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Chapter 1


Candles flickered in the big room, their flames casting dancing shadows on the wall, their clean scent of vanilla filling the air. Nicole lay on the cool shining hardwood floor, her blond hair spread across a fringed tapestry pillow. Beside her a man rested in perfect stillness, holding her right hand. His eyes were open, but she knew he saw nothing in the room. His vision was fixed on a world created by the music.


She closed her own blue eyes, letting the music flow over her. Rhapsody in Blue. Huge stereo speakers sent the sensual jazz classic throbbing through the room. On the recording, Paul Dominic, the man next to her, played the piano with all the expertise and passion of the world-famous virtuoso he was.


Nicole felt Paul tense as he listened to the four-bar passage that bridges the long piano cadenza into the famous Andantino moderato melody. Then the music soared and Nicole’s own heart beat faster as the song moved into the development of the slow theme, trading off with the orchestra until the rhapsody was brought to its spectacular conclusion.


Paul rolled toward her, propping himself up on one elbow. “So you liked it, chérie?”


Nicole took a deep breath. “I loved it.” She thought she sounded like a breathless teenager and wished she had a critic’s sophisticated vocabulary to express her feelings. Instead, she reached up and touched the man’s black hair. “I can’t believe I’m with you, Paul,” she whispered. “I can’t believe I’m with a man who’s capable of playing such glorious music. To have that kind of talent . . .” She shook her head. “You’re a genius.”


“I’m no genius,” he said with a self-deprecating laugh. “The music is one-fourth gift, three-fourths very hard work. Besides, I’m not as good as I should be.”


“That’s not what the critics say. They say you’re the ideal Gershwin pianist.”


He smiled. “You’ve been reading my reviews.”


“Of course. I also know your concerts all over the world are always sold out.” She frowned. “What on earth does someone like you see in me?”


His penetrating hazel eyes gazed into hers. “Do you believe in destiny, Nicole?”


“I’m not sure I’ve really thought that much about it.”


“I believe in it,” he said intensely. “I believe I was destined to come back to Texas and meet you again.” He touched a strand of her hair. “You were only seven when I first saw you in your father’s store, and I thought you were the most beautiful little girl I’d ever seen. You were sitting at your father’s finest baby grand piano playing ‘Down in the Valley.’ ”


Nicole rolled her eyes. “One of my most requested numbers, very hot at family parties.” She laughed. “I’m surprised Dad let me actually bang out a song on that expensive piano. I have no musical talent, you know that.”


“But you have feeling, Nicole. Your little face was so concenrated, almost rapt. It was one of the most touching things I’ve ever seen. I think I fell in love with you that day. Or rather, the woman I knew you’d grow up to be.” He grinned, the lean, aristocratic lines of his own face softening. “As for your father letting you play that piano, he could deny you nothing.”


“Except you.”


Paul’s expression sobered. “You’re only nineteen, a sophomore in college. I’m ten years older and I’ve seen a lot of the world. He’s just trying to protect you. He thinks you’re a temporary diversion for me while I’m here looking after Mother during this siege of pneumonia.”


Nicole’s eyes darkened. “It doesn’t bother you that we have to sneak around to see each other? That we can’t go out in public to dinner or a movie, that he would be furious if he even knew I was here with you instead of studying at the library?” She held up the white rosebud he’d handed her as soon as she walked in the door this evening. “I can’t even take this home.”


“It bothers me that we can’t be open about our relationship,” Paul said calmly, “but I understand it. Aside from my being older, your father always thought I was strange, even back in the days when I was a kid who used to haunt his music store.”


“How could he have thought you were strange?” Nicole asked indignantly.


Paul smiled. “I am strange. Ask anyone I went to school with.”


“They didn’t understand a musical prodigy,” Nicole protested. “Not even Dad, although he had his own aspirations at one time. Maybe that’s his problem. Maybe he’s jealous of you.”


Paul shrugged. “Whatever. Local opinions hurt at one time, but they don’t matter now.” He raised his arm and looked at his watch. “What does matter now is that it’s almost ten o’clock. Your parents will be wondering where you are.”


“I wish I had an apartment,” Nicole fretted. “It’s ridiculous to be nineteen and still living at home. I hate it there.”


“Soon you’ll be married to me and living in New York City,” Paul said. He rose with the fluid grace of a dancer, his strong, slender body outlined in the candlelight. He was dressed in black jeans and a black T-shirt, the slender silver and turquoise cross she’d given him for his birthday hanging on a chain around his neck, glinting in the light from the candles. He reached down and clutched her hand, pulling her lightly to her feet. “You should go home now before your father gets suspicious.”


“I guess it is fairly late. I also have to stop by the library and get at least one book. If I come home empty-handed, he’ll know I lied about where I was this evening.”


“You should have told me earlier.” Paul looked at his watch. “I’ll walk you out to the car.”


A woman appeared at the door. Her dull black hair was pulled into a long braid and she wore a high-necked maroon dress. “Señor Paul, your mother asks for you,” she said in her Spanish accent.


“I thought she’d be asleep by now.”


“She was.” Nicole didn’t like the Dominics’ housekeeper, Rosa. The woman looked at Paul with flat black eyes and an expression of deep disapproval although her tone was civil. “Your music woke her.”


Paul briefly shut his eyes. “I keep forgetting I’m not living alone anymore. Sorry, Rosa. Tell her I’ll be there in a minute.”


“Very well, but you should hurry. The loudness of the music disturbed her. She rambles in French. I cannot understand her. I’m thinking she should return to the hospital.” Her words simmered with rebuke, but Paul either didn’t notice or chose to ignore her. His tone remained cordial.


“Go back to her, Rosa. Tell her I’ll come after I’ve walked Miss Sloan to her car.”


“That really isn’t necessary, Paul,” Nicole said hastily, annoyed with herself for being intimidated by Rosa’s unflinching stare. She’d caught fleeting glimpses of the woman’s teenage son around the house a couple of times, and she wondered if he were as cowed by his mother as she would have been. Probably. Only someone with Paul’s self-confidence would be oblivious to her perpetually reproachful manner. “Your mother needs you and my car is right outside.”


“But not in the driveway.” Paul looked troubled. “I don’t like you walking around late at night by yourself.”


“Now you sound like Dad.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed his taut cheek as Rosa slowly turned away, her face heavy with disdain. “I can make it safely across your front lawn and half a block away to my car.”


They walked down the curved staircase. The Spanish-tiled entrance hall was empty, lit only by an antique Tiffany lamp throwing rich, luminous colors into the shadows. Paul said the house had been built in the 1920’s, bought in the fifties when Texas oil had brought the Dominics from New Orleans, and Nicole thought it resembled the Spanish mansion of a grand silent-movie star—maybe Rudolph Valentino’s Falcon Lair. She could picture him and his mysterious wife, Natacha Rambova, doing the tango across the tiled floor. A movie director couldn’t have chosen a more perfect home for a man like Paul Dominic to have grown up in. It suited his drama and elegance.


Paul pulled her close to him. “Will I see you tomorrow?”


“I’m not sure. I only have two classes in the morning, but I have to go to the Mission San Juan to finish my research. My paper is due Monday morning.”


“Then I’ll meet you at the mission.”


Nicole grinned. “Paul, the last time you met me there we spent all day wandering around taking pictures of each other and talking.”


“It was one of the happiest days of my life.”


“Mine, too, but I didn’t get a thing done. I only have two paragraphs of notes and no pictures without one or the other of us posing like tourists.”


Paul smiled. “All right, my scholar. This time we’ll be very professional, I promise.” He held out his hand. “Deal?”


She put her hand in his. “Deal. I’ll be there around one o’clock.”


He lowered his face over hers, kissing her deeply. When he pulled away, she felt almost dizzy. “I love you very much, chérie. You believe that, don’t you?”


She blushed. “I hope you do.”


“You mustn’t hope. You must know.” His voice had deepened, and his eyes flashed. As exciting as Nicole found Paul’s intensity, sometimes it disconcerted her. She’d had several boyfriends over the years, but Paul Dominic wasn’t a boy. And he wasn’t just any man. He was brilliant, a musical genius, famous, wealthy. He was also the most dazzlingly handsome man she’d ever seen. Occasionally the force of his very being overwhelmed her young and relatively inexperienced psyche. Although she knew she was pretty and she’d always been popular, nothing in her life had prepared her for the larger-than-life whirlwind that was Paul Dominic, and sometimes this relationship seemed more like the dream of a teenager instead of reality. But it wasn’t. Her certainty of Paul’s love, as incredible as it seemed, had allowed him to become her first lover, and she knew she could never love anyone else as she loved this man.


He released her from his embrace and kissed her lightly on the forehead. She handed him the white rosebud. “Put this by your bed tonight and think of me.”


“I will,” he said, taking the rose and holding it to his lips. “Good night, my love.”


She stepped out into the February night. Not until she’d reached the end of the front walk did he close the front door.


The temperature had been in the low seventies during the day but now hovered around sixty. A breeze blew from the north, swirling her hair around her face as she walked south to her car. She pulled her jacket tighter, listening to the heels of her boots click on the road and the sound of the wind rustling the limbs of the live juniper.


She hadn’t been worried about time when she was with Paul, but now she suddenly wondered if she could make it back to Trinity University, retrieve a couple of books from the library, and get home at a convincing hour. She had to be more careful, she told herself. If her father found out about her relationship with Paul, he would be furious.


Still, he couldn’t keep her away from him. No matter what rules he set down, she would find a way to circumvent them. She loved her father deeply and didn’t like the idea of deceiving or defying him, but for Paul she would do anything. “You’re just not brave enough to be open about it,” she muttered. “Some fearless romantic heroine you are.”


She reached her white Mustang. She never bothered locking the doors in this quiet upscale neighborhood and she hurriedly climbed inside. Fishing around in her purse, she found her keys and was inserting one in the ignition when a large hand closed over her mouth, jerking her head back and smothering her scream.


“Visiting your boyfriend?” a razor-edged male voice asked in her ear.


Panic raced through her, stopping her breath in a freeze response. While trapped air stretched her lungs, her legs spasmodically shot out, thrusting against the pedals of the car, smashing them to the floor. The car wasn’t running and nothing happened. Her hands clenched, nails digging into her palms, and her arms locked, bent at the elbows. Finally breath poured from her nose, easing the pain in her chest. Without thinking, she moved her hand toward the horn. Then she felt a cold blade against the side of her throat beneath her right ear, halting her hand in midair. “Do you know how easy it is to slice through the skin here?” the voice grated from the backseat. “Important vessel in the throat. What you call it? Juggler?”


“Jugular.” Another voice. Oh God, Nicole thought in horror. There were two men in the back. “And don’t forget the carotid. It’s an artery.” The first man had a Spanish accent. This one didn’t and his voice was smoother. “Blood shoots like it’s coming from a fountain when the carotid’s cut.”


“Ah, the Brain. Should’ve been a doctor.”


Both men laughed hysterically. Nicole smelled wine. Wine and perspiration and cigarette smoke. Her heart was beating in slow, heavy thuds and she was now growing almost calm despite her terror. Slowly she reached for the door handle, but the knife pressed harder against her neck. “Are you stupid?” the one with the accent asked harshly. His voice was older than the other’s. The rough, sandpaper quality made it sound as if the vocal cords had been injured. “I will slash your throat if you try to get away,” he ground out. “Do you understand me?” Nicole’s hand dropped away from the door handle. “I asked you a question, little bird. Do you understand me?”


Nicole moved her head slowly up and down while the other man broke into another spate of convulsive giggling. “Little bird? Where’d you get that? Some book of poetry?”


The other laughed. “Sure. I read poetry all the time. You read poetry, little bird?” His face came closer to hers. She felt the stubble of his beard on his cheek and the cold metal of a hoop earring. He breathed rapidly, his breath reeking of sour wine and filthy teeth. “Sure you read poetry. The pretty college girl with the nice car. Daddy loves you, huh? Daddy gives his little bird whatever she wants. She goes to the right schools. She wears expensive clothes. She reads poetry.” He snickered. “And still she sneaks off in the night to meet men. Fancy clothes on the outside, but a puta inside.”


“But she goes to a rich man,” the other said, then hiccuped. “A rich man in a mansion. What else for her? No slumming with guys like us. No sir, not for her. When she wants a little action, she goes to her own kind.”


How did they know she’d been to see a man? Nicole wondered inanely.


“I want you to start your nice car,” the older one said. “I want you to pull away from the curb slow, understand?” Nicole managed another tiny nod. “You better understand ’cause you try anything and this knife goes in your throat. One slice, little bird, and you’re dead.”


The blade of the knife was not so cold now. It had pressed against Nicole’s skin for over a minute, long enough for her to realize it was serrated and diamond-sharp. It was also held in a jittery hand tight with tension. One small tremor would split her skin. A stronger one would pierce blood vessels.


Her fingers had turned icy. She realized she still clutched the keys, and she raised her right hand, fumbling as she tried to insert the proper key into the ignition.


“Hurry up!”


“Trying,” she mouthed against the callused hand covering her mouth.


The big hand moved down to her chin, still holding her head backward in a viselike grip. “What?”


“Trying.”


“Try harder.”


Blindly she fumbled with the keys on the ring. They jangled and slithered as if alive in her trembling hand. She tried one, then another. Finally the third slipped in the ignition. She turned it and the car started smoothly. She hadn’t shut off the radio and Queen’s “Radio Ga-Ga” boomed through the interior. The knife pushed dangerously against her throat and she gasped. “Turn that thing off!” the older one shouted.


Nicole didn’t need to see to find the radio she listened to constantly. Her hand immediately shot sideways, but her stiff fingers slipped off the knob before she’d completely clicked off the instrument. The music played on, softly. “That’s okay,” the younger one said pleasantly. “Good song. Great concert group. The windows are closed. No one can hear. Leave it on.”


The other one sighed. “Such a spoiled baby. Always got to have music. Okay. You want music, we’ll have music. Little bird, turn on the headlights.”


Nicole fumbled along the dash until she found the headlight knob. She pulled and the lights came on low beam.


“Good. Now go.”


“Can’t see,” Nicole croaked, the angle of her head constricting her windpipe.


“What you mean you can’t see? You got lights.”


“Can’t see.”


“You got her head jerked back too far,” the younger one said casually. “Ease up some, man.”


“Don’t give me orders!” The knife trembled against Nicole’s neck. She could feel his rage rising like a sharp wind.


“Okay. Don’t freak out. It was just a suggestion.”


A grunt before the knife-wielder abruptly complied, lessening the pressure of his hand on her jaw. “Okay, now go!” Fighting to control her shaking, Nicole lowered her head, shifted into drive, and crept away from the curb.


“Good, little bird,” the man said gently. “Drive nice and slow. No tricks.”


Nicole eased the car down the residential street. No tricks? She could always try jerking the steering wheel to the right and slamming into a parked car, but she knew the serrated knife would be in her throat at the moment of impact. No, there would be no tricks. At least not for now.


The younger man had begun to sing along with the music in a surprisingly strong, melodic voice. I know that voice, Nicole thought with a jolt. She hadn’t recognized it when he was speaking, but now it was familiar. She’d heard this guy sing before. But where? When? Her memory blurred when the older man began to sing off-key in his own rough voice before they both stumbled over the lyrics and fell into raucous laughter.


Hollow with fear, Nicole kept the car at a steady fifteen miles an hour, desperately scanning the road for potholes. If she hit even a small one, the sudden movement could send the knife into her throat.


Vaguely she was aware of lights on in the houses she passed—big, luxurious houses where people sat in safety. They had no idea what was happening just a few hundred feet from them. How ironic, she thought. Help was so close, yet so far from her reach.


They came to the end of the street. “Turn here,” the man said. “Nice and slow.” Nicole obeyed. “Good. Now turn again.”


They were on Dick Frederick Street, heading out of residential Olmos Park into the empty grounds of Basin Park. Lights glowed dimly from the dashboard. She knew that if she glanced in the rearview mirror, she could see the face of the man holding the knife. But that would be a mistake. He might panic if he thought she could identify him later. If, please God, there was a later.


They passed no other cars on the narrow road. Suddenly it seemed more like three in the morning than ten o’clock at night, Nicole thought in frustration. Where was everyone?


One of the men made a soft snorting sound, gasped softly, then let out a sigh of delight. “Want some?” the younger one asked.


“In a minute. I’m busy with the knife right now.”


Drugs, Nicole thought. Not just liquor but drugs. Cocaine? No, more likely crystal meth. It was cheaper. That explained the excitability, rapid breathing, tremors. They were hyped up, acting on false courage. And if Nicole remembered correctly, one of the symptoms of amphetamine abuse could be assaultiveness.


“All right, now pull your car off the road.”


“What?” Nicole whispered with a sinking heart.


“Can’t you hear?” the man shouted in her ear as she cringed. “Pull your car to the left, off the road. Way off the road, into the brush.”


As Nicole slowed the car, she was relieved the man moved the knife away from her throat a fraction when they jolted into the undergrowth. The headlights picked out spiny shrubs, empty aluminum cans, and crushed Styrofoam cups. This was the kind of place people passed by quickly, never stopping. A deserted place abandoned to weeds and trash. Suddenly it seemed to Nicole as if until this moment the whole experience had been a terrifying dream. Now it was becoming real and she felt as if she were sinking in quicksand. The more she cooperated, the deeper she sank. There was no way out. She was doomed to endure whatever these two had in store for her. Her mind shuddered away from the possibilities.


They nearly bumped into a small mesquite tree and Nicole stopped. “Now turn off the car and the lights.”


Do something! her mind screamed as she switched off the headlights and the ignition. But do what? Even honking the horn wouldn’t help at this point. No one could hear. She had no weapons, not even Mace in her purse.


“Take the knife.”


The sharp edge of the knife lifted from her throat for a moment as the knife changed hands. Then the dangerous points pricked at her skin again. Someone took hold of her hair, yanking it so hard she yelped. “You gonna get out of the car very, very slow,” the razor-voiced one said. “You can’t run because I’m holding you. Besides, Ritch—” He broke off sharply. “There’s a knife at your throat, little bird. You can’t outrun us. You won’t even try, will you?”


“No,” she whimpered. “But you don’t have to do this. My father has money. He’s not rich, but my boyfriend is. If you just let me go, they’ll both pay you.”


Foolish, adolescent-sounding snickering emerged from the backseat. The younger one. “Okay,” the razor-voiced one said. “We’ll let you go. Then tomorrow we’ll go to your daddy’s house and your boyfriend’s house and they’ll both hand us envelopes full of money. So simple.” He wrenched her hair so hard she couldn’t believe it didn’t come out in his hand. “You think we’re fools?”


Nicole’s insides twisted as they both fell into that awful, maniacal laughter again. Idiot, she thought. This wasn’t a television show. How could she have thought she could talk her way out of this with offers of money?


“Not even a very smart try,” the older one said with a mixture of amusement and disgust. “Maybe you’re dumber than you look. Just a puta they let in college because she’s got a pretty face and a daddy with money. Get out of the car.”


“Please,” Nicole begged in a thin, ragged voice. “Please, I haven’t done anything to you—”


“But I’m gonna do things to you. Things you’ll never forget.” He twisted her hair another painful notch tighter and she cried out, tears beginning to run down her cheeks. “Quit squealing like a pig and get out!”


In numb resignation, Nicole opened the car door. The interior lights came on. If only a car would drive by, she thought desperately. Please, please let a car pass.


But the road was empty and dark.


She stepped from the car, staggering with the weakness of fear. For a moment he released her hair. Even if the moment had been longer, though, she was too helpless to run. Her legs shook and she knew she couldn’t get away from these two lunatics whose reflexes were sharpened by amphetamines. By the time her feet were firmly on the ground, a muscular arm in a sweatshirt gripped her around the waist and the knife again pressed into her throat. She heard car doors closing and the interior lights blinked off.


“Into the brush,” he ordered.


She stumbled forward, the long dry grass crunching under her boots. A few trees grew in the area, their branches bare against the night sky. In the distance she heard cars, saw the flash of lights. She looked up and stumbled over an abandoned tire, almost falling. The arm around her tightened, and the knife finally slightly pierced her skin. The man cursed violently. A thin trail of warm blood oozed down her neck, tickling slightly as it slithered over her collarbone.


Suddenly he threw her to the ground so hard he knocked the breath from her. She landed on her back, a rock jabbing excruciatingly into her hipbone. Silent with the shock of the pain, she looked up and saw an overpass. Interstate 281, she thought distantly. That’s where all the cars and lights were. Hundreds of cars sped over 281, none of their passengers knowing what was going on below them in the dry Texas grass. I’m only half a mile from home, she realized. Half a mile from love and safety.


Nicole felt the weight of a body descend over hers. She closed her eyes and turned her head to the right, letting out a tiny sob. “Relax,” the sandpapery voice crooned in her ear. “You gonna enjoy this, baby. You never had anything like this.” He paused. “Hold her.”


Hands pinned her shoulders to the ground. Suddenly she felt her jeans being jerked from her body. Every time he jerked, trying to pull off the tight jeans, her hipbone hit the sharp stone again. “Damn,” he spat. “Why couldn’t you wear a skirt?”


Later, Nicole couldn’t remember what made her begin to fight at this moment. Seconds earlier she’d been limp with fear and resignation, but now adrenaline flooded her body. With an animal cry she didn’t recognize as her own voice, she kicked out, eliciting a pained shout from her attacker. He hit her face with his fist so hard she thought she was going to pass out, especially when she heard a bone crack, but she didn’t stop fighting, thrashing wildly against the weight of two male bodies.


But the men were too strong for her. The next few minutes were a nightmare of pain, terror, and humiliation. Her face grew wet with their saliva, her ears rang with their wild laughter and their shouts of triumph as they reduced her to something less than human.


Through it all she’d kept her eyes squeezed tight, trying to shut out at least part of what was happening to her. Even when she realized the sexual assault was over, she wouldn’t look although she no longer thought an ability to identify them might jeopardize her life. She had abandoned the hope of saving her life. She just didn’t want her last earthly memory to be of their savage, hated faces.


For a few seconds, while she lay quietly wishing she could pass out and escape the pain, she heard only their panting, a few grunts, a high-pitched snicker. Then the older one said, “Now we gotta do her.”


“I thought that’s what we just did,” the younger one giggled.


“No. I mean really do her.”


Slowly the giggling stopped. “You mean kill her?”


“Sure, man.”


Nicole heard movement in the grass, as if one of them were attempting to stand up. “Look, Magaro, rape’s one thing. I didn’t count on murder.”


“What did you think? We’re gonna beat and rape a girl like this, then just leave her alone? You don’t think she’s goin’ to the police?”


“She doesn’t know who we are. She never looked at us. I made sure. She doesn’t know who we are.”


“She didn’t look at us?” the older one spat out. “How do you know she didn’t sneak a peek? Besides, you couldn’t help showing off your voice in the car. Maybe she’s heard the band. Maybe she recognized the voice. And, genius, you just said my name.”


“I did?”


“Yeah. Now we got to kill her.”


Nicole, cold, in physical and emotional agony, lay motionless, her eyes still closed, but she heard the younger one’s voice begin to betray anxiety. “Look how still she is. Maybe she’s already dead.”


“She’s not. Are you, little bird?” He hit her face again, splitting her lip, dislocating her jaw, and a moan escaped her.


“I . . . I still don’t think she knows who we are. We can get away with it. I mean, God, murder. I don’t . . .” Nicole was aware of a sharp intake of breath. “Listen, man, I don’t think I can do it.”


“Oh, you can’t? A little short on courage? Well, I’m not gonna do it alone.”


“Magaro—”


“Shut up! You hold her down again.”


“Look, man, I told you—”


“I said hold her! Do it now, or I swear to God I’ll kill you, too.”


“Me?” the younger one squeaked.


“If something goes wrong, I’m not gonna be the only one guilty of murder. You’re gonna be—what they call it? An accessory. That way you won’t talk.”


“Talk? You think I’m gonna tell anybody about this?”


“Who knows? You get all crazy on your wine and meth and you could say anything. I don’t trust you. Now do what I say. Hold her down.” Nothing happened. “Hold her down. I mean it, Zand. Hold her or I’ll kill you, too. You know I will.”


“Okay, okay,” the younger one said shakily. “Just cool it. I’ll hold her, man. I’m with you all the way.”


During this exchange a tiny flame of encouragement had flickered in Nicole’s ravaged body and mind. But when she heard the fear in the young one’s voice, the flame died. Hadn’t she known all along that the experience would end this way? The best thing to do would be to send her mind somewhere else, somewhere beautiful and far away where she wouldn’t feel the pain, wouldn’t feel the frightening darkness of death descend.


But when hands pressed on her shoulders again, unexpected desperation flowed into her. She began to flail with the strength of a madwoman, her right hand connecting with an eye socket. The man’s scream was followed by a spate of cursing as her knee sank into a groin. Writhing with all her strength, she fought grappling hands and efforts of strong bodies to pin her to the rough ground. A fist connected with her temple, and another punched into her abdomen, forcing the air from her.


During it all Nicole had been aware of noise—the men’s voices, one high-pitched, the other growing even more guttural than before in its fury. Then, as the excruciating pain of the blows overwhelmed her and her surge of strength dissipated, she heard another sound. She slowed her weak attempt at fighting, straining to listen. Could it be? Could it possibly be? Yes! A car.


Both men stiffened as the car drew nearer. “Stay low,” the rough-voiced one she knew as Magaro ordered. “They’ll go by and never see us.”


But the car didn’t whiz by as Nicole expected. It slowed. She heard gravel crunch as it pulled off the road. Then headlights swept over them. In the shock of the brightness, Nicole’s eyes snapped open. In five seconds she saw two faces clearly—one in its early twenties with blue eyes, clear skin, a slightly broad nose, and shoulder-length light brown hair. The other was at least ten years older, acne-scarred, the dark eyes narrow and mean, the lips so thin they were almost nonexistent.


A car door opened. “Hey, what’s going on here?” a man demanded.


“Run,” the younger one quaked.


“It’s not the cops. Gotta kill her!”


Nicole flung herself to the left, missing the slash of the knife aimed at her throat. She screamed with all the strength she could muster.


“I’ve got a gun!” the man in the car shouted.


“He’s lyin’,” Magaro hissed.


Suddenly the sound of a shot tore through the night.


Hands released Nicole’s shoulders. “I’m gettin’ outta here!”


The knife swept past Nicole’s throat again, this time nicking the skin. She shrieked frantically and another shot rang out.


Then she fainted.










Chapter 2


Fifteen Years Later


“Though nothing can bring back the hour


Of splendor in the grass, of glory in the flower . . .”


 


Nicole Chandler stood motionless, staring at the coffin holding her father. Bright sunshine played over the stiff funeral flower arrangements she knew he would have hated. She’d told her mother he would have preferred a donation made to charity in lieu of flowers, but Phyllis Sloan had flatly refused. “It’s bad enough that he gave up his faith and made us all promise he wouldn’t have a religious funeral service,” she’d snapped. “I’m honoring that promise, but he didn’t say anything about not having flowers, so we’re having them.”


Countless arrangements rested around the coffin. Clifton Sloan had a lot of friends in San Antonio. Most of them were at the funeral. But there were many others, people Nicole had never seen before, and she wondered how many had come out of curiosity just to view the funeral of a man who for no apparent reason had put a .38-caliber revolver in his mouth and pulled the trigger.


A wave of queasiness swept over her, and she shut her eyes, still hearing the funeral director’s voice:


 


“We will grieve not, rather find


Strength in what remains behind . . .”


 


Oh, Dad, how could you do such a thing? she cried mentally. Why? The simple word had echoed through her head a thousand times since the Wednesday morning just three days ago when her mother had called her, her voice a stunned, thin monotone, saying that Clifton was hurt, he needed an ambulance, but she was feeling a bit faint from all the blood, would Nicole make the call?


Shrill with horror, Nicole had asked over and over how her father was hurt. Phyllis finally managed “shot” and “store” before she uttered a ragged moan and hung up. Nicole touched the reset button on the phone, then punched out 911 for help, certain that her father had been shot by someone trying to rob his music store downtown. Only later did she learn that sometime in the night he’d left his home, gone to his office in the back of the store, and killed himself. She couldn’t have been more surprised if someone had said the world was going to end in a week.


Pressure on her hand forced her to open her eyes again. She looked down at her nine-year-old daughter Shelley, whose clear forehead was furrowed in concern. “Okay?” she mouthed, her periwinkle blue eyes, so like Nicole’s, looking troubled and watery from unshed tears.


Nicole squeezed Shelley’s hand and gave her a slight smile. The girl had been so close to her grandfather. It was Clifton who’d always made her eyes light up with joy, who could make her laugh in spite of almost anything, who could bring perspective back to her young world when things went wrong, just as he had with Nicole. Phyllis, autocratic and critical, elicited the same response from Shelley she always had from Nicole—dutiful attempts at affection and an inevitable stiffening with repressed resentment when the complaints began in spite of all attempts to please.


 


“In the faith that looks through death,


In years that bring the philosophic mind.”


 


Am I supposed to find strength in years that bring the philosophic mind? Nicole wondered as the funeral director’s surprisingly eloquent voice concluded the stanza of Clifton’s favorite poem. Will I ever feel philosophic about my father killing himself without leaving so much as a brief good-bye note to me, especially now when I need him so much?


Immediately she felt ashamed. Obviously her father had been deeply troubled to do something so drastic, so seemingly irrational, and all she could think about was that he’d deserted her when her life was such a mess. Well, according to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, wasn’t anger one of the stages of grief? Which one? The second or third? She was sure her husband, Roger, could tell her. Or rather, her soon-to-be ex-husband.


She glanced across her father’s coffin at Roger Chandler, standing tall and distinguished and properly solemn. He didn’t look much older than he had when they’d met at a graduate student party twelve years ago. She’d just begun work on a Master’s degree in English while he was finishing his doctoral dissertation in psychology. They’d married a year later. He’d always been so strong, so sure of himself, so certain of what she needed, and if his dominance had sometimes gotten on her nerves, she’d still been grateful she could always depend on him and his unwavering love.


Then, a few months ago, she’d noticed that he seemed to be away from home more than usual, spending time in his office at the university at night working on his book, or so he claimed. After three months of this diligent writing, one evening he’d lit a few candles around the living room, put on a Debussy CD, fixed her a snifter of very good brandy, and after some pointless small talk abruptly announced he’d fallen in love with another woman and wanted a divorce. Nicole had stared at him for approximately thirty seconds, then begun to giggle. The whole scene was so dramatically staged, Roger’s expression so lugubrious, his voice so tender and tragic, that the only thing penetrating her brain was how ludicrous they would appear to a sophisticated theater audience. She’d laughed until tears ran down her face, and Roger’s stiffening posture and his expression of bruised dignity mixed with fear that she was going into hysterics made her laugh even harder. It wasn’t until the next day that her tears no longer streamed from laughter.


At least he’d had the decency not to bring the little twit to the funeral, she thought. The girl, one of his students, was twenty years old, exactly half Roger’s age. Naturally all her friends assured her this was just a midlife crisis, that he’d never go through with the divorce but simply expend his passion in a rather embarrassing show, then slink home, repentant.


Nicole knew better. Roger’s need to be needed was overwhelming. He felt that she’d outgrown him, that the days were gone when she hung on his every word, that in a room full of people he was no longer the only person who existed for her. In a way, she felt rather sorry for him. For all Roger’s intelligence, he’d never realized that while for several years her dependence on him had been abnormally strong, and that she’d always cared deeply for him, he’d never been the center of her life as he thought.


He looked up. She saw the flash of guilt in his eyes before he managed a tight, awkward smile she knew was meant to be bracing. Nicole merely stared at him, and a moment later his gray gaze dropped. She supposed she could have been more gracious, but she was too shaken and heartsick to worry about Roger’s feelings right now.


Suddenly Nicole became aware of her mother moving forward to place a rose on Clifton’s coffin. Phyllis sniffled into a lace-edged handkerchief, but Nicole’s eyes were painfully dry as she laid a red rose atop the casket. She knew the grief would hit her swiftly and violently, but so far she’d been outwardly calm, her hurt throbbing inside her like a heartbeat, steady and invisible. She held Shelley’s hand while the girl reached forward with her own rose, murmuring, “Bye, Grandpa.”


The three of them stepped back, and others began moving as if a silent bell called them forth. Nicole couldn’t look at the many hands dropping already wilting flowers onto the coffin. Her father had always said funerals were ghoulish affairs. “They’re lovely ceremonies where people can say good-bye,” Phyllis had argued heatedly. “Say good-bye to what?” Clifton had shot back. “A corpse full of formaldehyde?”


Nicole knew the retort was calculated to get a reaction out of the high-strung, traditional Phyllis, and it always worked. Although she’d told her mother a hundred times that if she wouldn’t respond so fervently to Clifton’s teasing, he’d stop it, she nevertheless usually found herself smothering smiles as her mother let out a loud hiss of disgust and stomped out of the room, appalled by her husband’s apparent irreverence for all she considered sacred.


A slight breeze blew up, catching a lock of Nicole’s long hair and sweeping it across her face. She pushed it aside, looking beyond her father’s coffin to the grounds of the cemetery rolling beyond. It was February, an unusually warm seventy-five degrees, and the breeze that blew her hair skimmed over the short green and brown grass and blew the small, many-limbed junipers abounding in the cemetery along with the masses of bright artificial flowers decorating the graves. When she and Roger had lived in Ohio, she’d noticed that only on Memorial Day did the Northerners decorate as abundantly as they did in San Antonio year-round.


Suddenly her gaze stopped at the figure of a man standing nearly a hundred feet beyond beside a sprawling Pinchot juniper. He was tall and slender, wearing jeans and a jacket, and beside him sat a dog—a Doberman, its black coat gleaming in contrast to its red collar, its ears clipped to alert points. Even from such a distance, the dog’s dark eyes seemed to meet and hold hers. The moment was almost hypnotic, as if the dog were trying desperately to convey a message. Abruptly the world narrowed for Nicole, becoming nothing but the sleek, shining canine. Then, slowly, the dog turned its narrow head, looking up at its master. Nicole’s own keen eyes followed. The tall man stood as still as the dog and gazed at her just as unflinchingly. For a few seconds she boldly stared at him in return. Then the outlines of his face sharpened in her vision. She could clearly see the line from his high cheekbones to his strong jaw, the hair as black as the dog’s, and the intense eyes that never left hers . . .


Nicole’s heart slammed against her ribs. She swayed, her vision darkening, cold beads of perspiration breaking out all over her face.


“Mommy? Mommy?” Shelley’s voice floated toward her from far away. “Mommy, are you okay?”


“Wha . . .” Nicole had the desire to speak, could even hear herself trying to mouth a word, but her voice seemed to be coming from underwater.


“Grandma, something’s wrong with Mommy!”


“What? What now?” Phyllis hissed, grabbing Nicole’s hand. “What’s wrong with you? Everyone’s looking.”


Slowly Nicole’s vision cleared as Phyllis’s voice hit her like a dash of icy water. The brightness of the day hurt her eyes. She blinked, frowning into the sun, her gaze seeking the tree. The man and the dog were gone.


Phyllis’s gaze searched her face. “You’re pale as a ghost. Are you going to faint?”


“No.” Nicole’s voice was thin and breathy.


“Well, get hold of yourself,” Phyllis ordered sotto voce. “All we need is for you to pass out and fall head first into the grave.”


Nicole looked at her mother in shock, then almost burst into one of her nervous laughing fits at her mother’s sadly preposterous response. At a time when Phyllis should be stricken that she’d lost her husband of thirty-six years, all she could think of were possibly embarrassing scenes. Suddenly, Nicole realized her mother was furious with Clifton, and she didn’t believe Phyllis was going through Kübler-Ross’s stage of grief labeled “Anger.” She was livid that Clifton had killed himself, had made people wonder about his sanity, had drawn unseemly speculation down on her family.


Again. First it had been she, Nicole, fifteen years ago, who’d been the talk of the town, the victim of a gang rape followed only weeks later by the suspicion that she’d instigated or at least inspired the double homicide of the rapists. Now the attention was focused on Clifton, the man who’d blown off his head in his own store. Sorry we keep embarrassing you, Mom, Nicole thought bitterly. Sorry Dad and I have compromised the pride of the daughter of General Ernest Hazelton.


“Are you all right?”


Beside Nicole stood Carmen Vega, her best friend since grade school. Carmen’s depthless dark eyes showed worry. “I’m fine.”


“What did you see?” Carmen asked quietly.


Nicole looked at her sharply. “I didn’t see anything. It’s just the occasion.”


Carmen’s eyes turned from worried to knowing. “No it isn’t. I was watching you. You saw something.”


When had she ever been able to hide anything from Carmen? She muttered, “Tell you later,” as Phyllis turned curious, reproving eyes on her.


“What are you two whispering about?”


“Nothing, Mom,” Nicole said tiredly. “I think we should be going back to the limousine.”


Shelley clutched her mother’s hand as they walked toward the long black car, her small face pale, her eyes sad. Safely inside the cool confines of the limousine, Nicole gave her a firm, encouraging hug.


“Well, that was a dreadful service,” Phyllis declared.


“I thought it was nice,” Nicole said.


“It wasn’t. And Shelley’s dress is inappropriate. Too short. Too gay. She looks like she’s going to a party, not like she’s in mourning.”


“Mom, this isn’t the nineteenth century when children went to funerals swathed in black.”


“She could have worn navy blue, not light blue.”


“Who cares what color it is?”


“I do.”


“You’re being absurd, Mother.”


Phyllis’s face assumed a devastated look. She sniffled into her handkerchief. “I know we don’t get along, Nicole, but do you have to attack me even on such a tragic day?”


Oh, God, Nicole thought, sighing as she leaned against the back of the seat, her head beginning to pound. Please let this awful afternoon be over soon. I need time to rest. I need time to think about Dad.


And I want to think about who I saw in the cemetery today, she added mentally with a shudder and a rush of chills down her arms as she pictured the lean, handsome face. Or who I thought I saw because it couldn’t have been . . .


“We’re home,” Phyllis announced. Nicole had been so distracted, she hadn’t even noticed the limousine turning onto their street. “Now comes the really hard part,” Phyllis went on. “Nicole, I hope you won’t desert me. I simply cannot handle all these people by myself.”


Nicole couldn’t keep the exasperation from her voice. “What on earth makes you think I’m going to desert you? I’ve done all I could to help—” She stopped short, seeing Shelley tense and Phyllis’s mouth begin to twitch again. Just be quiet and get through it, she told herself sternly.


When they stopped at the Sloan residence, Nicole emerged from the limousine, trying vainly to smooth the wrinkled skirt of the ill-fitting black linen dress she’d bought yesterday. Phyllis, however, looked trim and stylish in an expensive black silk shantung suit, her prematurely white hair tucked into its usual perfect French twist. Nicole remembered that even when she, Nicole, was a child, her mother had worn that gleaming, flawless hairstyle.


A few of Phyllis’s friends had skipped the funeral service so they could set out the food. The large house, decorated to perfection in cool, neutral tones with an occasional touch of aqua, looked pristine, not a knickknack out of place. Phyllis glanced around approvingly, then took her place at the door. “Nicole, you and Shelley stand beside me,” she ordered. “We must greet the mourners.”


What did you think we were going to do, Mom? Nicole thought sourly. Stampede to the table and begin gobbling food as fast as we can? But Phyllis wasn’t happy unless she was giving all the commands, even if they were unnecessary.


As they took their places inside the door, Nicole suddenly felt the desire to bolt and run down the street, never looking back. Her mind skittered, trying to recall how relatives of the deceased had acted at other funerals she’d attended. Sad, of course. Subdued. But what had they said? Her mind went blank.


And as soon as people began filing in the door, she realized why she, who was usually good with words, was nearly speechless. This wasn’t like any funeral she’d attended because it was for a man who had killed himself. There was something strikingly different about the funeral of a victim of suicide. Everyone seemed embarrassed because they too were at a loss for words. No one could say, “At least he’s out of his misery now,” because if he’d been in misery, no one seemed to know it. Two weeks ago when Nicole had last seen him, Clifton had been the essence of cheerfulness although he seemed a bit tired. No one could say, “It was God’s will,” because Clifton Sloan’s death was entirely of his own will. Most couldn’t even say, “He’s in a better place,” because they believed no one who committed suicide went to a better place.


And of course they were speculative. Had Phyllis or Nicole done something to drive him to this? Had Clifton suffered a financial disaster? What was the real story? What was the family hiding?


As a result, almost everyone merely muttered a strained, “I’m so terribly sorry,” to which the family said over and over, “Thank you.” As the line of mourners filing through the door was nearing its end, all Nicole could hear was Phyllis, then herself, then Shelley, each saying “Thank you,” in increasingly mechanical, scratchy voices.


Phyllis finally gave Nicole a gentle nudge in the ribs and said, “That’s everyone. Now circulate. And do not discuss the nature of your father’s death.” She then glided forward, handkerchief clutched in her right hand, face wan and a bit vacant. No one would dare ask her any details, Nicole thought. She looks as if she’d keel over if they did. But in reality, Phyllis Sloan was the strongest woman Nicole had ever known. Even at this moment, she could probably stand up to a prolonged police interrogation if she chose.


Shelley clutched her mother’s hand again, and they wandered into the living room. This was the room Phyllis insisted be kept perfect for company, but Nicole suddenly remembered childhood Christmases when the tree had stood in front of the window, and on Christmas morning brilliant paper and ribbons had lain all over the pale carpeting.


“Clifton, look what a mess she’s making,” Phyllis would fret. “Nicole, open the packages carefully. Don’t tear at the paper or squash the bows. We might be able to use some of the trimming next year.”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Phyl,” Nicole’s father would laugh loudly, knowing how much Phyllis hated the shortening of her name. “We’re not headed for the poorhouse. I think we can afford new paper and bows next year. Nikki, rip and tear and throw the wrapping all you want.” So while Phyllis’s lips pressed tighter and tighter together, the child Nicole had done exactly as her father ordered while he recorded her every movement on film in the days before video cameras.


Although her father dominated her memories of those happy times, her mother was always there in the background, a nagging but stable force. Mom may have been difficult, Nicole mused, but at least she hadn’t deserted her family like Roger did. Such a thought would never have crossed her mind. In her annoying, idiosyncratic way, she tried to be the best wife and mother she could.


As if sensing her thoughts, Roger walked up. “How are you two doing?” he asked gently.


“We’re okay,” Nicole said, noting that he was wearing his glasses with the thin silver rims. He couldn’t wear contacts and when he really cared about his appearance, he wouldn’t wear the glasses, fearing they made him look older.


Roger glanced down at Shelley, a frown forming between his light brown eyebrows. “I didn’t think you’d be here, sweetheart.”


“It’s Grandpa’s funeral.”


Roger raised an eyebrow, then looked at Nicole. “I don’t approve of children attending funerals.”


Shelley, who’d grown hostile toward her father although Nicole had been careful never to criticize him, said hotly, “I wanted to come. I’m not a baby!” She looked up at Nicole. “Can I go get some cake now?”


Nicole nodded and as Shelley scampered away, Roger fixed Nicole with cool gray eyes. “You’re turning her against me.”


Nicole took a deep breath, trying to hold her temper. “I have bent over backward not to turn Shelley against you, but she’s not two years old. She’s aware it was your decision to move out of our home, and you’ve made no attempt to keep your relationship with that teenager a secret from her.”


“She is not a teenager,” Roger said stiffly. “She’s twenty.”


“Had a birthday, did she? Gee, pretty soon people will stop thinking she’s your daughter.”


“Please don’t get nasty at a time like this.”


Chastened, Nicole said quietly, “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


Roger glanced over at her mother. “Phyllis seems to be holding her own.”


“She always does.”


“I think she’s mad as hell,” Roger stated. Nicole remained silent although for once she agreed with him. “Do you have any idea—”


“Why?” Nicole interrupted. “Why my father killed himself? No.”


Roger turned his searching gaze back to her. “We aren’t exactly close these days. How do I know you’re being honest with me?”


“Roger, I have never lied to you,” Nicole said tautly. “But even if I knew why Dad killed himself, why would I be obligated to tell you? It’s none of your business.”


“Yes, it is my business. Clifton was my daughter’s grandfather.”


“What are you hinting at?” Nicole flared. “Some kind of genetic weakness?”


He gave her a patient look. “Of course not. You know I believe we’re products of our environment. I’m worried because if there was some kind of serious trouble in the family that caused Clifton to do this, I should know. After all, Shelley adored him. She was around him too much these last few months. This whole mess has really rocked her young world.”


“I know of no serious trouble in the family except for you leaving me, which I hardly think would drive my father to suicide,” Nicole answered coldly. “And I am well aware of the effect this has had on Shelley. I’m doing everything I can to restore some normalcy and happiness in her life.”


“That’s what I wanted to talk about,” Roger said earnestly. “I think Shelley should spend the next few weeks with me.”


Nicole stared at him in disbelief. “Forget it.”


“Don’t give me one of your knee-jerk reactions. Think about how much sense it makes. You’re desolated by your father’s death. Your mood can’t be doing Shelley any good, and you’re not up to giving her the attention she needs.”


“I see. And living with you and your girlfriend will return her good spirits in no time?”


Roger’s jaw tightened. “Her name is Lisa Mervin. And we don’t live together.”


“She only spends all her nights at your apartment.” He opened his mouth to protest, but Nicole cut him off. “You haven’t been discreet, Roger. We’re professors at the same university. Do you think I’m not aware of your lifestyle? Lisa is your student, for God’s sake. Sleeping with a student on the sly is one thing. You’re openly living with her. Have you ever heard of dismissal due to moral turpitude? It can happen, especially when you don’t have tenure to protect you. At this rate you might not have a job next year.”


Roger’s face had paled, his gray eyes hardening. “All you’ve heard are rumors. Why don’t you let me worry about my job?”


“You misunderstand. I don’t care whether you lose your job over this girl or not. Shelley is another matter.”


“Nicole, you are not going to use my having a woman in my life to keep me away from my daughter.”


“I’m not trying to keep you away from her, but she isn’t going to stay with you and your little live-in nymphet. Besides, there’s no point in going into this now. We’ll work out visitation at the custody hearing.”


“Visitation? I think you mean joint custody.”


“Over my dead body!”


Carmen Vega appeared beside them. “Your voices are rising,” she said pleasantly. “Phyllis is going to glare a hole through each of you if you don’t quiet down.”


Roger’s nostrils flared slightly. He was ready for battle now, but Nicole’s energy immediately flagged when she realized the potential scene they were creating. “Carmen is right. A funeral isn’t the time for this discussion.”


Roger gave her a searing look. “I agree, but don’t think I intend to crawl away and let you have Shelley all to yourself. She’s my daughter, too, and I am not going to give her up. Don’t forget your past emotional problems, Nicole, or the police investigation you underwent. I’ve got a ton of ammunition on my side, too, and don’t think I won’t use it.”


He strode away, heading for the front door. Nicole sucked in her breath, feeling as if he’d just kicked her in the abdomen.


“Creep,” Carmen muttered.


“Sometimes I don’t know why I ever thought I loved him, and I could just slap myself for getting in a fight with him.” Nicole ran a hand across her forehead. “If the pressure inside my skull gets much worse, my eyeballs are going to pop out.”


Carmen gently took her arm. “Come in the kitchen with me.”


Nicole glanced around the room. Phyllis was talking with a good-looking, dark-haired man Nicole didn’t know. Shelley sat in a corner, nibbling on a piece of cake.


In the kitchen, Carmen poured ice water in a glass. “Where does you mother keep the aspirin?”


“Cabinet to the right of the sink.”


In a moment Carmen handed her the glass and a bottle of white pills. “Sit down at the table. Take two of these and about five deep breaths.”


Nicole obeyed, sinking down at the table and swallowing the aspirin. Then she leaned her head forward onto her folded arms. “I didn’t need a confrontation with Roger on top of everything else.”


“He probably started it,” Carmen said, sitting down beside her. “He’s the most self-centered person I’ve ever met, Nicole.”


“He wasn’t always that way, Carmen. You never got a chance to know him well, but a few years ago he was very protective and considerate.”


“Well, he isn’t anymore. In a few months you’ll see that the end of this marriage is one of the best things that’s ever happened to you.”


“I already see it,” Nicole said wearily. “I’m not saying the whole thing isn’t upsetting and disruptive, but I know eventually I’ll be a much happier person because of the divorce. It’s Shelley I worry about.”


“Shelley is a strong little girl, just like her mother. She’ll be fine.”


Nicole smiled wanly. “Do you really think I’m strong?”


“I’ve known you since you were six.” Carmen grinned. “I’ll never forget the day we were on the playground and that terrible big bully José was pulling my braids. I was flailing around, helpless and squealing. The other kids were laughing. Then you marched up, at least two inches shorter and fifteen pounds lighter than José, and kicked him with all your might in the knee. He howled like a baby all the way back into the school building.”


“And I got detention for a week.”


“And the undying respect of everyone else in the first grade he’d bullied. Nearly twenty-eight years ago,” Carmen said, shaking her head slowly in amazement. “Sometimes I still feel like that little girl on the playground.”


“I don’t feel like that fiery-eyed little kid who rescued you. I feel like a rag doll who lost all her stuffing. Carmen, it’s so strange. I’m numb. I haven’t even cried over Dad. Not once.”


“You’re in shock. I was the same after my baby boy died. Be grateful. In a couple of days, you’ll feel awful.” Carmen’s long curly black hair had been brushed into an unnaturally smooth style. She ran her hands through it, shaking loose some of the curl. “What caused your face to turn chalk-white at the cemetery?”


Nicole wiped at a drop of water running down the side of her glass. “I saw a man and a dog standing on a slope watching the funeral.”


“I saw them, too.”


“You did?”


“Yes. It was that student of yours, Miguel something.”


“Miguel Perez? No, Carmen, it wasn’t.”


“Well, I only met him once at your Christmas party. Maybe not. Who did you think it was?”


“Carmen, did you really look at the man? Didn’t he remind you of someone?”


Carmen’s lovely tanned face grew bewildered. “I told you—Miguel.”


“No, Carmen, it looked like Paul.”


“Paul who?” Carmen’s eyes widened. “Paul Dominic?” Nicole nodded. “That’s impossible! He died in a car wreck fourteen years ago.”


“Did he? After the explosion there wasn’t enough of the body left to make a positive identification. They didn’t do DNA testing back then.”


Carmen couldn’t hide the astonishment in her eyes before her gaze dropped and she bit her full lower lip the way she did when she was troubled. Finally she said, “Nicole, the last few months have been so hard on you. First the move back to San Antonio with all its bad memories. I know you would never have come except to please Roger. Then he left you. And now your father . . . Well, you can’t be thinking too clearly right now.”


“You think I’m hallucinating?” Nicole asked, stung.


“No. I saw the man, too. I don’t remember Paul as vividly as you do, but the height, the slimness, the black hair . . . Under the circumstances, being so tired and overwhelmed, I might have thought the same thing for a moment if I were you.”


“But the way he was looking at me . . .”


“The way he was looking at you?” Carmen reached out and put her strong, long-fingered hand on Nicole’s. “He was so far away. How can you be sure of exactly how this man was looking at you?”


“But I am sure. His gaze was so intense . . .”


“Nicole, you’re a beautiful woman. Lots of men look at you intensely.”


“But I thought . . . I was almost sure . . .” Nicole trailed off, embarrassed, knowing how unbelievable her story sounded. And thinking back on the incident, she wasn’t certain why she’d believed the man in the cemetery was Paul Dominic just because he resembled him. Was it because she’d never been able to accept the death of a man she’d once worshiped just as she couldn’t accept her father’s?


“Are you all right?”


“I guess. Nerves, grief, shock. This hasn’t been one of my better weeks.” Anxious to change the subject, she asked, “Where are Bobby and Jill?”


“Bobby’s minding the store and waiting for Jill to come home from a friend’s birthday party.”


“I’m glad you didn’t make her come. I agree with Roger that funerals are no place for children, but Shelley couldn’t very well be absent from her grandfather’s, although I would have saved her the ordeal if I could.” Nicole glanced at her watch. “We’ve been in here fifteen minutes. Mother will be annoyed.”


“Your mother is always annoyed about something, so what difference does it make?” Carmen giggled. Nicole joined her, knowing no one but Carmen could have made her laugh even briefly today.


When they entered the living room, Phyllis turned her head away from Kay Holland, Clifton’s longtime assistant at the store, and shot a burning look at Nicole to let her know her prolonged absence had been noted. At the moment, Nicole didn’t care. Her eyes scanned the room. It was only half as full as when she’d gone to the kitchen. People obviously had no desire to linger and visit at this particular house.
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