
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


In memory of my friend,

Ted Krumm,

who guessed right

The past is but the beginning of a beginning, and all that is and has been is but the twilight of the dawn." – H. G. Wells
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Chicago, Illinois

October, 1979

––––––––
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The dream was remarkably vivid─a golden pool of lamplight spilling across the polished surface of a Hepplewhite-style writing table; a slender, long-fingered hand clutching a vintage brass-and-marble pedestal telephone receiver; a woman’s voice quivering with urgency. Her words were but a soft susurration, impossible to understand. Nevertheless, they conveyed a sadness and fear that was impossible to deny. Maddie was deeply moved.

Her bedside phone rang, and the dream faded. She fumbled for the receiver, knowing before she put it to her ear that she would hear the same voice saying through the static of a long-distance trunk line, “Madeline Blake, please.”

Instantly awake, she said, “Speaking.”

“I apologize for the late hour. You don’t know me. My name is Caroline Hallowell. Mrs. Reece Hallowell. And I’m calling from Seattle.”

Maddie hitched up so she could see the bedside clock. Two-seventeen in Chicago, which meant it was after midnight Pacific Standard Time.

The woman continued, “I was given your name by a friend who tells me you have special...” An awkward pause. “...skills for helping people in trouble. I need that help.”

As she had in the dream, Maddie found herself reacting to the note of terror so close beneath the surface of the genteel voice.

“Tell me more, Mrs. Hallowell.”

“My twenty-year-old daughter has been missing since last Friday. The police have done all they can, and although they haven’t said so, I know they think she’s dead. Perhaps─” A hitch of emotion. Then, “Perhaps she is, but I have to know for certain. Please, Ms. Blake. You are our only hope. We’ll pay you well.”

Thanks to a large inheritance from her maternal grandmother, money was not an issue for Maddie. It had been several months since her last case─peaceful months filled with reading and music─and she wasn’t sure she was ready to shatter that serenity with the turmoil and uncertainties that always accompanied her work. On the other hand, she knew that it was only by exercising her unique gift from time to time that she was able to achieve whatever intervals of contentment her solitary life allowed her. Was this an opportunity she could afford to pass up?

She felt the familiar quickening deep inside as she said finally, “What were the circumstances under which your daughter disappeared?”

“A lot of it is still conjecture because she was alone in her apartment at the time it happened. But some things are known. It appears she was preparing dinner for a guest. When he arrived, he found the back door open, water boiling on the stove, and the receiver of the wall phone dangling as if she had just dropped it and run out. The police─”

“That’s enough,” Maddie interrupted. “I happen to be free just now. I’ll be glad to come.”

Relief flooded the woman’s voice. “I was hoping you would say that. I even took the liberty of making a reservation for you on United Flight One Forty-Three leaving O’Hare Airport at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Can you make that?”

“Ten o’clock? That should work for me.”

“Wonderful! I arranged for your ticket to be waiting for you at the United counter. I’ll meet you at the arrival gate here in Seattle. I’ll be wearing a light-blue raincoat.”

“That sounds straightforward enough. But I’d better take down your address and phone number just in case I need to get in touch with you before I arrive. Hold on while I get a pen.”

She turned on the bedside lamp, sat up, and reached for the pad and pen she always kept at hand. “Go ahead,” she said.

She wrote out the information, and they said their goodbyes. Just before the line went dead, however, she heard a faint click, more an echo than a separate entity. A cold frisson traveled down her spine. Someone else had monitored the call. Who? And why?

Wide awake now and more than a little agitated, she got up and walked barefoot into the hallway, past the darkened door of her office, and into the apartment’s living room. The floor-to-ceiling windows looked down nine stories to Lake Shore Drive, where a surprising amount of traffic still streamed. In daylight, her view took in the green strip of Lincoln Park with the vast waters of Lake Michigan beyond; at night, it was a black void barely touched by the reddish glow from the Chicago Loop to the south.

She sat at the piano, a Steinway grand. Her fingers caressed their way through the early measures of a Chopin etude, paused, then struck up a lively tarantella. Playing was her stock-in-trade remedy for the restlessness that often afflicted her. This time, however, the soothing magic didn’t work. She got up and went to her office.

She took out a fresh manila folder, marked the tab Diane Hallowell Case, and sat at the desk to write out her first entry, a summary of the just-completed phone conversation. She placed the sheet in the folder, reached for her briefcase and slid the folder inside. Next she collected the additional tools of her craft and put them into the briefcase: paper, pencils and pens, and her cassette tape recorder with spare batteries and tape cassettes. She opened the file drawer that contained her collection of maps and took out the one of Washington State. She had several maps of the metropolitan areas where she had worked but none of the City of Seattle. She made a mental note to pick one up at the airport when she arrived. Finally, she went to her safe and took out several packets of travelers checks. She closed the briefcase and sat back down at her desk.

Her calendar showed a dental appointment she would have to cancel, and she scribbled a note of reminder for the following morning. She noticed a half-finished letter to her parents that she had set off to the side. She drew it to her and took up a pen, but the words wouldn’t come, and she gave it up. She sighed, ran a hand through her short, chestnut-brown hair and slumped back in the chair.

She glanced around the room, her tidy, self-contained little nerve center with its library on psychic research and professional investigative techniques, its file cabinets and other utilitarian furnishings, and finally the framed certificate issued by the Department of Registration and Education making it all legitimate. Her eyes came to rest on the two framed photographs that sat side by side on the back corner of her desk.

The child was smiling, her long heavy braids pulled over her shoulders to exhibit the perky bows at their ends. Her blue-gray eyes, too large for her scrawny face, weren’t fixed on the cake with its eight lighted candles but stared straight into the camera with the clear, penetrating gaze her elders had found so disturbing. She lifted the photo and pulled it toward her until the protective glass reflected her own adult visage directly over the child’s. It was the same face, now filled out to a soft oval contour but still too dramatic for beauty, the eyes too large, the dark brows and lashes too abundant, the mouth too wide, each feature rivaling the next for dominance. She smiled, remembering the simple, uncluttered happiness of that long-ago birthday, the last day of her innocence, and her left cheek dimpled. Then other, later memories crowded in, bringing with them the inevitable doubts, and the smile faded.

Why risk her hard-earned, sometimes fragile sense of well-being? It was so safe, so insulated here in her self-made little world. Outside, she would have to cope with the curious glances, the whispered conjectures, the implication that she was a sideshow freak. Could she rely on the constancy of her gift? Would it come as it always had? Or would it fail her as she sometimes feared.

[image: image]She returned the picture to its place and looked at its mate. She didn’t need a photograph to remind her of the calm blue eyes and gentle smile of her brother Tom. Not even the memory of that hideous black wave curling over him and carrying him away could erase his image from her heart. Blond, carefree, radiating a marvelous infectious confidence. Tom. If it hadn’t been for him...

She looked down at the red-flecked, deep-green stone in its gold filigree setting on the fifth finger of her right hand. She touched it, and the old glow of warmth and assurance spread through her. Yes, things would work out as they always had.

She was suddenly very tired. She got up, switched out the light, and went back to her bedroom, surprised to find sleep ready and waiting for her.

She rose early the next morning. After a light breakfast, she telephoned the limousine service and arranged to be picked up at eight o’clock. She packed her suitcase and put last- minute affairs in order, including the cancellation of the dental appointment. At ten minutes before eight, she locked the apartment and took the elevator to the ground floor. The doorman nodded and smiled with just the right blend of familiarity and deference. He said,

“Your limousine is here, Ms. Blake. The driver came in to say he’d wait around the corner on Hawthorne.”

Ten minutes early? That was a first in a city known for its crazy rush-hour traffic. Maddie thanked him and hurried out into the crisp, clear October day. The early sun glinted off the cars already jammed along Lake Shore Drive. She turned the corner and saw a uniformed driver lounging against the hood of a shiny, shorter-style black limousine.

“You’re early,” she said as she handed him her suitcase.

“Yeah, well, I was in the neighborhood so the dispatcher sent me over.” He reached for her briefcase as well, but she shook her head. He shrugged and held the back door open for her. 

She settled back in the plush seat, her long legs stretching toward the glassed-in barrier between the driver and his passengers. She heard the trunk open and close. Then he came around and took his place behind the wheel.

“Headed to O’Hare, right?” he asked through the open window behind his head.

“Yes,” she said.

He nodded and slid the window closed before starting the engine and pulling out into the southbound traffic of Sheridan Road. The saffron-topped trees of Lincoln Park slipped by on the left. Beyond, the yachts and sailboats not already moved to winter storage rode the sparkling waters of Belmont Harbor. They turned onto Diversey Parkway and moved fitfully westward. At last, the limousine entered the Kennedy Expressway and picked up speed.

Maddie watched the spires and smokestacks of the city give way to the square little row houses of the northwest suburbs, her mind skipping ahead to Seattle. Most of her cases involved missing persons, and the outcomes varied from happy to heart-wrenching. In the former cases, she experienced a euphoria it was impossible to describe; in the latter, she could take solace from providing closure to the grieving survivors. She had no way of knowing which awaited her in this case, and she felt her inner resources stirring in the old familiar way, very like a banked fire responds to the addition of oxygen and new fuel. But that fuel needed to come in a particular way. Which was the reason she had stopped Mrs. Hallowell from expanding on the particulars of her daughter’s disappearance. Nor would she solicit any further information until she had had a chance to examine matters for herself through the medium of her psychic gift. Experience had taught her that facts simply cluttered her mind and made it more difficult for the impressions to flow freely. Later, after she had plumbed the depths of her own reactions, she would revert to the more traditional methods of investigation.

The limousine stopped at a toll plaza to pay the toll, then picked up speed again. Maddie looked around her with a frown. They were coming to the Des Plaines exit, which meant they had missed the turn to the airport. She stretched forward and rapped on the glass window. The driver slid the panel open, and she demanded,

“Where are you going?”

It happened so quickly she had no time to react. The man threw a small metal canister onto the floor at her feet and snapped the glass closed. A hissing cloud with a strong sweet odor began to fill the space around her.

Maddie understood with sudden, ice-cold clarity. She pounded on the glass even though she expected and got no response. She slipped her fingernails into the crack at the side of the panel and pulled, breaking her nails but not the locked seal. She tried to open the car doors. They wouldn’t budge. Neither would the electronically-controlled windows. She was trapped.

The fumes began to take their toll. Her lungs felt as if they were on fire. There was a roaring in her ears. Her vision blurred. She felt as if she were being swallowed by a vast, numbing fog. Her arms and legs grew heavy, and she no longer had the strength or will to move them. In the end, it was an overwhelming relief to close her eyes and surrender to encroaching oblivion.
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Chapter Two
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Maddie drifted in and out of consciousness. A mixed kaleidoscope of fantasy and reality whirled through her mind. She was in the water, swimming to win, goaded by the derisive taunting of her classmates. She would show them. She could hear her competitors far behind. The moment of triumph was seconds away. She touched the end of the pool and waited for the applause. Nothing. They were all gone, and she was in her own apartment. The telephone was ringing, and she knew it was important for her to answer, but every time she reached for it, it whirled away. A sad voice moaned, “Help me, help me.” She wanted to respond, but the limousine was taking her away. She pounded on the glass. She had to escape the sickly-sweet odor. The moaning grew louder until at last, she realized it was coming from her own lips.

She opened her eyes. Her surroundings tilted and whirled like something out of a funhouse. A hatchet was buried between her eyes. Her nose and throat burned. Her stomach churned with nausea then clenched as bile rose to her throat. She propped herself on one elbow and groped for the emesis basin on the bedside table. Afterward, the nausea and dizziness were somewhat better, and she summoned the energy to wonder where she was.

She did a slow sweep with her eyes. Cream-colored curtains surrounded the high single bed in which she lay propped at a forty-five-degree angle. The cabinet from which she had snatched the basin sat to her left. In addition to the basin, there was a pitcher of water, a glass and straw, and a box of tissues. A monitoring station situated to her right emitted a soft steady beeping sound, its protruding wires attached to various parts of her body. Beyond the curtains, she heard the squeak of shoe soles as people passed back and forth as well as muted voices punctuated by the occasional ping of metal against metal or the ring of a telephone. So...a hospital.

But where? And how had she gotten here? She fumbled among the bedclothes for the call button, pressed it, then lay back and closed her eyes. The curtain at the foot of the bed whispered open, and she looked into the smiling face of a white-robed nun.

“How are you feeling, Madeline?”

“Not too well.” Her voice came out as little more than a croak, the sound seeming to scrape her throat raw. “I could use an aspirin. You see, there’s this hatchet in my forehead...”

The nun’s face puckered in a sympathetic grimace. “Yes, I suppose it feels that way. The doctor wouldn’t want you to have aspirin, though. It would only upset your stomach...” She glanced at the emesis basin. “...further.”

She poured water into the glass and offered Maddie a drink, cautioning her to take only a small sip. Then she whisked the basin away.

She returned within moments, saying, “So, no aspirin, but the doctor did order a hypo for the pain.”

Which meant a narcotic of some sort, and Maddie knew that would just put her out again. With steely determination, she smiled and lied, “It isn’t really so bad. I think I’ll pass.”

A dubious look. “All right, but if you change your mind, let me know. I’m Sister Theresa.”

“Thank you, Sister, But right now, I’m mostly confused.” She swept her hand to indicate the cubicle in which she lay. “Where am I?”

“The emergency room of Holy Family Hospital.”

Maddie frowned. “Holy Family... Where...?”

“Des Plaines, Illinois.”

Maddie recognized the name: a suburb well north and west of O’Hare Airport. “But how did I get here?”

“As I understand it, you were found unconscious just outside the emergency room entrance. I’m sure the police will explain it all to you.”

The police! Maddie closed her eyes and tried to put it all together. The limo, which had come early for the first time in her experience. The gas canister. The sickly odor. Then nothing...

Her eyes flew open. She was supposed to be on a plane to Seattle. She lifted her wrist to check the time, but her watch was gone.

Trying not to panic, “What time is it? My watch...”

“Is quite safe,” Sister Teresa soothed. “We have all of your belongings right here in a locker. As for the time...” She glanced at the little watch pinned to her habit. “...it’s seven minutes past noon.”

Two hours past the time her flight was to have left for Seattle. Instead, she had been abducted and dumped outside a hospital emergency room. It occurred to her that she could just as easily have been killed and buried in some obscure grave. So she could take some comfort in the fact that whoever had engineered this didn’t want her dead. Only delayed and incapacitated. As a warning not to pursue this case?

“You mentioned the police,” she said.

“Yes. They would like to interview you and asked us to call as soon as you regained consciousness. If you’re comfortable for the moment, I’ll do that now.” She turned and went out, pulling the curtain closed behind her.

Maddie marshaled all her resources to focus on what she needed to do. The last thing she wanted was to waste time being interviewed by the authorities. Beyond the usual uncomfortable questions about her line of work, their chief interest would be in tracing the driver of the limousine. To Maddie, his identity was unimportant. The crucial fact was that someone had hired him to prevent her from going to Seattle, someone who had a very long arm, indeed. She clenched her jaw, vowing that whoever it was would soon discover she was not an easy person to discourage.

Which meant that her first task was to get out of the hospital before the police came.

She soon discovered it was much easier to make that decision than to carry it out. She used her elbows to lever herself into a full sitting position. Pain blossomed along with a wave of lightheadedness. She clutched her head with both hands and waited for it to subside. At last, she was able to lower her hands to the bed and slowly rotate her legs until they dangled over the side. She closed her eyes and endured another bout of dizziness. When it passed, she took a deep breath and forced herself to take stock.

She was wearing a hospital gown, which obviously would not do. Sister Theresa had said her belongings were in the locker, which she saw to her right beyond the heart monitor machine. Hopefully her suitcase and briefcase were there as well as her purse, because without them she was truly stranded with few options.

She slipped off the bed and steadied herself, gritting her teeth against a new wave of nausea. She found the switch to turn off the monitor then peeled the cathodes from her legs, arms and midsection. She shuffled across to the locker and opened the door, relieved to see her suitcase, briefcase and shoulder bag stacked on the floor inside. She picked up the bag and opened it, glad to find her watch, ring, earrings and plain gold chain in a sealed plastic bag. She put them on and opened her briefcase to make sure that her equipment and the travelers’ checks were still there. Then she reached for her clothes, which had been hung on hooks above the luggage.

She pulled on her gray slacks, buttoned her cream-colored shirt and shrugged into her navy-blue blazer, every laborious action seeming as if it took place underwater. She took a small mirror from her bag, applied fresh lipstick, and pulled a comb through her hair, doing her best to revive the limp wings that were supposed to flip back from her face. She tugged in vain at the plastic hospital band on her wrist and decided that rather than take time to rummage for her nail scissors, she would rely on her blazer sleeve to hide it. The longer she delayed, the greater the chance that Sister Theresa would return, possibly with the police.

She pulled the curtain aside and peeked out. She could see that the cubicles to either side were unoccupied. A short distance to the right, she saw the bright lights of the nurse’s station. A woman dressed in white and wearing a tall white cap stood writing at a high counter. The top of Sister Theresa’s habit was just visible where she sat with a phone receiver pressed to her ear. To the left she saw a set of closed doors. Heart pounding, she slung her bag across her shoulder and picked up her suitcase and briefcase. Took a deep breath and scurried as fast as she could for the doors.

She came out into the emergency room’s main waiting area. Several people in various degrees of distress sat waiting their turn to be treated. The glass doors out to the ambulance bay were straight ahead. To the left was another open exit with a standard hospital corridor beyond. To get there, she had to pass the lone attendant who sat at a glassed-in intake station. Fortunately, the woman’s gaze was directed downward onto whatever paperwork she was processing. It was now or never.

Maddie walked as purposefully as she could toward the opening into the main portion of the hospital, expecting to hear an order for her to stop at any moment. She passed the threshold without incident and had gone but a few steps when she saw a man in a rumpled sport coat turn into the corridor ahead and come toward her. Every inch of him screamed cop. Heart pounding, she stopped, set down her suitcase and briefcase, and turned to the wall as if she were studying a large plaque that was inscribed with the famous prayer of Saint Francis of Assisi: Lord, make me an instrument of your peace...

She held her breath, listening to the man’s lumbering footsteps as he approached. She sensed his eyes pass over her, causing the back of her neck to tingle. Then he was beyond her heading toward the emergency-room entrance. She picked up her bags and continued on.

She came to the intersecting corridor from which the policeman had come. A sign overhead pointed to the left indicating that the lobby and admitting and cashier’s offices lay in that direction. She couldn’t go that way. The suitcase would broadcast the fact that she was more than a casual hospital visitor, and if she were challenged, it would soon become apparent she had not been formally discharged. Nor was she taking time to settle her account with the cashier. She would have to find another, more obscure way out.

An elevator was on the wall to her immediate right. A sign beside it listed the cafeteria as being on the floor below. Where there was a cafeteria, there were kitchens, and where there were kitchens, there was a delivery entrance. She pressed the elevator button and waited for it to arrive. Once down, she squared her shoulders and assumed what she hoped was a normal stride past the cafeteria, through a maze of back corridors, and finally out onto a deserted loading ramp.

[image: image]She put the suitcase down and sat on it, her breath coming in short, weary gasps. Bright daylight fractured the pain in her head into a million piercing shards. She shivered in the blustery wind. A glance at her watch told her it was almost one o’clock. If she were to catch another flight that day, she must get to the airport as soon as possible. She picked up her burden once again and trudged down the service road and away from the hospital.

She came out onto a busy thoroughfare. At the nearest intersection, she saw a service station with an adjacent telephone booth. She walked toward it.
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Maddie paid the cabbie, threaded her way through the maze of skycaps and fellow travelers, and made her way to the United Airline ticket counter. The agent was able to confirm space for her in the first-class section of a three-fifty-five flight that afternoon. She checked her suitcase, bought a newspaper, and passed through the security screening onto the concourse.

Her stomach still felt queasy, but she couldn’t decide whether it was from the effects of the gas or from simple hunger. She stopped at a coffee bar where the two concourses joined and bought weak tea and soda crackers. She felt better after she had eaten. She went to a nearby bank of telephones and dialed the number Mrs. Hallowell had given her.

A husky female voice answered her call. Mrs. Hallowell was out─probably on her way to the airport, Maddie realized─but the woman would take a message. Maddie identified herself and said that she had been detained in Chicago but would be arriving at six o’clock that evening. The woman agreed to pass the information on to Mrs. Hallowell, but her sour, disapproving tone made it clear she did so with reluctance. Maddie grimaced. She had gotten off to a very inauspicious start with the Hallowell household.

She continued on to the lounge area at the loading gate and settled herself with her newspaper to read away the time until her departure. The lethargic aftermath of the gas hadn’t worn off, however, and she soon found her eyelids drooping. When it was time to board, she queued up with the others, found her seat, and immediately fell asleep.

She was dimly aware of the takeoff and of the stewardess offering her a pillow and blanket. She roused herself to eat a light meal then slept again. When she wakened, the plane was starting its final descent. Off the left wingtip, the broad snowy top of Mount Rainier rode on a mass of thick clouds, its ethereal crest gilded against the fading sky by the last slanting rays of sunlight. Then the plane dipped into the cloud cover and lurched through a gray, vaporous void until it broke through directly over the sprawling landscape of Seattle. It banked south toward the airport, passing several bodies of water and the sprawling complex of the Boeing Company, one of the nation’s leading airplane manufacturers. As they taxied to the terminal, Maddie smoothed her clothes and took her briefcase and bag from under the seat in front of her. The headache was almost gone, and although she still felt sluggish and drowsy, she was more herself than she had been since stepping into the limousine that morning.

The plane glided to a stop, and the engines whined into silence. Maddie thanked the stewardess, whose face was almost as unfamiliar as it had been four sleep­saturated hours before, and walked through the gangway and into the terminal. She searched the tightly packed, neck-craning throng for a lone woman in a light-blue raincoat. No one seemed to fit. However, a tall dark-haired man was looking at her over the heads of the others. He seemed to make up his mind and pushed his way through to her, asking with a tentative smile,

“Madeline Blake?”

She nodded, and his smile broadened to a grin. “I’m Neil Schroeder. Mrs. Hallowell wasn’t able to come, and she asked me to squire you to their house. I assume you have a checked bag?”

“I do.”

“To Baggage Claim it is, then. This way.”

He opened a path for her then fell into step alongside. He was very thin, very tall─nearly a head taller than Maddie─and stoop shouldered as if he sought a lower, more comfortable altitude. In spite of his long ungainly arms and legs, his swinging stride had an easy fluidity. His face was long and lean like the rest of him with warm brown eyes and a high-bridged, slightly crooked nose. She would not have called him handsome, but he had an open expression and engaging smile that were attractive.

They crossed the terminal lobby and stepped onto an escalator moving down. His eyes strayed to the plastic hospital bracelet peeking beneath the sleeve of her blazer jacket. “It looks like you had trouble in Chicago. Nothing too drastic, I hope.”

Maddie was annoyed with herself for having forgotten to dispose of the bracelet. Instead of answering his implied question, she said, “Do you know who I am and why I am here?”

He studied her for a moment, his expression frank and assessing, then nodded and said, “I do. Mrs. Hallowell hopes you will be able to assist in finding her daughter, Diane.”

“And you are...?”

A momentary hesitation. Then, “Let’s just say I’m a friend lending a helping hand at a bad time for the Hallowells.” He led her toward a series of sliding metal doors. “Have you been through this airport before?”

She shook her head.

“It’s rather a unique system. The terminals are satellites entirely separate from the main building. They’re connected to it by underground shuttle trains.”

As he spoke, the doors in front of them slid open, and they entered a brightly lit subway car. After a short ride, they stepped off again and took an escalator to the baggage claim area. Other passengers crowded around the luggage conveyor at the station designated for her flight, but the apparatus stood empty and still. Maddie squeezed her way to the front and waited, her impatience growing as the minutes dragged on. The conveyor finally whirred to life, and she snagged her bag as it came around.

Neil reached for it, and she decided it wasn’t worth fighting him even though she was, of course, perfectly capable of carrying it herself. She offered a cursory, “Thank you,” and followed him to another escalator, this one taking them up a level. Directly ahead lay the entrance to a sky bridge that crossed the airport access road. They took it to the parking ramp and found Neil’s car on the next level up.

It was nearly dark as they drove out of the airport complex and took the expressway north toward the city. The windshield wipers swished away a steady, misty drizzle.

“I  hope you brought your raincoat,” said Neil. “The locals tell me the rainy season is coming on.”

“The locals? You’re not from Seattle, then?”

“Nope. I’m a freelance journalist. I go where the stories are.”

Surprised, she glanced at him and said, “Then a story must have brought you here.”

“As a matter of fact, it did. A series about family-owned businesses and how they’re surviving the times. It’s a dying phenomenon, you know. But Hallowell Electronics is a thriving exception. The old boy is shrewd. He’ll ride it out if anyone can.”

“I assume you mean Mr. Hallowell?”

“Himself. He started out twenty-five years ago with nothing, and now he’s the biggest electronics equipment supplier in the Northwest. It’s not by chance. He’s the most calculating, cutthroat man I’ve ever met.”

Maddie thought his description was unusually harsh given that its subject represented what she assumed would be a sizable payday when his article was complete. She said, “Won’t your negative feelings get in the way of writing what is surely supposed to be a sympathetic piece about him?”

“Not about him. About his business. Which does not require me to like the guy. In fact, the opposite is true. He’s a user, not a giver, and people like that do not raise warm, fuzzy feelings in me.”

She studied his profile for a moment and saw only genuine distaste. She cocked her head. “Earlier you described yourself as a friend of the family. Since you hold the head of that family in such disdain, why are you doing him the favor of picking me up?”

“I’m here for Caroline’s sake, not his.” No longer Mrs. Hallowell, but Caroline. Whatever uncharitable relationship this itinerant journalist had formed with his subject, it did not extend to the man’s wife. Indeed, they seemed to be on a footing that involved first names and the running of family errands in his spare time. Maddie’s curiosity ratcheted up a notch.

Neil continued with, “She’s beside herself with worry over Diane. And, I might add, is placing an inordinate amount of hope in you, Ms. Blake.”

He said this last in a tone of voice that telegraphed a less-than-optimistic opinion about Maddie’s chances of locating the missing girl. Experience had taught her not to be surprised by his skepticism. When she did not respond, he added, “Does that intimidate you?”

She didn’t hide her irritation as she answered, “No. Why should it? I make no promises, and my clients understand that. If I can help, they are grateful. If not, they are no worse off than before.”

He said nothing more for a moment. Then, “You missed your original flight in Chicago. What happened?”

Hackles at full attention, she thought about ignoring the question. Then relented. It would have to be answered eventually, so it might as well be now. She gave him a truncated version of the morning’s adventure. As she spoke, the lights of the city center passed by on their left, the spire of the Space Needle now visible up ahead. She finished with,

“Someone is very anxious to keep me from taking this case. Someone with powerful connections that span the country. Any ideas?”

“Wow. I can’t imagine who would go to such lengths. What an ordeal for you to go through! How are you feeling now?”

His concerned, sympathetic tone rang true, but something about his reaction didn’t quite jell. Suddenly it came to her. He wasn’t all that surprised. Be careful, she warned herself.  He’s smooth. Too smooth.

“I’m fine,” she replied. “But I’m not sure I will be welcomed into the Hallowell house.” She told him about her terse conversation with the woman who had answered the phone.

“That was probably their housekeeper, Ginny. That one won’t win any Miss Congeniality awards anytime soon.”

“Does she know why I’m coming?”

“I doubt it. In fact, no one knows besides Caroline and me.”

Maddie’s eyes widened. “Not even Mr. Hallowell?”

“Him least of all. Caroline concocted some story about the daughter of an old friend from Chicago who deals in antiques and wants to see their private collection. Which, incidentally, is one of the finest in the state.”

She was appalled. “But I don’t know a thing about antiques!”

“All you have to do is act interested. Caroline will run interference for you. The toughest part will be at the reception tonight.”

“What reception?”

“That’s why Caroline couldn’t meet you herself. The Hallowells are hosting an affair tonight for Viktor Grigorenko. I’m sure you’ve heard of him. The Soviet defector who’s been touring the country trying to drum up public support for a stronger U.S. defense stance. He just completed a seminar at the University of Washington on Soviet armament. Tonight is what you might call a goodwill sendoff.”

With a fury that surprised even herself, “A gala event just days after their daughter disappeared? Might even be dead? I find it outrageous!” 

“Don’t judge them,” he said in a mild tone. “They’re really very broken up about it. But the reception was planned months ago, and the guest list includes a lot of big names such as the mayor and a state senator. The defense industry is a mainstay of the economy out here, and for businesses like Hallowell Electronics, it’s their bread and butter. There wasn’t any graceful way to cancel out, in spite of Diane.”

She gave her head a firm shake. “I find that argument specious at best given the circumstances. Regardless, I couldn’t possibly be expected to make an appearance. To begin with, I didn’t bring any appropriate clothes.”

“What you have on looks fine to me.”

She looked down at her wrinkled slacks and said, “Don’t be ridiculous. I simply won’t go.”

“Caroline is counting on you being there as a sort of affirmation of the cover story she invented about you. After all, you’re supposed to be a guest in their house.”

“Look, that whole scenario makes me very uncomfortable. I would never be able to carry it off, even if I had the inclination to try, which I don’t. I’m here to do a specific job for the Hallowells─finding their daughter. Why doesn’t Mrs. Hallowell simply tell her husband the truth about me?”

He shrugged. “Let’s just say he’s not a believer.” 

“That’s nothing new. I’ve dealt with it before.” She gave him an appraising look. “What about you? Do you believe in psychic phenomena?”

He grinned. “Sure, why not?”

Somehow, such breezy acceptance wasn’t any more palatable than the blatant doubts she usually encountered. She felt herself bristle.

They drove awhile in silence, the rhythmic thwack of the windshield wipers and hissing drone of the tires on wet pavement the only sounds. At last he said, “Shall I tell you about Diane? We were supposed to have dinner at her place the night she disappeared. I’m the one who discovered she was gone.”

[image: image]Here was an interesting wrinkle. Was this thirty-something man dating the daughter of the target of his journalistic piece? A girl surely ten years or more his junior? Beyond the specter of conflict of interest, she couldn’t help wondering why, if he had romantic feelings for the girl, he appeared so cavalier about her disappearance. She could detect no emotional undertones when he spoke of her. In fact, he seemed disconnected from the entire affair in a way that puzzled her.

“Thanks for the offer,” she said, “but I prefer not to know any specifics until I’ve made my own examination. Then I’ll hear from you.”

With a cheerful, “Suit yourself,” he turned the car off the freeway and onto a two-way arterial heading west.

They passed through a small but bustling business district, then along the northern boundary of the University of Washington. Soon they turned into a residential section, and the street began to wind up the side of a hill. The higher they climbed, the more elegant the homes on either side. At the crest of the hill, Neil pulled in between high­clipped hedges that swept down on either side and merged with an abundant stand of pine trees. A paved drive horseshoed in front of an imposing yellow-brick house. Lights blazed through arched latticed windows and spilled onto the handsome front portico, which was supported by a quartet of stone pillars.

Neil left the motor idling as they got out. He took her luggage from the trunk of the car, carried it up to the front door, and turned to her, saying, “Safe and sound as ordered. I’ll see you later.”

“You’re not coming in?”

“Not now. I have to change for the reception.”

Another interesting angle. Why would someone in his position be attending a social affair with a guest list that included Seattle’s most prominent citizens? All the more reason to believe he had not been wholly forthcoming about his position vis-à-vis the Hallowells.

“Change?” she said with raised eyebrows. “What you’re wearing looks fine to me.”

He laughed. “I deserved that.”

As she reached for the doorbell, he added, “By the way, it would be best if you didn’t tell Caroline about the trouble you had in Chicago. She’s upset enough already.”

Maddie gave him a speculative look and said, “I’ll think about it.”

He grinned, snapped off a mock salute, and loped down the walk to his car.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four
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A heavyset, middle-aged woman with a flushed face and harried, impatient expression opened the door.

“About time,” she said in the husky voice Maddie remembered from their brief telephone exchange.

She ushered Maddie into a broad, high-ceilinged entrance hall with an intricate parquet floor and heavy mahogany woodwork. Two wide archways led to rooms on either side. Through the left-hand one she saw a magnificent concert-size grand piano sitting beside the front windows, and to the right she glimpsed floor-to-ceiling mahogany bookshelves. At the back of the hall were two identical archways that led to the dining and living rooms. All the rooms were brightly lit but seemingly deserted. A graceful staircase curved upward to the second story, where a woman wearing an exquisite gold-lame gown smiled down at her over the banister.

“Madeline!” she exclaimed as she descended with a slow feminine grace that was as unconscious as it was charming. She was tiny, barely reaching Maddie’s shoulder, and wore her dark auburn hair in a dramatic upsweep. She had a lovely heart-shaped face, soft hazel eyes, a small nose with a delicate flare, and a sweet mouth that curved up at the corners in an attitude of perpetual optimism.

In keeping with the fabricated story of an old friend’s daughter, she embraced Maddie, saying, “I’m so sorry for the mix-up in your flight. And that I was unable to meet you as I promised your dear mother. But I expect Neil explained about the reception. I’m grateful he was able to stand in for me and get you here safely.”

She turned to the heavyset woman and said, “I’ll take Madeline to her room, Ginny. You must be very busy.”

The woman’s sour expression did not change. She retreated toward the back of the house without a word.

“Poor Ginny,” said Mrs. Hallowell, taking Maddie’s suitcase and starting up the stairs. “She manages these affairs so nicely, but she worries and fusses ahead of time until she has the whole house in a state of nerves. My husband simply hides until it’s time for the guests to arrive. Sometimes I wish I could do the same. Now, this will be your room.”

They had crossed the upper hallway to a corner room at the back of the house. Mrs. Hallowell switched on a light and paused in the act of pulling the drapes over a set of double windows.

“I think you’ll like the view. We look directly out over Lake Washington. If it’s clear in the morning, you’ll be able to see Mount Rainier.”

Maddie closed the door and faced her, saying, “Please stop the charade. I am not your friend’s daughter, and I have not come here to spend a few pleasant days admiring your furniture and the view.”

Mrs. Hallowell turned from the window and sank down in a rose damask wing-back chair. The room was charming─creamy wallpaper with dusty pink flocking, a four-poster bed with quilted coverlet, a small inlaid writing desk, a  marble-topped  commode,  a massive armoire, and underfoot, a thick white carpet. Under different circumstances, Maddie would have loved it; as it was, she felt like an intruder.

Mrs. Hallowell sighed. “I hoped Neil would explain why all this is necessary. My husband─”

“I’m not afraid of your husband’s ridicule. I gave up being ashamed of what I am long ago.”

“Oh, please, you misunderstand. It’s just that my husband and I disagree about the best way to handle what has happened. He has complete confidence in the police and is willing to leave things in their hands. As far as I can see, they have reached a dead end. I cannot sit idly by while my daughter’s life is at stake!” Her lower lip trembled, and her knuckles blanched where she gripped the arms of the chair. “I beg you to play along, at least for a few days. If you’re able to make progress, then we’ll tell Reece the truth, and I’m sure he won’t object.”

Maddie’s entire being rebelled against perpetrating a deceit of this magnitude. She said, “What would happen if we went to him now? I’ve come all the way from Chicago. Surely he wouldn’t turn me away without giving me a chance to help.”

“But he would! He flatly refused when I suggested bringing in someone like you. He claims it would endanger the police investigation. But to be honest, I think it stems more from his belief that people who claim to have psychic powers are little more than charlatans. He is a practical man, however, and he never quarrels with tangible results. That’s what we have to give him.”

Maddie sat on the bed and thought about it. She was no more inclined toward pretense now than she had been before, but she felt the same tug of sympathy toward this fragile-looking woman as she had in her dream and later during their phone conversation. Furthermore, she already had a personal investment in this case: her interest and curiosity were engaged, and she had a score to settle with whoever had arranged for her diversion in Chicago.
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