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  Lovingly dedicated to…




  Carol and Rob.




  When I was writing The Operative, I needed a “best friend.” As I searched my mind for “best friend for high school Aria,” I immediately came up with Carol—one of my best friends from my high school years and someone whom I continue to adore and admire today.




  And in the mind of high school friends, when naming my serial killer, I couldn’t help but choose “Rob,” named after my other best friend—the first friend I made after a military relocation to Ft. Benning, Georgia, when I was fifteen.




  This book is dedicated to you, Carol Smith and Rob Tesdahl. Thank you for the two-and-a-half decades of friendship. Here’s to many more.
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  Personal journal entry.




  April 16




  He won’t leave me alone about her. She consumes his every waking thought, he says. It’s been years since I last gave in to his demands, but he scares me now. If I gave in and just let him do whatever he wanted, he would go on a killing spree and burn the world down. I have to appease him.




  The day to day contact drains me. He saps my energy and threatens and cajoles and promises and won’t just SHUT UP! I’ve lost the strength to fight.




  We got in so much trouble last time. I don’t want to move again. Maybe if I give in just once, maybe I can make him pretend to be normal again. Throw him a bone so he’ll just let me have some peace. I just want peace.
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  Darla Cody shifted aside to keep the big guy in the smelly flannel shirt from bumping into her arm and spilling the drinks she carried. He drunkenly shouted an apology in her direction as she shifted through the crowd.




  As she approached the table in the corner, she grinned at her friends. Melissa, Rachel, and Saundra took up three of the four chairs, and Melissa had her foot on the seat of the fourth. As crowded as this place was, Darla was surprised no one had tried to wrestle away the chair from her by now. Maybe someone had?




  “What a madhouse,” she exclaimed over the percussive music.




  “I’m sure not everyone here are CPA’s like us, but it’s nice to be in this kind of celebratory atmosphere in the wake of the most recent tax season,” Saundra declared.




  Darla snorted. “You couldn’t possibly be a bigger nerd, could you?”




  They laughed because blonde and beautiful Saundra’s exterior revealed nothing of the computer-like brain in her stunning head.




  “What did I say?” Saundra asked.




  As her friends laughed, Darla rolled her head on her shoulders. She felt drained, on the edge of complete exhaustion. She’d thought this night out would be just the ticket after fifteen-hour days over the last three months, but what she really wanted was a hot bath and maybe a good book. Unfortunately, she couldn’t abandon her friends ten minutes after getting here, so she’d give it another hour, tops, then make a graceful exit.




  “Ooh, hot guy at your six o’clock,” Melissa said, gesturing with her head.




  Trying her best to be casual, Darla turned and looked, immediately spotting the man in the shirt and tie. He had dark hair, a goatee, and black-framed glasses. He was looking right at her.




  As soon as their eyes met, he looked away, as if scanning the crowd. But it didn’t take long for him to look back at her again.




  “He looks like a younger and better shaved Trent Scott,” Rachel said. Trent Scott was the latest Hollywood heartthrob, thin and lean with a slender, wiry build and hollow cheeks that framed deep blue soulful eyes. In addition to securing a role opposite Julianne McNeill in the latest blockbuster, he had just been nominated as People magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive.




  “You think any thin guy with dark hair looks like Trent Scott,” Melissa accused.




  Darla looked away. She wasn’t here to pick up some random guy, no matter how good looking. She took a sip of her Cosmopolitan, flinching a bit at the strong alcohol taste. “He’s shorter than me,” she said.




  “Most are, love,” Rachel said. She grinned at the guy, and Darla thought she’d groan out loud when her friend said, “Here he comes.”




  He came up to their table and put his hand on the back of Melissa’s chair. Darla wished she’d sat down when she’d had the chance because now, she stood next to him.




  “Evening, ladies,” he said, looking at each one of them. When he looked at her, she thought that she’d never seen eyes so shockingly blue before. “I’m Rob.”




  Melissa took it upon herself to introduce all of them. When she finished, he turned to Darla and held his hand out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, looking into her eyes.




  “Likewise,” she said, rather breathlessly. She felt her heart flutter at his flirting.




  “I noticed you from over by the bar. Would you like to dance?”




  Feeling pulled into his eyes, she shook her head and said, “I—”




  “She’d love to,” Rachel said enthusiastically.




  “Darla is our dancing queen,” Saundra added.




  “Well—”




  Rob grinned and stepped backward, tugging on her hand. “Come on. Dance with me. I promise I won’t bite. What can it hurt?”




  Helpless, Darla looked at her friends then back to him. “Okay, one dance.” She took three long pulls of her drink and set the nearly empty glass on the table. Feeling the heat from the alcohol spread down her chest, she tossed a wave at her friends. “See ya!”
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  Tuesday, April 17th




  Carol Mabry stared down at the beautiful corpse carefully arranged on the floor of apartment 3A. The dead woman wore a gray silk pantsuit and pink silk blouse. Her hair was perfectly coifed into a French twist, and her makeup looked like it had been applied professionally. Pink beads adorned her neck, hanging loosely against her breasts. Clip-on pink ball earrings clung to each ear.




  She lay spread eagle on the ground, her eyes a blank stare in the direction of the ceiling. Her limbs had been arranged in near-perfect symmetry as if she were caught in the very act of making a snow angel. Some sort of wire around her neck had cut into her skin, making it look like she had on a red necklace.




  Five fat red candles burned at her head, at each of her hands, and at her feet, forming flickering lights at the points of the pentagram of her body. The crimson-colored wax had run down the candles and pooled into the beige carpet.




  Horrible, Carol thought.




  She hated senseless death. After her years as an Assistant Commonwealth Attorney for Richmond, Virginia, she kept expecting to become immune to it, but so far, every time was just as horrible as the last.




  Pushing aside those personal thoughts, needing to run on logic and not emotion right now, Carol knelt near the head of the body and inspected the wire without touching it. She recognized the marked tip on one end.




  Detective Mitchell “Mitch” Carpenter knelt beside her and looked on, rubbing his chin with his large hand. His father had been American, but he’d inherited all of his features from his Italian mother. He was in his mid-forties and about her height. His face showed the lines of strain that came from being a homicide detective in one of the largest cities in the state.




  He wore a cheap suit today, and she could smell the lingering odor of cigarette smoke mixed in with the scent of Old Spice clinging to the polyester blend.




  “Darla Cody,” he said by way of introduction. “Twenty-five, CPA at the Grayson firm. Single, straight.”




  “Doesn’t look like she fought at all, does it?”




  “No. She looks almost relaxed.” He used the tip of his pen to touch the tip of the wire on her neck. “What do you think?” he asked.




  “Violin string.” She gestured to the marker. “G.”




  “G?”




  “Yes. See?” She brought her finger closer. “I can guess at the brand, but that’s probably unimportant. This is definitely violin string.”




  “So our victim was strangled with a G-string? Is that supposed to be funny?” Even years of hardening his heart to the things he saw every day could not disguise all of the disgust in his voice.




  Carol raised her eyebrows. “Check her underwear?”




  Mitch shook his head. “Way, way outside of my lane. I’ll wait on the medical examiner for the lingerie report.”




  “Could have swapped for a trophy. Check her underwear drawer?”




  Mitch just shook his head. “Could just be nothing. Could just be a rather interesting choice of weapon.”




  “Indeed.” Carol stood and looked down at the body. “What’s with the candles?”




  “Cult?”




  “Perhaps.” She checked her watch. “Who found her?”




  Mitch gestured with his chin to the blonde woman standing next to two uniformed officers. “Friend from work. She said they were out last night, and that this one left with a guy named Rob. She didn’t show up for work, so at lunch, she came over here to make sure she was okay.”




  “Anything else on this, Rob?”




  “Nada.” He stepped back as the crime scene unit arrived. “I’m canvassing now. We have people in this apartment and at the bar. We’ll pull security footage, too.”




  “I saw the cameras coming in here. Hopefully, we have something.” She looked back down at the body. “Something’s not right here.”




  “You mean other than the strangled dead girl?”




  “Yeah,” she said absently, staring at the gray jacket and pink blouse. “Something.”




  “Carol, this girl could be your sister,” Mitch said in his careless and almost callous way.




  Carol tilted her head and looked at the girl again. They had the same shade of auburn hair, and both were tall and thin, but there weren’t too many other features they shared. Carol’s eyes were tawny colored, and this girl’s were green.




  Unfazed at Mitch’s manner, she shook her head. “Not if you took her out of her suit.” She pulled her vibrating phone out of her pocket. “There’s something here we’re supposed to see. I think the killer is telling us something. I just can’t get it right now.” She checked the incoming text and put her phone back into her pocket. “I have to run.”




  “I’ll send over witness interviews as soon as I have them.”




  “And the photos. I want to try to see what I’m not seeing right now.”




  “You got it.”
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  Because she was already out and about, Carol stopped at her favorite coffee shop on the way back to her office. The drive-through line looked really long, so she parked in the tiny parking lot and dashed inside.




  Carol nearly groaned out loud when she saw Jack Gordon sitting in one of the leather chairs by the gas fireplace. The bell on the door had jingled when she entered, and he glanced her way over the screen of his laptop. As soon as he recognized her, he set the machine aside and stood with a smile.




  Carol had met Jack here three weeks ago. He’d just relocated to the Richmond area from Alexandria. He looked incredibly fit at about 220 pounds of solid muscle. With his dark hair and blue eyes, he was both handsome and very charming. Carol agreed to meet him for lunch the next day. She thoroughly enjoyed herself right up to the moment she found out he was a detective about to start work in Richmond. Unfortunately, she had a personal rule about dating lawyers or law enforcement.




  She thought he’d understand, but he hadn’t taken it well. He’d crushed a cup of coffee in his hand, swearing out loud when the hot liquid burned him. His angry reaction put her off of him completely. The next time she’d seen him, he’d acted utterly charming and once more perfectly poised and polite. She couldn’t forget how quickly he’d gotten violently angry. Even if his looks and charm had tempted her to compromise on her personal rule, nothing would convince her to do so after that display.




  “Hello, Jack,” she greeted coolly.




  “Carol.” He approached but didn’t hold his hand out or try to touch her. “I’ve missed seeing you here in the mornings.”




  “It’s been really busy at work. I’m lucky if I have time to hit the drive-through.” She turned her attention to the barista behind the counter. “Café au lait, please. Whole milk.”




  When Jack spoke again, he was a little too close for her comfort level. “Look, Carol. We got off on the wrong foot. You’re an Army brat. You know how it is when you move to a new town. I could really use a friend. I was hoping we could go out again,” he gently conveyed.




  Carol turned her head to look at him, but not her body. “I already told you, Jack. No lawyers. No cops. I’m afraid I really can’t make an exception. It interferes with my job.”




  “And what’s your job?”




  She smiled. “If our paths ever cross, then you’ll know.” The barista set her coffee in front of her and collected her cash. Carol tossed the change into the tip jar, picked up the cardboard cup, and turned to leave. “Hopefully, we won’t ever have to meet on the job. Wouldn’t that be nice?”




  As she turned away, she saw two things. In her peripheral vision, she saw Jack Gordon’s entire body tense up and his jaw clench, and she knew at that moment that her instincts had been spot on. Simultaneously, she saw her friend and fellow attorney, Rhonda Regalman, come in through the front door. Rhonda spotted Carol standing next to Jack Gordon and momentarily looked surprised, nearly shocked to see her there. Then, in the blink of an eye, the shocked look vanished, and she grinned a hello. “Hi, Carol! Do you want to have a cup of coffee with me?”




  Relieved to have a handy excuse to end the conversation, Carol waved a greeting to Rhonda and hastened over to where the other attorney stood. Still bristling over the confrontation with Jack, she gave Rhonda a curt shake of her head. “I can’t stay for coffee. Sorry. Gotta’ go. But thank you. I’ll see you later on.”




  Keeping her back toward Jack, she walked past Rhonda and out the door back to her car.
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  You nearly missed her solo. It’s up next,” Harriet Kent whispered as Carol slid into the auditorium seat next to her.




  “I know. How’s she doing so far?” Carol whispered back.




  Harriet smiled at the stage. “She’s the best one up there.”




  They watched the stage full of seven and eight-year-olds do their best to follow the steps they’d been taught, while parents sat in the audience dreaming of prima ballerinas, occasionally wiping at tears of pride or joy. Carol laughed when she caught herself thinking the same thoughts and wiping the same tears, and she clapped just as enthusiastically as the rest of the parents and grandparents when it was over, and the little bumblebees gave their bows.




  At the reception immediately following, she picked up her daughter, Lisa, and gave her a smacking kiss on lips that proudly bore a red punch mustache. “You are getting better every time I see you,” she told her.




  “I missed a step toward the end,” Lisa said, sadness pushing through the pride.




  “I didn’t even notice,” Carol said, then set her down and straightened the bumblebee wing on her outfit. “Did you have a good time up there?”




  Lisa shrugged. “It’s a little scary, but fun at the same time.” She looked around. “Where’s grandpa?”




  Carol eyed Harriet, Lisa’s grandmother. “He’s not feeling too well this evening, Lisa. He decided to lie down and rest while I came here,” she said.




  Carol felt a twinge of nervousness. Robert Kent had been staying home more and more often lately. She waited until Lisa ran to a group of friends before speaking to Harriet about it. “Has he been to the doctor yet?” she asked.




  Harriet pursed her lips and shook her head. “I can’t get that man to admit anything is wrong with him. Carol, I’m about near my wit’s end. Do you think your friend, Dr. Suarez, would come out to the house and talk to him?”




  “I’m sure he would, Harriet, but I don’t see what good it would do. He’s not going to let Henry examine him, and without an examination, he wouldn’t be able to tell what’s wrong with him.”




  “I’m sure you’re right,” the older woman said. She looked at her watch. “I’m going to go tell Lisa goodbye, then go on home.” She looked around and almost absently said, “What time will the birthday party start Saturday?”




  “Four. We’ll be out around three.”




  “Why don’t you just let Lisa spend the night Friday? We can make it a special birthday treat,” Harriet suggested.




  Carol had seen that coming. Harriet had offered nearly every weekend for about a year now, but so far, Carol only let Lisa spend the night there when her work kept her overnight.




  “We have plans for just the two of us Friday night, Harriet. But we’ll see you about three,” Carol said with a forced smile.




  Harriet frowned, then walked off to find Lisa. Carol sighed at the woman’s back. When Lisa was a baby and Carol struggled just to get through law school, working nearly full time and still trying to be a mommy, the Kents had offered to take Lisa full time and let Carol visit her whenever she was free. The notion had appalled her, and she had refused, almost considering relocating to a school farther away from them.




  A year later, the child support checks slowly got bigger until she didn’t have to work anymore, but the offer had continued to bother Carol considerably. Perhaps if they had never offered that, she would feel more comfortable letting Lisa go out to their ranch and spend more nights. As it was, she didn’t entirely trust their motives. They were good grandparents and truly loved Lisa, their only grandchild, but their opinion of Carol had room for improvement.




  Carol watched the little bumblebees weave their way through the crowd of fans while she chuckled to herself. If their opinion of her was low, it was her own fault. She showed up in their town not only five months pregnant with their son’s child, but asking for their assistance to help her find him. She remembered standing on their doorstep and explaining that she didn’t even know how to start looking for him.




  Her heart wept a little, as it always did when she thought of him, and she frowned at the memory. They’d contacted him for her, but he told them he wanted nothing to do with Carol or the baby she carried.




  In all fairness, he had supported them financially, but the entire time she carried her and the nearly eight years since Lisa had been born, he had never once called nor written, and Lisa had never met him. Lately, Carol’s daughter had started expressing curiosity about her father.




  Carol decided that she would tell her one day. For now, she and the Kents both agreed that it was best she not be told just yet. They removed pictures of him from the house, and Lisa had yet to ask to see one. Once she did, she would immediately know who he was.




  She shrugged off her dark mood, deciding it was probably a reaction to the afternoon she’d endured, and went in search of her little bumblebee. They were going out for dinner to celebrate the recital with Lisa’s best friend and her parents. Carol always enjoyed the time spent with the Bradfords and looked forward to shedding the tragedy of the day and the stress of Harriet Kent with tortilla chips dunked in spicy salsa and cheese enchiladas at their favorite Mexican restaurant.
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  Friday, April 20th




  “Bah-bee! Bah-bee! Bah-bee!” The roar of the crowd vibrated the steel I-beams supporting the arena.




  Robert “Bobby” Jason Kent was currently the hottest young male star in country music. He stood tall, a few inches over six feet even before he donned his cowboy boots, and lanky. His eyes were a bright blue with laugh lines in the corners, set in an angular face the cameras loved. Wearing a cowboy hat and a pair of jeans, he looked like anyone’s iconic epitome of a modern American cowboy. His rugged, striking handsomeness made him a favorite of both the magazines and tabloids.




  Even without his wholesome good looks, his voice would have been enough to push him up through the ranks of stardom. Between his trained tenor and his natural baritone, he could effortlessly belt out the fast dance tunes his fans loved so much. With his powerful tenor, he could sing a slow song that had women sighing to themselves, feeling as if he sang only for them. He answered interview questions in a thoughtfully slow, refined southern drawl honed on the whetstone of central Virginia. His responses always held a hint of dry humor that gave his spoken voice a velvety sound, and female interviewers always felt relaxed and flirtatious in his presence.




  The crowd continued to chant his name. “Bah-bee! Bah-bee! Bah-bee!”




  He smiled as his band reset after the opening act. The trappings of modern-day stardom often included things like drugs and alcohol. Early in his career, Bobby had wisely realized the reason they were called “trappings” and carefully and consciously avoided them ever since. Standing backstage at this moment, he realized once more that nothing could equal the euphoria of thousands of fans screaming his name. That feeling had no equal in this world.




  “Ready?” Gary yelled. Bobby threw him a thumbs-up to cue his band, and they started the opening music to their signature song, The Amarillo Swing. The crowd roared. Smoke billowed from the wings as the platform Bobby stood on shot upward through the floor of the stage. He began to sing.




  He could actually feel the sound waves from the crowds’ voices and wondered if they could even hear his voice as they joined him for every chorus. After he finished the song, the band quieted, and he held his hands up, motioning for quiet.




  “Good evening, Raleigh,” he said with a sideways smile. Another wave of ovation swept through the room. As it started to quiet, he said, “All right. All right, now. If y’all will just bow your heads, we’ll really get this party started.”




  As intoxicating as the sound of the crowd’s ovation felt, nothing on earth compared to the silence of thousands of fans as they bowed their heads as one. Bobby prayed in a loud, clear voice, “Father God, we are so thankful to be here tonight.”




  He went on, praying over the concert, over hearts and minds, and ended with thanking God for his talent. Then he said, “And Father, please bless Harmony Harper tonight as she sings her new hit song, Even if it Were Only You!”




  As soon as he said, “Amen,” four spotlights bathed contemporary Christian newcomer Harmony Harper in pure white light. Her sequined lavender gown dazzled the audience even more than her bright smile and blonde curls. Bobby’s band instantly began the intro of her latest hit single that had met with such unexpected crossover appeal.




  The crowd went completely wild.




  Harmony had a young voice and a fresh outlook and, if Bobby knew anything about the business, he had a strong feeling she had a bright future ahead in music. Her brother, Franklin, acted as her manager, and he had made some savvy decisions with her career so far. Earlier in the year, Bobby and superstar Melody Montgomery had invited Harmony to add a few tracks to their annual charity Christmas Album, and Harmony had enthusiastically agreed to meet with him and discuss it further. A few weeks ago, he had contacted her about Raleigh since she had a concert scheduled at one of the largest churches in the Triangle the evening after his show, and she had agreed to surprise Bobby’s audience.




  The crowd was on their feet, singing along with her at the top of their lungs. She finished her song with Bobby Kent singing backup. More than forty thousand voices sang the closing chorus along with them. “Even if it were only me! Just me! He would do it all for me. He would do it all for you! Just you! Even if it were only you.”




  It took over a minute for the shouts, whistles, and applause to die down enough for Harmony to be heard when she spoke. In her sweet, soprano voice, she said, “Hey there, Raleigh! Thanks for letting me sing for you tonight!”




  The crowd roared. When they settled down again, Bobby grinned and said, “I’ll sing backup for you anytime.” Applause. “Hey folks, we’re gonna let Harmony go now, but remember she’s playing her full show right here in town tomorrow night…”




  The crowd’s reaction was deafening. Harmony covered her mouth with her hands and laughed out loud. She reached out and put a hand on Bobby’s forearm, and he quickly snatched off his hat and fanned himself as if heated by her touch. She laughed even harder. The crowd ate it up.




  When the audience noise faded to merely a roar, Bobby said, “I take it some of y’all already have tickets.”




  Laughter and applause. Bobby’s band started strumming and drumming the opening chords, and rhythm to Cowboys Don’t Cry. They could keep the bridge going for as long as necessary until Bobby sang the opening lyrics.




  Harmony bowed and waved and said, “Bobby, thanks so much for letting me share your stage tonight. I was really nervous, but it was great. Thank you so much for your hospitality. And thank you, North Carolina. I’ll see you tomorrow night!”




  “Harmony Harper, ladies and gentlemen!” Bobby declared as she left the stage, and he got back to his own program.




  This was the last concert of the tour, so he gave the crowd all he had. He played his guitar and his fiddle, sang for two hours without a break, then returned to the stage three times to perform three “final” encore numbers. He and his band members soaked up the crowd’s energy. It wasn’t until much later, they sat backstage in the early morning hours after the last fan left, and technicians and support crew packed up the equipment and gear that belonged to his show that they all realized how exhausted they felt.




  There would be no loading onto the bus or the plane tonight to head for yet another venue. Instead, they took a limousine to the five-star hotel that towered over the Research Triangle Park and went to their rooms to sleep, ready for the six-month break in touring that they’d earned. It had been eight years since they’d taken more than a few weeks off at a time.




  After a steaming hot shower, and a rapid surf of cable channels that lasted less than 5 minutes before he powered off the flat-screen television, Bobby settled into the king-size bed. Sleep refused to claim him. He rose and paced his suite, going from one room to the next, while the remaining adrenaline from the night’s show hummed through his system and kept his body from relaxing and getting some rest. He wasn’t concerned or bothered by it as he would be the night before another show because there would be no concert the next night. Nevertheless, he felt restless and couldn’t stand the thought of waiting for the sun to rise before he left.




  He wanted to go home.




  Bobby Kent wondered why he found himself all alone in a deluxe hotel room at the age of twenty-nine. He didn’t even have someone he could call and talk to at this hour. When or where had his life gone so far off the planned path he had laid out in his youth? By now, he fully expected to be married and settled at his family’s horse farm. He figured he’d have at least one and hopefully a few children by this age.




  The idea of superstardom had never even crossed his mind, never become a hope or a dream, until college. He started picking guitar with a couple other guys in his dorm room; they got a drummer, a keyboard player, and somehow made a demo tape. Now, here he was. Adored by millions, but privately alone and feeling so lonesome.




  Bobby Kent had the blood of his Savior. The gift of eternal life awaited him one day. He had fame, fortune, and the adoration of hundreds of thousands of loyal fans. In the dark quiet of his hotel room, he wondered, had God made a woman especially for him? Had God made Bobby to be the perfect mate for his future wife? When would he meet her? Had he already met her and blown it?




  After finishing a concert tour like this one, he should be able to celebrate with someone, confide in someone, talk with someone, relax and laugh and tease someone. He couldn’t celebrate like that with his fans because they didn’t really see the man he was, only the singing icon they imagined him to be. Women he had never met in his life often proposed marriage within minutes of conversation. His fan mail averaged 40 marriage proposals per week. The letters that made his heart ache started with, “When I get out of prison…” But despite that, he still didn’t have what he wanted most in this life, what he needed.




  Bobby Kent was alone.




  That feeling of lonesomeness led to nearly overwhelming homesickness. Making a quick decision, he called down to the concierge and asked her to secure him a rental car right away. He had just played a full house in Raleigh, North Carolina, less than a three-hour drive from Richmond, Virginia. He and his parents hadn’t planned on him visiting until later this summer, but he suddenly felt a strong desire to see them. He wanted to get back to his roots, to relax on the ranch while he worked the horses, watched some sunsets, and ate his mother’s cooking.




  Within a few minutes, the telephone in his room rang, and the clerk told him that his car would be delivered by five in the morning. He thanked her, then laid back down and shut his eyes. His mind made up, he could finally relax. He set an alarm on his phone, said a quick prayer, and closed his eyes.
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  Bobby Kent left a message for his manager, Gary, to let him know where he’d gone, grabbed his already packed overnight bag and his guitar and fiddle cases, then headed downstairs. Room service had delivered his breakfast earlier, and he had shoveled it down and topped it with three cups of coffee. It was a little past five o’clock, and no one was in the lobby except for the clerk and a bored bellman, so he was out of the hotel and driving away into the Carolina predawn darkness within seconds.




  He passed an occasional semi-truck, but other than that, he had the road to himself for the first half of the trip. He stuck to State Road One, heading north toward Interstate 85, and drove through rural northern North Carolina, where his songs dominated the airwaves. As his rental car ate up the miles, the tension—and what others had diagnosed as fatigue—started to fade into the background. The predawn countryside revealed by the high beams started becoming more and more familiar. He rolled down the window as he crossed the Virginia state line on Interstate 85 and breathed in the smells of the countryside.




  In the nearly nine years since he’d started recording, and in the six years since he’d made it to the top, he’d never been home even once. He had taken only a few breaks in all those years. Each and every break, his parents had always wanted to come to wherever he was at the time.




  Additionally, somehow, his tour schedule had never allowed him any extended time in Richmond. Usually, he had two back to back double tours. For the last five years, he had back-to-back double-booked Richmond and the nearby Army base at Fort Lee south of Petersburg. Then he played double-booked at the naval base at Norfolk, followed immediately by a Washington D. C. show before heading on up into New England. By the time he played two double back-to-back shows, he was utterly exhausted and would just sleep in his hotel with the rest of his crew before leaving for the next show.




  His parents always visited him at the hotel or backstage at his Richmond concert, but he never even so much as saw the ranch of his childhood in all that time. Perhaps that’s why his longing for home was so intense right now. He’d been gone too long. Way too long.




  Before he even knew it, he found himself turning onto the ranch road and drove through the gates just as the sun fully rose. He noticed the improvements that had been made over the years. While he hadn’t been there in person to actually work the horses, he felt a sense of pride that at least the money he had earned and sent to his parents had helped support this ranch where he grew up. It had been so near bankruptcy when he recorded his first album.




  He knew that was the number one reason why his parents had encouraged him so much when he told them he wanted to drop out of college after a recording company had responded to one of his demos. He left the University of Georgia in between his sophomore and junior year and drove his old pickup truck to Nashville, Tennessee. The first album had done nothing spectacular in the charts, but the money it made helped save the ranch.




  By then he’d caught the fever and stayed in Nashville, and a little over a year later, The Amarillo Swing came out with a bullet on the charts, climbed a few hops to number one, and stayed there for five straight months, nearly setting a record for the longest run in the number one spot. It helped that a line dance choreographed for the song became the latest fad, and his album of the same name went double platinum.




  He spotted the house through the trees, and in the faint morning dusk he could see the lights on in the kitchen. Even on a Saturday, his mother would have risen before the sun, preparing coffee and breakfast, letting the smells slowly wake his father. Bobby smiled as he stopped the car and got out, leaving his bags for later. His mother was going to be really surprised to see him.
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  Saturday, April 21st




  As Carol gathered her purse and car keys, her work cell phone rang. She glanced at the number as she answered it. “Mitch,” Carol greeted as Lisa ran past her and through the front door.




  “Afternoon, counselor. Wanted to let you know we got the lab results back. I know you’ll have the original in your office Monday morning.”




  “Yeah. I have Lisa’s party this afternoon, so I very definitely will not be working today.”




  “Well, just so you know, she was drugged. She had enough sedative in her that it wouldn’t have mattered if the guy strangled her or not. She would have probably suffocated from the date-rape drug cocktail.”




  Carol shut the door behind her. As she was stepping down off the top step, she heard her personal cell phone ringing inside the house. She almost went back inside to answer it, but then changed her mind. She was already running late, and she had her work cell since she was on call.




  “Anything similar in any open cases that you know of?”




  “Not this particular combination. But we are definitely checking.”




  “Okay. Thanks for calling.”




  “Sure thing. Enjoy the princess’s party. Send her the wife’s love.”




  Carol grinned. “I will.” She made sure Lisa was strapped in, then got into the front seat and started her car. She had fifteen little eight and nine-year-olds showing up at Lisa’s grandparents’ ranch in less than three hours and had Lisa’s birthday lunch in the meantime.




  The birthday girl had selected her favorite pizza parlor for her eighth birthday lunch, just as she had every year since she could pronounce the word. She brought Amy Bradford, best friend since kindergarten, along with her just as she also always had since the day they met. The two little girls giggled and whispered as they ate green olive pizza with extra cheese. Assistant Commonwealth Attorney Carol Mabry intentionally let go of all thoughts concerning the strangled Certified Public Accountant.




  She forced herself to focus entirely on her daughter while they were in the restaurant. By the time they piled back into her Jeep, she had mentally left murder and autopsy reports behind, and transformed from A. C. A. Carol Mabry into just Carol, just Ms. Mabry, just Lisa’s mom.




  The drive to the ranch took twenty minutes, and the girls sat in the back seat, continuing their whispered conversation. The whispers got louder until they were full-fledged yells, and Carol finally interrupted them. “Girls! What are you two arguing about?”




  “Ms. Mabry, who do you think is cuter? Trevor West or Bobby Kent?” Amy asked. Carol felt her stomach tighten.




  “I told you, Bobby Kent is way cuter than Trevor West. Besides, Trevor West is married and has like a dozen kids. Bobby Kent isn’t married, so that makes him even more cute,” Lisa said. “Plus, he has the same name as my grandma and grandpa. That’s even more extra points.”




  “What do you think, Ms. Mabry?” Amy asked again.




  Carol refused to get a headache on Lisa’s birthday. Sometimes, tension and stress built up so badly that she would get headaches that made her have to lie down in a darkened room and fight back tears of pain. She had already decided it wasn’t going to happen to her today, despite the pain she felt creeping into her temples. She would will it away. “I think you two should play rock-paper-scissors, and whoever wins is right,” she said, turning onto the drive that led to the ranch house.




  The game brought on another bout of arguing, but by then, Carol enjoyed the beautiful flowering dogwoods that lined the stretch of lane leading to the ranch house. On either side, rolling hills with green grass stretched out beyond black fences, peppered with grazing horses.




  As they pulled up in front of the house, she noticed the extra vehicle but thought nothing of it. This time of the year, the Kents often hired extra hands to help with planting the hayfields and prepping the kitchen garden.




  As they got out of the vehicle, she looked around and realized nothing had been done to prepare for Lisa’s party. Harriet was so efficient that Carol usually had nothing to do by the time she came over. She remembered her phone ringing right before lunch and immediately worried that something had happened to Robert. She turned to the girls as they got out of the Jeep. “Lisa, go look in on the new foal Lightning dropped last week. I’m going inside to see what grandma’s up to.”




  “Okay, Mommy. Come on, Amy,” Lisa urged. They took off at a run toward the horse barn.




  “Don’t go inside the stall without a grown-up. Just look if Daniel isn’t in the barn!” Carol called to them, then turned to go in the house. She had her hand on the door when Harriet opened it and stepped out onto the porch. With the older woman’s red-rimmed eyes, pale skin, and scraggly hair, Carol immediately knew something was very wrong.




  “Carol,” Harriet greeted with a hitched breath, then she stopped.




  “What’s the matter, Harriet?” Carol asked, taking the older woman’s arm and guiding her back to the door. “What happened? Is Robert all right?”




  Harriet put her hand over her face and burst into tears. “Oh, Carol. I’m so sorry.” Carol steered her through the door and into the kitchen. Harriet collapsed into a chair at the table and buried her face in her hands, her body wracking with sobs. Carol looked over and saw Robert seated at the table. He looked so frail like a strong wind might just break him to pieces. He reached out to take his wife’s hand.




  “Robert, what is it? What happened?” she asked. She started feeling really frightened.




  “Carol,” he whispered, then cleared his throat and stopped. He cleared his throat again, then said in a louder voice, “Whatever happens, whatever gets said, you have to know that we are truly sorry. Don’t let this spoil Lisa’s birthday.”




  “What’s going on?” Carol demanded, her teeth set. “Tell me right now. Right this second.”
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  Unobserved until this moment, international Country Music superstar Bobby Kent studied Carol Mabry from the doorway of his parents’ kitchen. His parents had finally decided to tell him about two hours ago having exhausted every ploy in their arsenal in an attempt to convince him to leave. The anger at his parents burned through his system slow and low, like an underground lava flow.




  To the casual observer, Bobby Kent had an even temper. Some might even describe him as mild-mannered, unflappable, or cool-headed. In reality, Bobby had his father’s temper, which is to say, he was a hothead with a short fuse. He could instantly go from feeling mild annoyance to full-blown anger and all the way to wrath.




  He had recognized his anger problem early in life and taken steps to contain his emotions. He had taught himself coping skills and went to great pains never to show his anger—which he perceived as a weakness—to the world at large. It was the single aspect of his father’s personality Bobby specifically wanted to prune from the family tree.




  Even a lifetime of coping with feelings of anger had not sufficiently prepared Bobby for what his parents had confessed earlier. His mind rejected the fact that he had a daughter, an eight-year-old daughter. It was too much to fathom at one time. How could two people who professed to love him have kept that information from him? He hadn’t been able to get an explanation out of them yet. Both of them had been too upset to make any sense, but he assumed it had something to do with money. It nearly always did.




  He figured the woman standing over them at the table could shed some light on the subject. For obvious reasons, he’d known who they were talking about before they’d even said her name. The moment she spoke, the moment he heard her voice, every recollection of her became vividly pronounced in his memory. They’d met in a classical violin class during a summer semester at the University of Georgia just four weeks before he received the call about his demo and packed his bags to leave. Her musical skill had amazed him, and she had impressed him in general. He had asked her out, and they had shared some lunches, and a dinner, and gone to a movie together on a double date.




  The night he got the call, they had celebrated. They’d sat on the tailgate of his truck and eaten too many cheeseburger sliders, washed down with way too much celebratory champagne. The celebration had gone until dawn. Bobby assumed Lisa arrived a scant nine months later.




  He wanted to turn his anger on someone other than his parents, but he couldn’t find it in him to force it onto her. The one thing his father, Robert, had been very clear about was that they had misled Carol all this time. All these years.




  Years!




  All that time, all these years, Carol believed Bobby knew all about his daughter, Lisa. Taking a deep breath, Bobby ran his hand through his hair and prepared himself to face her righteous wrath. He had a feeling it would take some time to convince her that he wasn’t the bad guy here.




  He stepped into the kitchen, his boot hitting the linoleum, causing a sound that reverberated through the room. Carol stiffened, as if she knew whom she was about to see, and turned to face him. He watched the recognition come instantly, and suddenly her hazel eyes filled with burning rage so powerful he almost wished he hadn’t made his presence known.




  “Oh, of course! Should have known,” she bit out through gritted teeth. “Exactly what are you doing here? Today of all days?”




  He had no idea how to even begin, so he decided to start with his defense. From the look on her face, though, he wasn’t sure she would even hear his words. “I didn’t know, Carol.”




  Carol put a hand to her temple as if warding off a headache. “What are you doing here, Bobby? Why are you here?” she repeated in a weak voice.




  He took a step toward her. “I swear to you, Carol, they never told me. They lied to you. They lied to both of us.”




  He heard the sound of two pairs of feet running across the porch. A look of panic flashed across Carol’s face. She spun around as the screen door flew open. “We have fifteen kids and their parents showing up in less than an hour. I can’t deal with this right now,” she declared over her shoulder through gritted teeth.




  He watched as she kept her back to them and intercepted Lisa before she completely made it into the kitchen. Bobby had a chance to see a flash of hair and the toe of pink sneakers, but Carol blocked the rest of his view. It took every single ounce of willpower in him to keep from shoving her out of the way to look at his daughter for the first time in his life.




  His daughter.




  “Mom. You should see the baby horse!” Lisa yelled, her voice rising in excitement with every word.




  Carol opened the door and guided Lisa outside. Bobby could hear her speaking as she said, “Come show me, babe. Then we need to set up the tables. Grandpa isn’t feeling well.”




  Bobby walked over to his parents and looked down at them. He felt no sympathy at the sight of their ragged faces. “It is absolutely unacceptable that you did this to her,” he said. He put his palms flat on the table and leaned closer. “It is absolutely unacceptable that you did this to me. But most of all, it is absolutely unacceptable that you did this to your own granddaughter, my daughter.”




  Bobby waited until both of them looked away from his face. Then he straightened and intentionally kept his pace slow as he sauntered outside. He was going to have to bank his rage until the party was over. He wasn’t going to disappoint Lisa any further.




  “Bobby,” his father said from the doorway. Bobby stiffened but didn’t turn around.




  “You know what, Dad? Fire up the grill. We have a birthday party to host today.”




  Robert stepped out onto the porch. “Bobby, we can’t have a party right now. Your mother isn’t up to it, and we need to sit down with Carol and talk about all this.”




  Bobby swung around and advanced on his father. “I could not care less whether my mother is ‘feeling up to it’ or not. That little girl in that barn, my daughter, is waiting for all her friends to come over and celebrate her birthday. As sure as the sun is shining, you aren’t going to spoil that for her or her mother. Nor are you about to spoil my little girl’s birthday for me. I’ve already missed seven of them, and I’m not going to miss her eighth.” Robert’s back was against the door. Somehow, Bobby stood nose-to-nose with him, his fists clenched. He had no recollection of closing that gap, and he realized he needed to get ahold of his temper or else he would do or say something he would regret.




  “We had our reasons, son.”




  “I’m sure you think you did, and I’m prepared to hear you out on some later date. But in my opinion, there isn’t a reason good enough for what you’ve done. Not one reason under God’s blue heaven could possibly be good enough.” He turned and walked away before he actually let his temper get the best of him and punched his own father.




  Bobby headed to the storage shed to pull out the tables that needed to be set up in the yard. He carried the first one out and nearly ran into Carol. She had her arms crossed over her chest, rubbing them as if she felt cold, and her eyes stood out from her pale face, dark circles shadowing the skin under them. If he thought it would have done any good, he would have given her a hug, but he didn’t think she would welcome that right now.




  “I don’t want to tell her yet,” she said. Her voice sounded very strained.




  It took a few heartbeats for him to process what she meant. Then the meaning of the words tore through him, and he felt his jaw tighten and his eyes slit. He set the table down and faced her. “Are you telling me she doesn’t even know who I am?” he demanded.




  “She knows your parents are her grandparents. But she doesn’t know that your parents are your parents. I didn’t want to tell her who you were, and it wasn’t until this year that she realized that her father’s parents didn’t come with a face for a father.”




  “Oh? May I ask why?” He kept his voice low, calm, and steady even though he felt his heart rate increase and heard his pulse roar in his ears like ocean surf. He thought he might just explode with all of the emotions rushing through him.




  Carol ran a hand through her hair with jerky movements. “Because everyone knows you. You wouldn’t have been some faceless man that never came back. She could have turned on any radio in America and heard you or looked through any magazine and seen a picture of you alongside Melody Mason or some other starlet.”




  “Melody Montgomery,” he automatically corrected as if it mattered. He tasted something sour in his mouth. He didn’t like it, but she made sense. “Then tell her. Then she’ll know, and I won’t be some faceless man, and I won’t stay away anymore now that I know she exists.”




  Carol’s eyes filled with tears, and Bobby felt sure that she wasn’t a woman who gave in to tears very often. “I wasn’t prepared for this. Give me some time to work out what to do.”




  He relented, but wouldn’t give up everything. “I want to get to know her,” he stated. “Carol? Hey. I want to know my daughter.”




  He watched emotions play across her face, anger, mistrust, but eventually, acceptance. She finally nodded. “I’ll tell her when the time is right. Until then, please don’t say a word.”




  Relief poured through him, then he turned to go back to the shed. “You better see what my mother hasn’t done yet. She’s been in the shape she’s in now all morning.”




  “Bobby,” she said. His heart skipped in anticipation of the softness of her tone. He turned and looked at her, and she shifted her eyes away, as if uncomfortable. “Lisa’s spending tonight at her friend’s house. If you want to come over tonight, I’ll tell you about her. Show you some pictures. I don’t know. Maybe the right way to tell her is to tell her together.”




  He nodded and had to force the words past the lump in his throat. “Thank you.”
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  Personal Journal Entry




  April 21




  I’m so angry. I can’t even express how angry.




  Who does she think she is to turn me down? Red-haired tart! I wasn’t asking for a lifetime commitment. I just wanted a few stinking minutes of her time and her oh-so-precious presence.




  She never even sat down?




  Thanks, but no thanks?




  I’m beginning to think my life would be less complicated if I just let him kill her. I know the world would be a simpler place without her in it. I can’t argue with him on that point.
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