gaylan Woodhouse said, running up, his gun still at the ready. “My God, you’re shot, too, Adam. Hey, Hawley, get over here. We need some help.” Adam stood there holding his arm, his teeth gritted. And now, of all things, that pulling in his back, it was bringing him down.
“Where the hell is Krimakov?” Savich shouted.
“Becca,” Adam said, looking around wildly. “Becca?”

“Jesus,” Hatch said, running to Adam. “He got you in the back, boss. Did you know you got shot in the back? Oh God, hurry, let’s get him down.”
“Becca,” Adam said, frantic now, and he knew he was barely hanging on. “Where’s Becca?” He saw the flames billowing out of the upstairs windows. The beautiful ivy that nearly covered that side of the house was on fire.
“Thomas shot Krimakov,” Adam said to Gaylan Woodhouse and Hawley, who were bending over him. “He’s got to still be inside. Maybe he’s unconscious or dead. Jesus, where’s Becca? Please, you’ve got to find her.”
The walkie-talkie boomed out, “No one has tried to come out of any windows or the back of the house.”
“Get Krimakov,” Gaylan shouted. “Dammit. GET HIM!”
Becca, oh God, where was Becca? He wanted to go back into that house to find her. He had to, had to, but he just couldn’t move. The fire wasn’t only in the house now, it was inside him and it was eating its way out. The pain in his back held him utterly locked in place. He couldn’t move.
“Oh my God,” an agent shouted. “Up there!”
“It’s Becca,” Gaylan Woodhouse whispered. “Oh, no.”
Adam did move, suddenly, with a spurt of strength he didn’t know he had. He roared to his feet. He followed everyone’s eyes to the roof of the house and felt his heart drop to his feet. No, please Jesus, no. But it was Becca, on the roof of the burning house.
“Becca!”
There were at least a dozen people standing in the front yard, looking upward. Then everyone was silent, still.
There, highlighted in flames, stood Becca, in her white nightgown, her bare feet spread, holding the Coonan between her hands.
“Becca,” Adam shouted, “shoot the fucker!”
But she didn’t. She just stood there, pointing the Coonan at Mikhail Krimakov. He was holding his arm, blood dripping through his fingers. Blood also dripped down his cheek from a head wound. He was leaning over, as it was nearly beyond him to straighten. What had happened to his gun? Oh God, Adam couldn’t believe what he was seeing, would have given five years of his life if he could have changed it, if he could even have moved, at least tried to save her. But there was nothing he could do. He saw an agent raise a rifle. “No,” he said, “don’t try it. He’s off at an angle. Don’t take the chance of hitting her. Where are the firemen?”
Flames had caught the roof on fire now, licking out of the balcony off Thomas’s bedroom. It wouldn’t be long now until the flames ate the roof and sent it crashing into the house, until it was too hot on the roof for her to stand there, barefoot.
He heard her then, speaking loudly, very clearly.
“It’s over,” Becca said to the young man not eight feet from her. “Finally, it’s over. You lost, Mikhail, but the cost was too high. You killed eight people, just because they were there.”
“Oh no, I killed many more than that,” he said, raising his head, panting with the pain. “They didn’t count, any of them. I used them, then of what possible use were they to me?”
“Why didn’t you stop when your father died in that car accident?”
He laughed, he actually laughed at her. “It wasn’t an accident, you stupid bitch. I killed him. He wanted me to stop this, said I’d already done enough, that this was just too much. He’d turned soft, he’d become a coward. I killed him because he’d become a weakling. He wasn’t worthy any longer. He betrayed my beloved mother’s memory. Yes, I clouted him on the side of the head and drove him in his car over a cliff.”
There wasn’t a sound from anyone standing below. Then, the sound of sirens in the distance. The flames were licking up over the edge of the roof now. She had to get out of there. Adam stood there, impotent. Becca, please, please. Get the hell out of there.

Becca said, her voice still strong, still clear and loud, “It ends here, Mikhail. Since I knew you’d try to escape back through that roof trapdoor, you had to know I wouldn’t let you get away. It ends here.”
“Yes,” he said. “It ends here. I killed the bastard who murdered my mother—your beloved father. I’ve done what I promised to do. And I took pleasure along the way, cleaning out the vermin that had invaded my life.”
He was standing very still, this handsome young man she’d spoken to in the gym in Riptide. He was slowly straightening now, standing tall.
“My father isn’t dead, Mikhail. He’ll survive. You failed.”
“The roof is going to collapse beneath us, Rebecca. It’s getting hotter. You’re barefoot. It’s got to be burning your feet now, isn’t it?”
Fire trucks pulled up to the curb, men jumping out, going into action. Becca heard a man yelling, “We’ve got a two-story residential fully involved structure fire! Jesus, what’s going on here?”
“Oh shit, there are people standing on the roof! That woman has a gun!”
“We can’t ladder the building, it’s too late. Get the life net!”
Becca heard them, felt her feet now, the heat burning them, wondered if the roof would collapse under her. “We’re going down, Mikhail,” she said. “Look, they’re bringing one of those safety nets. We’ll jump.”
“No,” he said. “No.” Then he pulled the lighter out of his jacket again and lit his sleeve. He rubbed it on his shirt, his pants, even while she watched, so horrified she froze. Then he smiled at her, nearly ablaze now, and ran at her, yelling, “Come away with your boyfriend. Come, let’s fly together, Rebecca!”
She pulled the trigger, once, and still he came, a ball of flame now, running toward her, nearly at her, his arms outstretched. She fired again, then again and again, fired until the Coonan was empty.

He fell forward, nearly into her, but she jerked away just in time and he rolled over and over, a flaming ball of fire, off the roof to the ground below.
She heard people yelling. A jet of flame caught the sleeve of her nightgown. She ran quickly to the side of the roof, stood there for just an instant, slapping down the flames on her arm even as the fire inched closer and closer, and at last the firemen had the safety net in place.
Adam yelled, “Jump, Becca!”
And she did, without hesitation, her nightgown billowing out around her, her long legs bare, the white sleeve of her nightgown smoking. She hit the white safety net, her nightgown tangling around her. It closed over her for just an instant, and then a fireman yelled, “We’ve got her. She’s okay!”
He watched her scramble out of the confines of the safety net, shake off the firemen. She ran toward him, and he saw the shock in her face, the blindness in her eyes, but he couldn’t think of anything to say to her. Then there was simply nothing. He collapsed where he stood. The last thing he heard before the blackness closed over him was the huge roar of the collapsing roof and Becca’s voice, saying his name over and over.
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He was buried in pain, so deep he wondered if he’d ever climb out, but he knew he could deal with it, even appreciate it, because it meant he was still alive. Finally, after what seemed like beyond forever, he managed to gain a bit of control and forced his eyes to open. He looked up at Becca’s smiling face. Ah, but the worry in her eyes, her pallor, it scared him. Was he going to die after all? He felt her fingers lightly touch the line of his eyebrow, his cheek, his chin. Then she leaned down and kissed where her fingers had touched him. Her breath was sweet and warm. His own mouth felt like he’d dived mouth-first into a box of dried manure.
“Hello, Adam. You’ll be just fine. I’ll bet you’re really thirsty, the nurse said you would be. Here’s some water to drink. Take it slow, that’s it.”
He drank. It was the best water he’d ever tasted in his life. He managed to say, “Thomas?”
“He’ll live. He told me so himself when he came out of surgery. The doctors say it looks good. He’s in great shape, so that’s a big help.”
“Your arm?”

“My arm is okay. Just a bit of a burn, nothing serious. We all survived. Except for Mikhail Krimakov. He’s very dead. He’ll never terrorize anyone again or kill another person. I know you’re in bad pain, the bullet went through your back, broke a rib. The other bullet went right through your arm. You’ll be okay, thank God.”
He closed his eyes and said, “It nearly killed me watching you on the roof with him. The flames kept getting closer and closer, the wind whipping your nightgown around your legs, whipping the flames higher. I wanted to do something, but I just stood there yelling at you and I nearly lost what sanity I had left.”
“I’m sorry, but I had to go after him, Adam. That’s how he got into Thomas’s house, from the end of a very long oak branch; then he jumped onto the roof and managed to get the trapdoor open and made it into the attic. When I saw him going down to the end of the hall where those pull-down steps to the attic are, I knew he would escape. I just couldn’t let him do it. He got in that way, the chances were he’d get out. I had to stop him.” She paused a moment, looking inward. “Then he wanted to die. And he wanted me to die with him. But I didn’t. We won.” She kissed him again, and this time he managed to smile just a bit through the god-awful pain.
“Now, no more about it. I’ve done nothing but answer question after question for the FBI. Mr. Woodhouse keeps coming back again and again, but it’s mainly to see Dad, not for any more questions. Do you know what Savich is doing? He’s sitting in the waiting room, checking out churches on MAX to find one for us to get married in. He said he did that for another FBI agent who’d been shot, and sure enough, the other agent got married on the date and in the church that Savich picked. He said it was a special calling of his.”
“My folks?” Adam said. The pain was getting worse, that damned broken rib was digging into him like a sword, dragging him under, and he wanted to howl with it. The novelty of having himself distracted was losing its touch and wearing thin. But he knew he had to hold on, just a bit longer. He wanted to look at Becca, just look at her, hear her voice, perhaps have her kiss him again. He wanted her to kiss him all over, that would be very nice. He tried to smile up at her but it was a pathetic effort. Thank God she was safe. He wanted to lie very quietly and keep knowing that she was safe and she was here and that was her hand on his face.
“But Becca, I have to ask you to marry me before Savich can find a church. What if you say no?”
“You already sort of asked me when we were at your house. But I want the real words now. Ask me, Adam, and see what I say.”
“I hurt real bad but will you marry me? I love you, you know.”
“Yes, of course I will. I love you, too, more than even I can imagine. Now, Savich has already spoken to both your mother and your father. In fact, the last time I checked in, they were sitting on either side of him. Ah, I like them, Adam, very much. There are brothers and sisters and all sorts of second and third cousins coming in and out. They seem to be on some sort of rotation schedule. Oh yes, everyone is sticking his oar in about church locations and dates. I didn’t know you had such a large family.”
“Too large. They refuse to mind their own business. Always underfoot.” He coughed and it hurt his rib so badly he thought he’d expire on the spot. He couldn’t control it any longer. The pain in his rib and in his arm was slicing right through him, pulling him down and down. He was going to sink under and never come up. Then he heard the nurse say, “I’m going to give him some morphine. He’ll be okay in just a moment. I guess he forgot it was there. Then he needs to rest.” He hadn’t forgotten, he just knew he wouldn’t have been able even to push down the button because he was just too bloody weak. His arms were limp at his sides. He hated needles and there were two of them sticking out of his arms. Jesus, he was a mess but he’d be okay. Becca loved him. He said, his voice slurred, “I’m glad you love me. That makes two of us now.”
He thought he heard her laugh. He knew he felt her palm against his cheek.
And then he drifted away, the pain pulling back, like a monster’s fangs pulling out of his flesh, and it felt blessedly wonderful. Then he was asleep again, deeply asleep, and it was black and dreamless and there was nothing there to hurt him and that was a very good thing.
Becca slowly straightened over him.
The nurse smiled at her from the other side of his bed. “He’s doing great. Please don’t worry, we’re taking really good care of him. I hope he’ll sleep now. He should, since the pain has lightened up. You need to get some rest, too, Ms. Matlock.”
Becca gave Adam one last long look, a last kiss on his mouth, then walked out of his room, down the corridor to the small sitting room with two windows looking onto the parking lot, pale yellow walls dotted with Impressionist prints. That small room was filled with the latest batch of relatives. There was Adam’s mom, Georgia, playing with Sean, while Sherlock and Savich were laughing, taking turns announcing yet another church and yet another possible date for Becca and Adam’s wedding, only to have a boo from one relative who had to go salmon fishing in Alaska, or another who had to go to Italy on business, or yet another who had an appointment with her lawyer to cut her husband out of her will. On and on it went.
Becca said from the doorway, “I’m happy to announce that Adam asked me to marry him and I accepted. However, he was hurting a lot. Maybe he won’t remember when he wakes up. If he doesn’t, why, I’ll just have to ask him.”
“My boy will remember,” his father said, a man Adam resembled closely. He grinned at her. “One of the first things Adam told us when he could talk was that he is going to have that second bathroom on the top floor of his house redone so you wouldn’t turn him down due to ugly green tile on the counters.”
“Well, that certainly shows commitment,” she said. “Tell you what, I’ll pick out the new tile and then we’ll see how fast I can get him to the altar.”
She left them laughing, a very nice sound, and now they could do it more easily since their son would be all right. They seemed to like her, which was a relief. His mom was something else. She owned a Volvo dealership in Alexandria and was an auctioneer on the side. His father, she’d been told by one of Adam’s older brothers, owned and operated a stud farm in Virginia.
Well, her father was alive, but that was all he needed to be, thank you very much. Actually, she wasn’t at all certain what he did for a living, but who cared? She thought briefly of his house, where her mother had spent time. Now it was gone, just a shell left. It didn’t matter. Her father was alive.
She took the elevator up to the sixth floor, to the ICU. She could make that trip in her sleep, she’d gone back and forth so many times now.
Thank God the hospital administration had managed to keep the media away from this area. The doctors and nurses nodded to her. She walked into the huge room with its hissing machines, its ever-present mixture of smells that was overlaid with a sharp antiseptic odor that reminded her of the dentist’s office, and the occasional groan from a patient.
An FBI agent sat by her father’s cubicle.
“Hello, Agent Austin. Everything all right?”
“No problem,” he said and a grin kicked in that was positively evil. “You’ll like this. One enterprising reporter managed to get this far, and then I nabbed him. I decked him, stripped him naked, and the nurses and doctors tossed him in a laundry cart and wheeled him down to the emergency room, where they left him, his hands and feet tied with surgical tape, his mouth gagged. Ah, since then, no one else has tried it.”
“I just heard about that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “One of the doctors told me he’d never before been surrounded with such laughter in the emergency room. Well done, Agent. Remind me to stay on your good side.”
He was still chuckling when she eased around the light curtain surrounding her father’s bed and sat down in the single chair. He was asleep, not unexpected, and it didn’t matter. He was on powerful medications and even when he was awake, his mind couldn’t focus. “Hello,” she said, watching him breathe slowly, in and out through the oxygen tubes in his nostrils. “You’re looking wonderful, very handsome. I might have to give your hair a trim though, maybe in a couple of days. Adam will be all right as well, but maybe he’s not quite as good-looking as you are. He’s sleeping right now. Oh yes, I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know that we’re going to get married. But you won’t be surprised, will you?” White bandages covered his chest. Tubes stuck out of him, and like Adam, he seemed to have a score of needles in his arms. He lay perfectly still, but he was breathing evenly, steady and deep.
“Now, let me tell you again what happened. Mikhail shot you in the chest. You have a collapsed lung. They did what’s called a thoracotomy. They cracked open your chest to stop the bleeding and put a chest tube in between your ribs. It’s hooked up to suction. That thing’s called a pleuravac and you’ll hear bubbles in the background. Now, when you wake up the tube will hurt a bit. There are two IVs in place and you’ll have this oxygen tube in your nose for a while longer. Other than that, you’re just fine.”
He was breathing slowly, smoothly. The bubbles sounded in the background. “The house is gone and I’m very sorry about that,” she said. “They couldn’t save anything. I’m sorry, Dad, but we’re alive, and that’s what’s really important. I just realized that not everything is gone, though. After Mom died, I put all of her things in a storage facility in the Bronx. There are photos there, and a lot of her things. Maybe there are even letters. I don’t know, because I couldn’t take the time to go through her papers. We’ll have those. It’s a start.”
Did his breathing quicken a bit?
She wasn’t sure.
What was important was that he was alive. He would get well.
She laid her cheek against his shoulder. She stayed there for a very long time, listening to the steady sound of his heart beating against her face.
She got the call at the hospital at eight o’clock that evening. She’d just left her father and was going back downstairs to be with Adam when a nurse called out, “Ms. Matlock, telephone for you.”
She was surprised. It was the first call she’d gotten, or rather, it was the first call they had put through to her.
It was Tyler and he was talking even before she could say hello. “You’re all right. Thank God it’s all over, Becca. Jesus, I’ve been frantic. They had footage of your father’s burning house, for God’s sake, with this huge safety net in the front yard. They said you’d nearly died, up there on that roof with that maniac, that you shot him finally. Are you truly all right?”
“I’m fine, Tyler. Don’t worry. I’m spending all my time at the hospital. Both my father and Adam Carruthers were shot, but they’ll both survive. The media is outside, waiting, but it will be a long wait. Sherlock is bringing me clothes and stuff so I don’t have to try to sneak out of here and take the chance the media might nab me. How’s Sam doing?”
There was a bit of silence, then, “He misses you dreadfully. He’s really quiet now, won’t say a word. I’m worried, Becca, really worried. I keep trying to get him to talk about the man who kidnapped him, to tell me a little bit about him and what he said, but Sam just shakes his head. He won’t say a word. The TV said that man was dead, that he set himself on fire and hurled himself at you. Is that true?”
“Very true. I think you should take Sam to a child psychiatrist, Tyler.”
“Those flimflam bloodsuckers? They’ll start psychoanalyzing me, claiming I’m not a fit father, tell me I need to lie on a couch for at least six years and pay them big bucks. They’ll say it’s about me, not Sam. No way, Becca. No, he just wants to see you.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t leave here for another week, at least.”
Then she heard a little boy’s wail, “Becca!”
It was Sam and he sounded like he was dying. She didn’t know what to do. It was her fault that Sam was having problems, all her fault. “Put Sam on the phone, Tyler. Let me try to talk to him.”
He did, but there was only silence. Sam wouldn’t say a word.
Tyler said, “It’s bad, Becca, really bad.”
“Please take him to a child shrink, Tyler. You need help.”
“Come back, Becca. You must.”
“I will as soon as I can,” she said finally, and hung up the phone.
“Problem?” a nurse asked, a thick black brow arched.
“Nothing but,” Becca said, and lightly touched her fingers to her right arm. The burns were healing and were itching a bit now.
“Problems are like that,” the nurse said. “It rains problems, and then, all of a sudden, it’s a sunny day, and the problems have just evaporated away.”
“I hope you’re right,” Becca said.
The next day, Adam was much improved, even managed to joke with his nurse, who patted his butt, and her father came down with pneumonia and nearly died.
“It’s nuts,” Becca said to Agent Austin. “He survives a bullet to the heart and gets pneumonia.”

“There’s got to be some irony in that,” Agent Austin said, shaking his head, “but no matter, it still sucks.”
“He’ll pull through,” the doctor said over and over again to Becca, taking her hands in his. Maybe the doctor didn’t like the irony, either, Becca thought, lightly touching her father’s shoulder. It was odd, when she touched him—settled her hand on his arm, laid her hand over his, lightly touched his shoulder—his breathing calmed, his whole body seemed to relax, to ease.
And when he was finally awake, his mind alert, and she touched him, he smiled at her, and she saw the pleasure in his eyes, deep and abiding. And when she whispered, “I love you, Dad,” he closed his eyes briefly, and she knew she didn’t want to see his tears. “I love you,” she said again, for good measure, and kissed his cheek. “We’re together now. I know you love Adam like a son, but I’m very pleased that he isn’t your son. If he were, then I couldn’t marry him. Now you’ll get him anyway.”
“If he ever makes you cry, I’ll kill him,” said her father.
“Nah, I’ll do it.”
“Becca, thank you for telling me about all your mother’s things safely in storage in New York.”
He’d heard her, actually heard her speaking to him. And since he’d heard her speaking to him, just maybe her mother had heard her as well, maybe she did have a final connection with her. “You’re welcome. As I said then, it’s a start.”
“Yes,” Thomas said, smiling up at his daughter. “It’s a very good start.”
 
Adam was now walking up and down the corridor, ill-tempered, his back throbbing, his arm throbbing, feeling useless, wanting to hit someone because he felt so damned helpless. At least the damned catheter was out.
He was carping and carrying on when Becca laughed and said, “All right, you’ve finally driven me away. My father is doing fine, the pneumonia is kicked, and I’m going to Riptide to see Sam.”
“No,” he said, leaning against the hospital corridor wall, utterly appalled. He wanted to grab her and tuck her under his arm. “I don’t want you going there alone. I don’t trust McBride. I don’t want you out of my sight. I’d really like it if you would sleep in my bed with me and I could hold on to you all night.”
She realized she’d rather like that as well, but she said, “There’s no danger, Adam. How could there be? I’m not going to see Tyler. I’m going to see what’s going on with Sam. Don’t forget, Adam, it’s my fault that Krimakov even took him, my fault that Sam got traumatized. I’ve got to fix it. Tyler has nothing to do with it.”
“Dammit, it was Krimakov’s fault. Give it another couple of days, Becca, and I’ll go with you.”
“Adam, you can barely get to the bathroom by yourself now. You’ll stay here and just concentrate on getting well. Spend time with my father. And maybe you could work on all those church dates as well. None of your family can come to an agreement.”
“Well, are you still going to marry me?”
“Is that your final offer?”
He looked both pissed and chagrined. Suddenly he laughed. “I swear I’ll change that green tile. Do you mind moving from New York, living down here? We’re really close to your dad. Is he going to rebuild?”
“We haven’t discussed it yet. Yes, Adam, I’ll marry you, particularly if you change that bathroom tile. Consider it a done deal. I have no real ties to Albany. Goodness, there are so many folk around here who need good speechwriters. I’ll make a fortune. Now, you can’t flirt with any of the hospital staff anymore, you got that? I’m considering that we’re now officially engaged.
“Ah, good, here’s Hatch. Is that cigarette smoke I smell, Hatch? Adam won’t like that. He’ll probably take a good strip off you for that, maybe hit you with his walker.”

She watched the two men argue, smiling. Sherlock came up behind her and said, “Everything nearly back to normal, I see. Let’s watch CNN. Gaylan Woodhouse is going to be on in about a minute. He’s speaking for the president, and you’re going to love this spin.”
Good grief, she thought, watching the TV, she was now a heroine. Someone, she had no idea who, had somehow taken a photo, very grainy, showing her facing Krimakov on that burning roof, her white nightgown blowing around her legs, her Coonan held in front of her in both hands, pointed straight at Krimakov. Gaylan Woodhouse wouldn’t shut up. “Oh dear,” Becca said. “Oh dear.”
“It’s been a long haul, and you came through,” Sherlock said, and hugged her tightly. “I’m really glad to have met you, Becca Matlock, and I like your being a heroine. I have this feeling that you, Adam, and your father will be coming to lots of barbecues over at our house, beginning when they get out of this joint. Did I tell you that Savich is a vegetarian? When we barbecue, he eats roasted corn on the cob. We won’t know about Sean and his preferences for a while yet. Have you agreed to the date and that marvelous Presbyterian Church your in-laws have been members of for years and years?”
“Not yet,” Becca said. “Hey, I’m so famous maybe I’ll ask if the churches want to place bids for our ceremony.”
“You’re a writer, you could write a book, make a gazillion bucks.”
“She’ll have to make it fast,” Savich said, coming up and squeezing his wife against his chest, “fame is fleeting nowadays. Another week, Becca, and you’ll be a last-page footnote in People magazine.”
 
The next day, Becca fle w to Portland, Maine, rented a Ford Escort, and drove up to Riptide. It was cooler this trip, the breeze sharp off the ocean. The first person she saw was Sheriff Gaffney, and he was frowning at her, his thumbs hooked in his wide leather belt.

“Ms. Matlock,” he said, and gave her his best intimidating cop look.
“Hi, Sheriff,” she said, grinned at him, and went up on her tiptoes. She gave him a big kiss on the cheek. “I’m famous, at least for a week, that’s what I was told. Be nice to me.”
For the life of him, Sheriff Gaffney couldn’t think of a thing to say except “Humph,” which he did. “I’ll want to speak to you about that skeleton,” he called after her. “I’ll come to Jacob Marley’s house this evening. Will you be there?”
“Certainly, Sheriff, I’ll be there.”
Then she ran into Bernie Bradstreet, the owner and editor of The Riptide Independent. He looked very tired, as if he’d been ill. “My wife’s been sick,” he said, then he tried to smile at her. “At least all your troubles are over, Ms. Matlock.” He didn’t mention how she’d lied to him that long-ago night when Tyler had taken her out to dinner at Errol Flynn’s Barbecue on Foxglove Avenue. He was a good man, bless him.
And then she was knocking on Tyler’s front door just as the sun was setting. The insects were beginning their evening songs. She heard a dog bark from a house farther down on Gum Shoe Lane. She wished she’d brought a cardigan. She shivered, rang the bell again.
Tyler’s car wasn’t in the driveway.
Where was he? Where was Sam?
She didn’t understand it. She’d told him when she’d be here and she was only ten minutes off. She got back in her rental car and cut over to Belladonna, to Jacob Marley’s house. She’d paid the rent through the end of the month, so the place was still hers. She planned to use this time to pack up the rest of her things, have the place cleaned, and return the keys to Rachel Ryan. Surely Rachel was spending a lot of time with Sam, helping him. She hoped Rachel was also trying to convince Tyler to take Sam to a child shrink.
She turned the key in the lock and shoved the door open.
“Hello, Becca.”

It was Tyler, standing there, Sam in his arms, smiling really big. “We decided to wait for you here. I left the car just down the road. We wanted to surprise you. I’ve got champagne for us and some lemonade for Sam. I even bought a carrot cake; I remembered that you liked it. Come in.” He set Sam down, and Sam stood there staring at her.
Tyler walked to her and wrapped his arms around her back. He kissed the top of her head. “I like your hair. It’s natural again. God, you’re beautiful, Becca.” He kissed her again, pulled her more tightly against him. “I thought you were beautiful in college, but you’re even more beautiful now.”
She tried to ease away from him, but he didn’t let her go.
He gently pushed her chin up with his thumb and kissed her. It was a deep kiss, and he wanted to make it deeper, he wanted her to open her mouth. Sam was standing there saying nothing, just looking at them.
“No, Tyler, please, no.” She shoved hard against his chest and he quickly stepped back.
He was still smiling, breathing hard, his eyes bright with excitement, with sex, lust. “You’re right. Sam is standing right here. He’s four, not a baby anymore. We shouldn’t do this in front of him.” He turned to smile down at his son. “Well, Sam, here’s Becca. What do you have to say to her?”
Sam didn’t have anything to say. He just stood there, his small face blank of all expression. It scared her to her toes. She walked slowly to him and went down on her knees in front of him. “Hello, Sam,” she said, and lightly touched her fingertips to his cheek. “How are you, sweetie? I want you to listen to me now. And believe me because I wouldn’t lie to you. That bad man who kidnapped you, who tied you up and put you in the basement, I swear to you that he’s gone now, forever. He’ll never come back, ever, I can promise you that. I took care of him.”
Sam didn’t say anything, just suffered her touching his face. Slowly, she brought him against her even though his small body was stiff, resistant.

“I’ve missed you, Sam. I would have come sooner, but my father and Adam—you remember Adam, don’t you?—they were both hurt and I had to stay with them in the hospital. But now I’m here.”
“Adam.”
One word, but it was enough. “Yes,” she said, delighted, “Adam.”
She turned her head when she heard Tyler say something, but he shook his head at her. “Sam’s okay, Becca. I also brought some barbecue from Errol Flynn’s for our dinner. All the fixings, too. Would you like to have dinner now?”
And so they drank champagne, Sam drank his lemonade, and everyone ate barbecue pork ribs, baked beans, and coleslaw in Jacob Marley’s kitchen. The carrot cake from Myrtle’s Sweet Tooth on Venus Flytrap Boulevard stood on the kitchen counter.
After she’d answered countless questions about Krimakov, she said, “What about the skeleton, Tyler? Have the DNA results come in yet? Is it Melissa Katzen?”
Tyler shrugged. “No word yet that I know of. Everyone believes it is. But that’s not important now. What’s important is us. When do you want to move up here, Becca?”
Becca was handing Sam another rib. Her hand stilled. “Move back here? No, Tyler. I’m here to see Sam and pack up my things.”
He nodded and tore meat off the rib he was holding. He chewed, then said, “Well, that’s all right. You’ve just reconnected with your dad, so you need to make sure he’s okay, get to know him and all that, but we need to set our wedding date before you go back to see him. Do you think he’ll want to move up to be near you after we’re married?”
She set down her fork near the coleslaw. Something had gone terribly wrong. She didn’t want this, but there was no hiding from it now. She said it slowly, calmly, aware that Sam was now very still again, not eating, listening, but she had no choice. She said, “I’m truly sorry if you’ve misunderstood, Tyler. You and Sam are my very dear friends. I care about both of you quite a lot. I’ve appreciated all you’ve done for me, the support you’ve given me, the confidence you’ve had in me, but I can’t be your wife. I’m very sorry, but I just don’t feel about you the way you want me to.”
Sam continued to sit there on two thick phone books, still and silent, the half-chewed pork rib clutched in his small fingers.
She forced a smile. “We should probably have this talk after Sam’s gone to bed, don’t you think?”
“Why? It concerns him. He wants you for his mother, Becca. I told him that was why you were coming back. I told him you were going to fix everything and you’d be here for him forever.”
“We should speak of this later, Tyler. This is between us. Please.”
Sam looked down at his plate, his small face drawn, pale in the dim kitchen light.
“All right then,” Tyler said. “I’m going to put Sam down with a blanket in the living room, on that real comfortable sofa. What do you think, Sam?”
Sam didn’t tell them what he thought.
“I’ll be right back, Becca.”
He scooped Sam up off his phone books and carried him out of the kitchen. She shivered. The house felt uncomfortably cool. She hoped Sam would be warm enough with just one blanket. She hoped Sam had gotten enough to eat. She wished Tyler had wiped Sam’s fingers off better.
What was she going to do? Was she the one off base here? Had she given Tyler the wrong impression? She’d known he was jealous of Adam, and that’s when she had pulled back from him, even cooling her friendship toward him. But still he’d misunderstood, still he’d come to believe that she wanted to be his wife. How could it be possible? She’d said nothing, done nothing, to give him that idea. And he was using Sam, which was despicable of him.
Sam. What was she going to do? There was something very wrong, triggered, she supposed, by Krimakov’s kidnapping of him. She heard Tyler walking back toward the kitchen. She had to clear this up, quickly and cleanly. She had to think what she could do to help Sam.
She’d gotten the name of a really good child psychologist in Bangor from Sherlock. She would start there.
But she didn’t have a chance to start anything because Tyler said from the doorway, “I love you, Becca.”
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“No, Tyler, no.”
Tyler just smiled at her, an intimate smile that chilled her to the bone. “I’ve loved you from that first time I saw you in Hadley’s freshman dorm at Dartmouth. You were looking lost, wondering where to find a bathroom.”
She smiled at that, no recollection at all of that meeting. “You didn’t love me, Tyler. You dated lots of girls in college. You married Sam’s mother, Ann. You loved her.”
He came into the kitchen and sat down across from her. “Sure I loved her for a while, but she left me, Becca. She left me and she didn’t plan to come back. She was even going to take Sam, but I didn’t let her.”
What was he talking about? Of course things couldn’t have been smooth between them, since Ann had ended up leaving him. They’d faced off about it? There’d been a confrontation? But that didn’t concern her now. She said, “I’m really sorry if you’ve gotten the wrong idea, Tyler. Please believe me. I am your friend and I hope I always will be. I would like to see Sam grow up.”
“Since you’re going to be his mother, of course you’ll see him grow up. You’ll make him well again, Becca. He’s been silent and withdrawn ever since his mother left.”

“Would you like some coffee?”
“Sure, if you’re going to make some.” He watched her measure the coffee into the machine, then pour in the water. He watched her press the switch, watched it turn red.
“Tell me about Ann,” she said, wanting him to remember the woman he’d loved, distract him from her. Why had Ann left him? Had there been another man? Why hadn’t she taken Sam with her? So what if Tyler had tried to fight for custody? Sam was still her child, not his. But she had just run away without him.
Tyler was still watching the coffeemaker. She watched him breathe in the aroma. Finally, he said, “She was beautiful. She’d been married to a guy who left her the minute he found out she was pregnant. We hooked up kind of by accident. She couldn’t get the gasoline cap off her car. I helped her. Then we went to Pollyanna’s Restaurant.” He shrugged. “We got married a couple months later.”
“What happened?”
He said nothing for a very long time. “The coffee’s ready.”
She poured each of them a cup.
He took a drink, then shrugged. “She was happy and then she wasn’t. She left. Nothing more, Becca. Listen, I swear I’ll make you happy. You won’t ever want to leave. We can have more kids, yours and mine. Sam was Ann’s kid anyway.”
“I’m going to marry Adam.”
He threw the coffee at her. He roared to his feet, sending the wooden chair crashing against the wall, and shouted, “No, you’re not going to marry that goddamned bastard! You’re mine, do you hear me? You’re mine, you damned bitch!”
The coffee wasn’t scalding anymore, thank God, but it hurt, splashing on her neck, on the front of her shirt, soaking through to her skin.
He leapt toward her, his hands out.
“No, Tyler.” She ran, but he was blocking any escape out the back door. There was no place to go except down to the basement. But she’d be trapped down there. No, wait, there was another small entry on the far side of the basement where long-ago Marleys had had their winter cords of wood dumped. She saw it all in a flash, and ran to the basement door, jerked it open, then pulled it closed behind her. She locked it, flipped on the light, saw the naked bulb dangling from the ceiling by a thin wire, even as she heard him pulling on the knob on the other side, yelling, calling her horrible names, telling her that he would get her, that she wouldn’t leave him, not ever.
She ran down the wooden stairs. She looked at the wall where she’d found Sam propped up, bound and gagged, then at the far wall that still gaped open from when the skeleton had fallen out of it after that storm.
She heard the basement door splinter. Then he was on the stairs. She pulled and jerked at the rusted latch that held the small trapdoor down. It was about chest high. Move, move, but she was shrieking it in her mind, not out loud. What the hell was going on with him? It had happened so quickly. He had snapped, just snapped, and turned into a wild man. Oh God, a crazy man.
She heard his feet clattering to the bottom steps. The latch wouldn’t give. She was trapped. She turned to see him running across the concrete floor. He came to a stop. He was panting. Then he smiled at her.
“I nailed that trapdoor shut last week. It was dangerous. I didn’t think we should take the chance that a kid could open it and fall through. Maybe hurt himself. Maybe even kill himself.”
“Tyler,” she said. Be calm, be calm. “What’s going on here? Why are you acting like this? Why this rage? At me? Why?”
He said, all calm and serious, and he actually waved his finger at her, like a lecturing teacher, “You’re like the others, Becca. I hoped you would be different, I would have wagered everything that you were different, that you weren’t like Ann, that faithless bitch who wanted to leave me, wanted to take Sam and go far away from me.”

“Why did she want to leave you, Tyler?”
He shrugged. “She thought I was smothering her, but that was just in her mind, of course. I loved her, wanted to make her and Sam happy, but she started pulling back. She didn’t need all those other friends of hers, they just wasted her time, took her away from me. Then she told me that night that she had to leave me, that she couldn’t stand it anymore.”
“Stand what?”
“I don’t know. I tried to give her everything she wanted, both her and Sam. I just wanted her for myself, wanted her to commit herself only to me, and all I asked was that she stay close to me, that she look to me for everything. And she did for a while, and then she didn’t want to anymore.”
“She left?”
In that instant, Becca knew that Ann McBride hadn’t gone anywhere. She was still here in Riptide.
“Where did you bury her, Tyler?”
“In Jacob Marley’s backyard, right under that old elm tree that was around when World War One began. I dug her deep so no animals would dig her up. I even gave her a nice service. She didn’t deserve anything, but I gave her all the religious trappings, the sweet and hopeful words. After all, she was my wife.” He laughed, remembering now and said with a smirk, “Old Jacob had been dead by then nearly three years so I didn’t worry about getting rid of him that time.”
He started laughing then. “I killed that ridiculous old dog of his—Miranda—a long time ago. The bitch didn’t like me, always growled when I came near. The old man never knew, never.”
She remembered the sheriff telling her how much Jacob Marley had loved that dog, how she’d just up and died one day. Her heart was pounding, slowly, painfully. Somehow she had to reach him. She had to try. “Listen to me, Tyler. I didn’t betray you. I would never betray you. I came here to Riptide because of what you’d told me about it. I was here to hide out. This was sanctuary for me. You helped me, so very much. You don’t know how much I appreciate that.” Were his eyes calmer now? Maybe, but he frowned and she tried to still her fear, said quickly, “That madman was trying to kill both me and my father. The last thing I wanted to think about was falling in love with anyone. I never meant for you to believe there was more to it than friendship.”
His eyes were darker now, a barely leashed wildness that scared her to her soul. He said, his voice sarcastic, “You didn’t want to fall in love, Becca? Then why are you marrying that bastard Carruthers?”
For a moment, her brain refused to work. He was right, oh God, he was right. She had to think, she had to do something. She was alone in the basement with a man who wasn’t sane, a man who was somehow twisted, a man who had murdered his wife and buried her in Jacob Marley’s backyard. Sheriff Gaffney had been certain that Tyler had murdered his wife. Everyone believed that the skeleton that fell out of the basement wall had been Ann McBride. But it wasn’t.
She couldn’t bear it, just couldn’t. She had to know, all of it. “Tyler, the girl in the wall. Was it Melissa Katzen?”
He said, his voice indifferent, bored, “Yes, of course it was.”
“But she was young, not more than eighteen when someone killed her. That was more than twelve years ago. Did you kill her, Tyler?”
He shrugged. “Another faithless bitch, little Melissa. Everyone thought she was so sweet, so giving, so yielding. And she was with me, at first. I gave her attention, small presents—lots of them, all clever, imaginative. I told her how pretty she was and she soaked it up until one day she turned down my latest gift to her. It was a Barbie, all dressed to travel, ready to elope.
“She didn’t want to tell anyone about us, and that was okay by me. I was going to laugh my head off when we came back married. She called me that night, asked me to meet her. She gave me back the Barbie, then told me she didn’t want to run away with me after all. She whined that she was too young, that her parents would be hurt if she ran off with me. I told her that she had to marry me, that no one else would, that I was the only one who really loved her.” He shook his head then, frowning at something he was remembering, at what he was seeing. He said slowly, “She became afraid of me. She tried to get away from me, but I caught her.”
She could see him with Melissa in her Calvin Klein white jeans, the cute little pink tank top, see him, hear him trying to convince her, then screaming at her, then killing her. She knew she had to keep him talking. She couldn’t let him stop now. When he stopped talking, he would kill her. She didn’t want to die. She remembered then that Sheriff Gaffney was coming over, at least he’d told her he was. Sometime during the evening. Dammit, it was evening, right in the middle of evening. Where was he? What if he just left when no one answered the door? She was so afraid, she stuttered. “B-but Jacob Marley was here, wasn’t he?”
“True enough.” He shrugged. “I put her in the shed out back, and then the next day, I got Jacob Marley out of the house with a phone call. He had a very old sister who lived in Bangor. I called and told him she was dying and asking for him, begging him to come to her. The old jerk left and I dug out the wall and put Melissa behind it. Then I bricked it back up. My dad was in construction before he fell off a building and he taught me a whole lot. I knew all about bricklaying. Then I left. You want to know something funny? Jacob Marley’s ancient sister died the very day he showed up at the old folks’ home in Bangor. He never even realized that it had been a fake call.”
“Tyler, why did you bury Melissa in the basement wall? Why Jacob Marley’s house?”
He laughed, and that laugh chilled her. “I was thinking maybe I’d call in an anonymous tip, tell everyone I saw Jacob Marley kill Melissa, then saw him with cement and bricks.”
“But you didn’t.”
“No. Maybe I’d left fingerprints somehow on her. I couldn’t take the chance.” Then he slashed his hand through the air. His voice lowered, his eyes darkened, became as intense as a preacher’s in a revival tent. “I wanted you to marry me, Becca. I would have taken care of you all your life. I would have loved you, protected you, kept you close forever. You could have been Sam’s mother. But once you were with me, you wouldn’t have spent all that much time with him. Sam would have understood that you were mine first, that he really had no claim on you, not like I did.”
She was cold, so cold her teeth would soon be chattering. This lovely man who’d seemed so kind, so gentle—he was crazy, probably he’d been born crazy.
“Melissa was only eighteen, Tyler. Both of you were too young to run off.”
“No,” he said. “I was ready. I believed she was. She was faithless. She would have left me, just like Ann did.”
How many other women had he believed to be faithless? How many others had he killed, then hidden their bodies? Becca looked around for some sort of weapon, anything, but there was nothing. No, she was wrong. There were about half a dozen bricks stacked against the gaping open wall, about six feet away from her.
She took a step sideways.
He said thoughtfully now, “I think I’ll bury you close to Ann. Out under that elm tree. But you don’t deserve a nice service, Becca, not like the one I did for Ann. She was Sam’s mother, after all.”
“I don’t want to be buried there,” she said and took another step. “I don’t want to die, Tyler. I haven’t done anything to you. I came here to be safe, but I wasn’t ever safe, was I? It was all an illusion. You were just waiting, waiting for another woman to love, to possess, to imprison so she’d want out and then you could kill her, do it all over again and again. You need help, Tyler. Let me call someone.” She took another step toward the bricks.
He began walking toward her. “I would rather have held you close, Becca. If only—”

There was the sound of a car pulling up outside.
“The sheriff’s here,” Becca said quickly. “Just listen. It’s over, Tyler. The sheriff won’t let you hurt me now.” She took another quick step to the side. Three feet, just another three feet. Tyler looked up and frowned when he heard a car door slam. He cursed even as he ran toward her, his hands outstretched, his fingers curved inward.
Becca leapt toward the pile of bricks, went down on her knees, and grabbed one. He was on her then, his hands around her neck, and she slammed the brick against his shoulder. His fingers tightened, tightened, and his face was blurring above her. She raised the brick again, brought it upward slowly, and he twisted just as she heaved it toward him. It struck his face and he howled with agony, and his fingers loosened for just a moment. She gulped in air and struck again. He sent his fist against her head, and she saw blinding flashes of light, felt the pain sear through her head, knew she couldn’t hold on. She was losing and she would die because she wasn’t strong enough. She tried to raise the brick again but she just couldn’t.
“You faithless bitch, you’re just like all the rest of them!” His fingers tightened around her neck.
Sheriff Gaffney yelled, “Let her go, Tyler! Let her go!”
Tyler was heaving now, his fingers strong, so strong, tighter and tighter now and she knew she would die.
Then there was a shot. Tyler jerked over her. His hands fell away. She blinked and saw him turn slowly to face Sheriff Gaffney, standing in a cop’s stance, his Ruger P85 pistol held tightly between his hands. “Get away from her, Tyler. Now! MOVE!”
“No,” Tyler said and lunged for her again. Another shot rang out. Tyler fell on top of her, his face beside her head. Dead weight, oh God, he was now dead weight.
“Hold on, Ms. Matlock, and I’ll get him off you.”
Sheriff Gaffney pulled Tyler away. He’d shot him once in the head and once in the back. He gave Becca a hand up. “You okay?”
She was shaking, her teeth chattering, her throat burning, Tyler’s blood all over her, and the healing burn on her arm was throbbing fiercely. She smiled up at him. “I think you’re the most wonderful man in the whole world,” she said. “Thank you for coming in the house. I prayed and prayed that you would see all the lights on and come in.”
“I heard little Sam crying,” Sheriff Gaffney said.
“Hello?”
A small, thin voice. It was Sam and he was standing at the top of the basement stairs.
“Oh, no,” Becca said. “Oh, no.”
“I told him to wait in the kitchen for me. Damn. Okay, I’ll get Rachel over here. Can you pull yourself together, Ms. Matlock? We’ll go upstairs and you can take care of little Sam until Rachel comes. He loves Rachel a whole lot, you’ll see. Just keep hanging in there, ma’am.” He shook his head, then said, “Jesus, I knew Tyler killed his wife, just knew it in my lawman’s gut, you know? But he also killed poor little Melissa twelve years ago. I wonder how many other women he’s killed who rejected him.”
Becca didn’t want to know.
 
Adam was stretched out on the sofa in his living room, a soft pillow under his head, a light afghan pulled to his waist, so relieved that Becca was back safe and sound, staying in his house, her stuff scattered around, all at home now, that all he could do was grin. He didn’t want her to leave, not ever. He heard her moving about in his wonderful, fully equipped, very modern kitchen, making him a healthy snack, she’d said.
The house was cool since he’d had the good sense to install central air conditioning when he’d moved in. Soon, he thought, he’d get that ugly green tile out of that second-floor bathroom. Another four days and his energy would come roaring back and he’d head right down to the tile store. The master bedroom was sort of stark though, with just a big black lacquer bed and a matching black lacquer dresser, a couple of comfortable black and white chairs, and a good-sized closet, nearly walk-in, he’d said to her, lots of room for both of their clothes.
He’d had big plans for the bed the night before, about two hours after she’d gotten back from Riptide, and even though he couldn’t move a whole lot and his flexibility was nearly nil, and he’d tended to moan from pain as well as pleasure, it hadn’t mattered. She’d simply taken charge. He nearly shook the afghan off now just thinking of how she’d looked astride him, her head thrown back when she’d screamed out his name. And then she’d just fallen over on him and the pain had nearly made him yell again. But he’d just lain there, silent, holding her against him as best he could, stroking her smooth back, and then she’d slowly straightened, frowned at the sight of his rib, all yellow and green now, and said, “I nearly killed you, didn’t I? I’m sorry.”
“Kill me again,” he’d said, and she laughed and kissed him and kissed him again and again, and loved him until he’d yelled again, this time not from any pain in his damned ribs.
He felt good. He had plans for that bed again today, maybe in just about an hour from now. He was stronger today, maybe he’d be able to do a bit more moving around. He hadn’t been able to get his hands and mouth everywhere he’d wanted to last night. Ah, but today. His fingers itched, his mouth sort of tingled. And what about tomorrow and the next day? Maybe he’d just keep her in the bedroom until they had to leave for the church to get married, then right back here again. It sounded really fine to him. He wondered what Becca thought about mirrors everywhere.
She brought him some iced tea and a plate of celery stuffed with cream cheese. She sat beside him and fed him between kisses.
He realized suddenly that there was something different about her, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Then he realized what it was—she was hiding something from him. And her eyes, something different there—he realized, finally, that it was shock. Well, he supposed that nearly burning to death on the roof of her father’s house would leave its mark. Or realizing that a man she’d really liked was in actuality a madman. Or just maybe, he thought, his mouth tightening, that madman, Tyler McBride, had, in fact, hurt her or tried to, and she hadn’t seen fit to tell him.
He ate another celery stick, eyeing her, then said, his voice all suspicious, his brows lowered, “You swear you didn’t lie to me? You swear that there was no real trouble up in Riptide?”
She lightly stroked her fingers over his cheek. She loved to touch him. She particularly liked him naked so she could touch all of him, kiss all of him. She leaned down now and kissed his mouth, then straightened again. She said, all easy and blasé, “Nothing that couldn’t be handled. Sam’s all right. I can’t tell you how wonderful Rachel is with him. I knew they were close, but when she came running into the house, Sam left me in a flash and went right to her. I thought she would fall apart, she was so relieved that Sam was all right. Sheriff Gaffney told me that since there are no relatives, Rachel and her husband would very likely adopt Sam. I called up this morning, and she’s already got him an appointment with that child psychologist Sherlock recommended up in Bangor. Oh yeah, I also told Rachel she was probably a very conscientious, great real estate agent, but I would never ever rent another house from her again.” His frown was still in place. “Rachel laughed.” The frown lightened.
Adam said, “Yeah, I’m relieved about Sam, too. But wait a minute, Becca. Back up here. You’re telling me that McBride didn’t try to hurt you when you told him you didn’t love him?”
She stuffed another celery stick in his mouth and kissed him all over his face as he chewed. She whispered in his ear before he could talk again, “Nothing to worry about, really, Adam. It’s all over and done with. Hey, you do like the celery sticks?”
“Yeah, they’re good. All three dozen that you’ve stuffed down me. Now, tell me about how Sheriff Gaffney had to shoot Tyler once he knew the skeleton was that girl Melissa Katzen. I’m not really all that clear on any of it. I want every little detail, Becca. No, no more celery sticks. Yeah, a kiss is all right, but hold off now. You’re not going to distract me anymore.”
But she just kept kissing him until he was nearly heaving himself off the sofa. She said against his ear, “I used low-fat cream cheese, better for your arteries.”
“Becca.” He grabbed a fist of her hair and pulled her close to his face. “Tell me the truth. What the hell happened up there?”
“Adam, it wasn’t all that big a deal. Really, nothing worth mentioning except that Sheriff Gaffney really came through. He was the hero. I’ve probably forgotten lots of it because it just wasn’t that memorable. Really, the sheriff had everything under control. I didn’t even count. I wasn’t even important. Would you please stop your worrying and just forget it? I’m home now.” He felt her hand on his belly and he nearly lost it, but he didn’t. He let her go but his frown deepened. Before he could say anything, Becca smiled and said as she got up from the sofa, “Oh, my, just look at the time. Not enough time for me to have my way with you. But I do have a couple of minutes. Do you want me to give you a nice rubdown before I go to the hospital to see Dad?”
He thought about her hand on his belly, moving south, and he nearly went en pointe. He said on a big sigh, “No, but how about an apple, Becca? I love apples.”
She knew exactly what he was thinking. “I love you, Adam. Maybe when I get back from the hospital, we can play a game of Monopoly, or something, okay? But that means you’ve got to rest while I’m gone. Now, you just sit tight and I’ll get you that apple.”
The phone rang. Adam stared after Becca, then picked it up. “Hello.”
“Is this Mr. Carruthers?”
“It is.”
“This is Sheriff Gaffney, from Riptide.”

“Hello, Sheriff. What can I do for you?”
“I just wanted to speak to Ms. Matlock, make sure she was all right.”
“Well,” Adam said slowly, staring toward the door, “there’s still some shock, you know, from what happened.”
The sheriff sighed. “Understandable, of course, poor girl. I don’t mind telling you that it was pretty hairy there for a while, Mr. Carruthers. I’m sure it’s made your hair stand on end, hearing about her lying on the basement floor with McBride straddling her, choking the life out of her. She was hitting him with a brick, but it wasn’t working, she was getting too weak. The guy was strong, really strong. As you know, I had to shoot him, but even that didn’t stop him. He was over the top, completely whacked out, as my boys say, and all he wanted to do was kill her. I had to shoot him again and the guy fell right on top of her, covered her with blood. But it’s over now. All the questions answered. Ms. Matlock didn’t get hysterical, thank the good Lord. She’s a strong girl. As a man of the law doing my duty, I really appreciated that. And now she’s home, and I hear the two of you are going to get married. You’re a lucky man.”
“Yes, Sheriff. Thank you.”
“Any time. Well, do give my best to Ms. Matlock.”
“You can be sure that I will, Sheriff.” Adam heard her breathing. She was on the line in the kitchen. She’d listened in, heard everything, hadn’t said a word. His heart was pounding slow, heavy strokes. He was so furious he couldn’t think of anything to say. Then he opened his mouth and shouted into the receiver at the top of his lungs, “BECCA!”
She cleared her throat. “Ah, Adam, I’ve got to go to the hospital now.”
He breathed deeply, got hold of himself, and said, “Not just yet. Bring me my apple. I’ll even give you a bite before I wash your mouth out with soap for those whoppers you told me.”

“Sorry, Adam, the apples aren’t ripe enough. You know Sheriff Gaffney, he exaggerates, really, he—”
“After I wash your mouth out, I’m going to maybe shave your head. Then if I’m still pissed off, I’m going to make you change that green tile in the bathroom, then—”
“I’m outta here, Adam. I love you. Er, I’ll buy ripe apples while I’m out.”
She hung up the phone.
“BECCA!”
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