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As usual, the father was drunk when he came home. He slammed the door open, also as usual. Standing unsteadily in the doorway, he stared into the well-worn apartment as if unsure what to do next. A brown paper bag dangled from a beefy arm. With a start, as if waking from a dream of more pleasant surroundings, he stepped over the threshold.

The two children doing their homework at the kitchen table recognized the familiar angry glare of his close-set eyes. That night, the eight-year-old girl noticed a difference – the father's gaze fixed uncomfortably on her.

"What're you looking at?" the father spat. "Damn kids. Go to your rooms."

He set the bag with its cheap whiskey contents on a stained and chipped counter-top, knocked it over, and fumbled for control of it. He gripped the bottle firmly with both hands and hung his round, balding head for ten seconds as if offering a prayer. Then he stared over his shoulder at his daughter.

Blood rushing in her ears drowned out all other sounds. That look, too, was familiar. She had seen him look at her mother like that and then they would go into their bedroom. The girl didn't know what to make of the sounds that came through the door.

"Go to your rooms." He strode to the table and swept the books and papers to the floor. "Get out." He swatted at the boy who stood protectively by the girl.

The children scrambled out of the kitchen. They had their own tiny rooms, but when their father was drunk they stayed together in the ten-year-old boy's room.

"Your own rooms, God damn it!" the father yelled down the narrow hall.

"Don't worry," the boy whispered to his sister, "I'll protect you."

Reluctantly the girl let go of her brother's hand and went into her room. She shut the door and climbed up on her bed. Clutching her favorite stuffed animal, a yellow bunny with a white face to her chest, the girl curled in the corner, cried softly, and waited.

The door opened. Her father entered the room and shut the door. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, tie loosened. He stood by the bed and scowled down at her.

"Stop whimpering," he ordered. "You're the woman of the house now." Then he snorted a derisive laugh with little humor. "Your mother's a good-lookin' bitch, but she ain't much of a woman in the sack anymore. A man needs to get some’um regular and there ain't no use paying for it when he can get it at home, now is there?"

She wasn't sure what he was talking about, except that it would not be pleasant. As his black eyes blazed with the intensity of his alcohol-fueled need, she tried to push herself through the wall to get away from him and the inevitable pain.

The girl closed her eyes and wished for her mother. Her mother was beautiful and nice and loved her and never, ever, hurt her. She had been taken to a hospital two weeks before when she started acting funny.

He wore a wide belt with a large silver buckle that made a loud tink-tink sound when he unbuckled it. The girl's eyes grew wide with frightened anticipation. She had felt that belt on her back more than once. He pulled down his zipper. She knew what she would see. Once she saw her parents together. Her mother on her hands and knees, the father behind, putting his thing into her. It was so big. She never knew if her mother's cries were from pleasure or pain. But how could it be anything but pain?

"No Daddy!" the girl screamed.

"Shut up! Come here." He grasped her hair and slapped her. "You want to be like your mother so much, well now you can be."

"Leave her alone!"

The brother stood just inside the door, determination etched in his fine features, blue eyes reflecting hate, a baseball bat clutched against his chest.

"Get out of here, you little bastard."

"No. Don't touch her."

"Get out or you'll be sorry."

The boy took a step closer. "She's too little."

"How would you know, little fucker? Give me that bat. I'll show you what to do with it."

The father threw the girl down and went after the boy. Screams and curses came from her brother's room. Quaking with fear, propelled by the desire to help her brother, she crawled off the bed and crept down the hall.

She peeked into the room. Her father swung the bat. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” With a roar of rage, he threw the small, limp body out the window that looked down on an alley three stories below. The father stood back from the window his body rocking forward and back with his heavy breathing. He finally stepped to the window and stared into the alley, running thick fingers through thinning hair while mumbling, "Aw shit. Aw shit. Aw shit." 

Too scared to cry, the girl ran to her room and cowered in the corner with her bunny and her pillow. He burst into the room and grabbed the front of her blouse. His breath turned her stomach.

"It was an accident," he hissed in her face. "If you say any different the same thing will happen to you. Understand?" Her head flopped about like a broken doll as he shook her. Then he threw her on the bed. Yanking his belt from his pants, he whipped her scarred feet. "Don't you go running off and flap your mouth like your mother." He slapped off the light as he slammed the door.

Miserable with fear and pain, the girl vomited on the floor. Each contraction accompanied by a sob. She gathered her strength and crawled back into her corner.

"Mommy," she sobbed. But her mother was not there and soon would go away forever. 

Lost in the cloak of darkness, she retreated into her fear and grief and loneliness and did not come out for twenty-one years.
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April, Tuesday

Willing to risk the sting of her husband’s palm, Emily Perrit asked, "Jamie, are you sure you have to go?" as she stood with her husband at the door to the garage.

Jamie Perrit let out a deep sigh. "Emily, you ask that every time I have to go out of town.”

"Can't somebody else go? You should be a vice-president and not have to go. You know I don't like to be here alone."

Jamie froze on the first step.

Emily tensed, arms tight across her chest, heart racing.

Jamie stepped back into the house. He grabbed her jaw with his free hand. "Emily," he said, full of disdain. "This is the last time we’re having this conversation. I'm only thirty-nine. There's no way I can be a vice-president until I'm forty. It's one of Mr. Teng's rules.” He gave her face a shake. “Don’t make me punish you. You know I don’t like to do that.” He gave her a final squeeze and turned to the door.

Emily’s body vibrated with the release. She breathed. Eyes on the floor, she nodded. It was an old argument that she never won. "When will you be back?"

"Late Friday."

"You told me Thursday. I got tickets for the symphony on Friday night. We never go anymore."

"Don’t whine, Emily. I don’t like it. Get Rachel to go with you."

"She doesn't like classical music. You do."

"Emily!"

"Okay, okay."

He backed his BMW out of the garage. She thought he returned her wave then realized he only pushed the button to close the garage door.

Emily wandered into the living room, the thought of being alone in the house at night already gnawing at her, though it was still early afternoon. She stood by the picture window looking out over the town of Ft. Collins, Colorado from her house which stood on the first ridge of the Rocky Mountain Foothills, at the western edge of the Great Plains.  

Emily’s arms hugged her lean, athletic body. She had long, strong legs and had run in college. Thick, dark hair to her shoulders framed her oval cover-girl face with its big blue eyes, thin nose and lips. The last big snow had melted away and even the cottonwoods showed a hint of green. Spring fever time in Colorado, time to think about her garden. Jamie liked to have fresh-cut flowers around the house. They made him happy, as happy as he ever was, and it was important that he be happy.

She wondered what other people were thinking about. She raised her shoulders tight against her neck as if a question had been asked and she had no clue as to the answer. Kids home from school and underfoot, probably. Summer vacations, camping trips, cook-outs and being outdoors. She couldn't think of a friend to ask. There was always Rachel, but her concerns were not those of a regular housewife.

Jamie stopped in the middle of the road that curved up to their house. Emily watched her neighbor, Rachel Strickland, bounce down the still un-landscaped slope from her house, lean over and rest her elbows in the open window of the car. Rachel wore red athletic shorts and a tight, low-cut white T-shirt. Emily rarely wore such revealing clothes. They drew uncomfortable attention, and Jamie was so protective.

Rachel and Jamie talked until Emily began to worry he might miss his plane. She waved when Rachel turned to stare at the house, but Rachel turned away. Emily knew they were talking about her, Jamie, as usual, was asking Rachel to look after her while he was away. He finally drove off and Rachel walked up to the house, climbing the path instead of following the road that looped around to the front.

Rachel, the merry widow Jamie called her, seemed to have nothing but time and money. As extroverted as Rachel was, Emily didn't understand why she settled in a quiet, conservative university town like Ft. Collins. Aspen or Vail suited her personality better. Though Rachel's caustic commentaries could be tiresome, Emily was glad to have an acquaintance close by.

"Jesus, it's fuckin' hot out," Rachel said from the smaller of the house's two decks as she slid the screen door shut. Emily cringed inwardly at Rachel's curse. She didn't have the nerve to say those words out loud. Rachel shook the front of her shirt, trying to cool off. "I don't suppose you have a pitcher of mint juleps in the refrigerator, do you, Honey?"

"No, but there's lemonade."

"Figures." While Emily poured a glass, Rachel said, "Well shit, left alone again, huh?"

Resigned, Emily shrugged. "It's his job. He doesn't want to go, but he has to."

"Yeah, I know he'd rather stay here with you."

"Yes, he would," Emily said, ignoring Rachel's sarcasm.

"I see," Rachel said with one arched eyebrow.

Emily sat at the round, white table by the kitchen's bay window. Her hands would not lie still in her lap, her strong, nail-bitten fingers tugged and pulled at each other. She looked up at Rachel who stared at her with a sad expression. Nevertheless, Emily asked, "Do you think you could stay over tonight? You know how frightened I get being here alone." She gazed unseeing at her fingers. "Just for tonight. I... feel this isn't a good night to be alone."

"I'd love to Em, but I've got a hot date tonight that won't be over until tomorrow morning if I'm lucky." She set her glass in the sink. "Look, just pop a few sleeping pills and by morning everything will be okay." From the door she stared down at Emily, her full lips in a tight frown as if working through regret, or pity. When Emily looked up at her Rachel forced a tight smile and looked away. "I've got to go. My aerobics teacher gets a bee up her butt if anybody's late for her fuckin' torture treatments. Take the pills. Everything will be fine tomorrow."

Emily watched Rachel make her way down the path, red ponytail stark against the white T-shirt in the harsh afternoon sun. She was not at all convinced that everything would be fine tomorrow.

֎  †  ֎

Jamie preferred to drive the sixty miles to Denver International Airport rather than take the shuttle bus or the shuttle flight from Loveland Airport. The boring drive down I-25 allowed him to think without distractions. And Rachel, with plenty of money and a libido to match, definitely counted as a distraction. Jesus, he wished she wouldn't wear those low-cut shirts and lean over like that. He knew she did it on purpose just to drive him crazy, and he couldn't be crazy tonight. He had to be in St. Louis. 

Although events were largely out of his hands, if things went as planned, everything would be fine tomorrow. If only he didn't have the nagging feeling that something wasn't right.
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Chapter 2
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All day the fear crept into Emily's chest, wrapping around her heart like a hungry snake. Loneliness aggravated the dread. Her mother would never have left her alone. Throughout the day, Emily talked to her, gaining courage and support from the conversation. After dark, though, her mother's spirit was little comfort. Now, alone, at night, behind her locked and chained bedroom door, she struggled to handle the fear. She leaned her forehead against the door and tried to convince herself that being locked in her own bedroom would keep her safe. God, I'm so tired of being scared. When will it end? I want it to end.

She sucked in several deep breaths and walked gingerly to the windows, dark squares that promised unfathomable horrors. Keeping to the side, out of reach, she drew the curtains. Darting glances over her shoulder as if a nightmare might materialize behind her, she entered the bathroom. Emily looked at herself in the mirror and questioned, for the thousandth time, how she could still be such a coward. She was a grown woman with years of therapy behind her, but the idea of being alone at night continued to fill her with dread. Be strong, she repeated to herself – over and over and over.

In the bedroom, she checked in the drawer of her nightstand for the chrome-plated Smith & Wesson .38 revolver Jamie insisted she keep there when he was gone. The solid heft of the weapon comforted her, though she knew she could never bring herself to use it. Jamie kept the gun locked up when he was home, only loading it and leaving it out when he was away. She still didn't understand what Jamie meant earlier when he asked why she had unloaded it. She rubbed her jaw where he had gripped it while accusing her of handling the weapon without him. She hadn’t touched it and finally convinced him he forgot to load it.

When Jamie left her alone she kept all the lights on and tried to read until the sky started to lighten. This night, exhausted from the constant anxiety and bored by a tedious novel, she dozed, intermittently jerking awake at imagined terrors or the gusting wind, then dozing again.

At two-seventeen by the red numbers of the clock radio Emily thought she heard the front door close. At least it sounded like the front door. Petrified, she tried to convince her panicked mind that the noise was a dream, but her subconscious knew the scrape of the weather stripping on the tiled entry and the following thump meant the front door had opened and closed.

With an effort, she attempted to open her eyes. The snake in her chest squeezed. A small animal sound escaped from her throat. Her eyes were already open. THE LIGHTS WERE OUT! Heart pounding, unable to breath, she stared at the bedroom door. A three-quarters moon lit the room with pale light that glinted off the polished brass door lever. She tried to wet dry lips, and once again tasted fear. She pulled the blanket to her chin and clutched her favorite yellow rabbit.

Maybe Jamie's trip was canceled? It happened once before. But he'd call first. Wouldn't he? Why didn't he say something?

Except for the throb of blood in her ears, the house was quiet. She imagined a grotesque madman stealthily mounting the stairs, then he stood outside the door, listening to her listening to him; a misshapen hand reaching out for the door lever. The glint of moonlight on the handle did move. Only a fraction of an inch, but silently. . . it moved. Didn't it? Some deep-rooted survival instinct freed her from the paralysis that gripped her. Desperately, gaze locked on the door handle, she fumbled for the phone. She yanked it to her, attempting to focus on the buttons for 911. The door handle vibrated then moved all the way down. The door opened a few inches, stopped by the chain. A flashlight blinked on, revealing a gloved hand on the door handle. Then, slowly, a dark-shadowed eye appeared and stared at her from under a bushy eyebrow.

The eye did not belong to Jamie.

Emily punched 911 – and heard nothing. The flashlight blinded her. She jabbed at the buttons again; still nothing, only dead silence from the dead line. The eye disappeared, quickly replaced by a black tool that snapped the chain, allowing the door to slowly swing open. Emily yelped and groped frantically for the gun in the drawer. When she turned back, a shadow man stood in the room.

Emily clutched the gun with both hands, without a finger on the trigger. Her hands shook. The gun sparkled dully in the glare from the flashlight. Slowly, silently, sure of itself, the shadow moved across the room toward the bed. Emily wanted to scream. The fear snake choked her. Feet scrabbling against the sheets, she tried to push herself through the wall.

She winced at the light on her face. "I didn't know you were so pretty," the man said in a flat voice. "I have to kill you, but maybe I'll make you feel good first. Make the last time your best time. What do you think about that?"

Emily whimpered, "Go away. I'll shoot. Please."

"No, you won't shoot me," he said, taking a step closer. "You don't want to hurt me. I'm going to make you feel good. Then you won't feel anything at all. No more troubles. What do you think about that?"

He took another step.

"I'll shoot. I will," Emily sobbed, panic tightening its grip on her mind. 

"Not without your finger on the trigger, you won't," he said. At the side of the bed now, he towered over her. He waved a knife through the flashlight beam. "Now let's have some fun."

He began to unbuckle his belt. The buckle tink-tinked softly.

Her finger found the trigger and squeezed.

֎  †  ֎

Surprise dulled the sting of the bullet along his ribs. The noise barely registered in his ears. He had expected the hammer to fall on an empty chamber. He was told it would be unloaded. Fuck. It was loaded!

The shot seemed to scare the woman more than him. On her knees, in the middle of the bed, she still pointed the gun at him, but it shook so much that even at those close quarters she might miss. No time for fun now. Get the job done.

Without a word he launched himself toward her, the words, “Show no fear,” loud in his brain. He lived his life by those words, but as he approached the bed he saw her finger tighten on the trigger, and he knew fear. He knew his expression reflected that fear and he hated the woman for making him show it.

In slow motion, the gun jumped. He heard the shot as a distant echo at the same time an incredible pressure in his stomach forced him backward against the wall. Confronted with the inevitability of his own death, forty-six years of repressed fear welled up. He felt his lips stretch tight against his teeth in a grimace of terror he couldn't control. He stretched his bloody hands to the woman, palms up. It was his turn to cry, "No. No. Please, no."

The gun jumped and an instant of excruciating pain happened in his chest, blocking the words. He saw a blaze of red and white light that faded to black. Over the roar in his ears, as he slipped into oblivion, he heard the woman on the bed pulling the trigger, pulling the trigger, pulling the trigger...
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April, Wednesday

Jamie Perrit woke to the electronic chirp of his cell phone. Through one barely-opened eye, he saw the red numbers of the alarm clock - 6:15 a.m. He rolled his head to check the other side of the bed. He was alone, thank God. He admonished himself for falling asleep before the woman left. It showed a lack of control that could not be permitted.

Mind more alert than his body, he picked up the receiver and on the second try managed to speak.

"Yes?"

A man's voice on the other end asked, "Is this James Perrit from Ft. Collins, Colorado?"

"Yes."

"Is your wife's name Emily Perrit?"

"Yes. Who is this, damn it."

"I'm Detective Ted Parker of the Ft. Collins Police Department. There's been an incident at your house. Someone broke in and your wife apparently shot him."

"What?" Jamie sat up like a released spring, every muscle taut. "She was shot?"

"No, Mr. Perrit, she shot someone. A man in your house."

"Emily shot someone? My Emily? Oh, God," Jamie mumbled, falling back on the pillows.

"Mr. Perrit? Are you there?" the detective asked after a long silence.

Jamie shook himself. "Yes, I'm here. What happened?"

"I don't have the details, Mr. Perrit, but you should return as soon as possible."

"Is she hurt?"

"No sir. She's under sedation at the moment."

"I'll be there as soon as I can," Jamie said.

Jamie lay on the bed thinking that the day wasn't going to be as good as he thought. Last night he finalized the second biggest deal of his life and now this. Damn it, he thought, why can't things go as planned? Somebody is always creating problems.

He remembered how happy he and Emily were when he made the Larchmont deal fifteen months ago. They bought two lots in the new Ridgeback development west of town and built a four-bedroom house overlooking the new park. Rachel took over the only other finished house in the development when the couple building it went bankrupt. Rachel. Christ, how was she taking this? Did she even know?

For a minute his thoughts centered on Rachel – What he would do to her if she was there in the room, naked, on the bed. He thought about calling back the woman from last night, but no, Emily would need him.  

On the plane to Denver, his thoughts floated randomly. The girl last night, Audrey, was good. He'd been with her before. She was striking looking; with her long black hair and exquisite body she came across as sophisticated and cool, but at the right times she begged him to do it the way he liked and would moan and cry out he was the best she had ever had. She knew her part well and left quietly without being told.

If Emily tried she would be as beautiful as Audrey, more so. Lately, though, it had become a constant battle to make her keep herself looking good for him. He was too easy on her. That would change as soon as she got over this trouble she got herself into.
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Detective Martha Newton of the Crimes Against Persons unit looked down at Emily Perrit lying quietly in the hospital bed. Even a night of hysteria and the slack features of sedation couldn't hide her beauty. The tune, ‘She Must Have Been a Beautiful Baby’, flitted through her mind.

Martha was fifty. Emily was twenty-nine. She could have been my daughter, Martha thought. God knows there'd been plenty of opportunity for it to happen about that time before she got herself together and became a cop. God also knew she was ever grateful that it didn't happen. Thirty years ago, twenty-one-year-old unwed mothers didn't become cops.

With a sigh and a last look, Martha left the room. The familiar maternal feeling still stirred down deep. A frightened woman like Emily could drag them to the surface in an instant. She had to stop adopting stray kittens; there were too damn many of them.

Martha had heard Emily's story earlier and came back to ask the husband some questions. She saw a well-built man with close-cropped blond hair and an expensive suit embrace the neighbor, Rachel Strickland. She figured the man was Jamie Perrit, though they held each other a bit longer than she thought proper for neighbors and she began to doubt her first impression. The man noticed her approach and disengaged. Rachel ran long-nailed fingers through thick red hair and said, "Oh, Detective Newton, isn't it? This is Jamie Perrit. Emily's husband," she added unnecessarily.

Martha's short, thick fingers were engulfed by Jamie's strong, manicured hand.

"Mr. Perrit," she said, "I'm sure your wife will be relieved you're here."

"Of course. What happened?" He hesitated then remembered to ask, "How is my wife?"

"The doctor tells me she'll be fine."

"What happened?"

"One of our cars found her at the corner of Drake and Overland Trail around three-thirty this morning. She was crouched by a street light, hysterical, incoherent, clutching a stuffed bunny. When officers investigated they found a dead man in the bedroom, shot four times. Do you own a chrome-plated Smith and Wesson .38 caliber revolver?"

"Yes, I do. When I'm gone Emily keeps it by her bed. Being alone at night scares her."

"Well, she had a hell of a scare last night, that's for sure. Mrs. Strickland here explained about her unusually strong fear of being alone at night. Do you know why that is?"

Jamie said, "No, I don't. Well, not completely. It has something to do with her older brother being killed when she was eight."

"She didn't tell you about it?"

"No. Look, may I see my wife now?"

Martha ignored his question. "Was your wife seeing anybody for her problem?" 

Jamie flapped his arms in frustration. "Yes, occasionally. A psychiatrist."

"His name?"

"Christ! Her name is Becker. She's in the book. May I go now?" Jamie turned to Rachel, and said, "Thanks for being here. I'll talk to you later."

Jamie started to leave but stopped when Martha's gray eyes locked on his. "Mr. Perrit, why would the man your wife shot have a set of your house and car keys in his pocket?"

Jamie's face went blank. "My wife lost her keys a couple weeks ago," he said. "The man must have found them."

Releasing Jamie's eyes, Martha said, "Well, that explains it. Although, I wonder how he knew what house they belonged to?" She put her hand out and automatically Jamie took it. "Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Perrit. I would appreciate it if when you're through here you would look at the body. We haven't identified it yet and I thought maybe it might be someone you knew."

Jamie sighed. "I don't know any thieves, but I'll look."

Jamie turned a near-military about-face and walked away. Martha stood next to Rachel and watched him.

"What makes him think he doesn't know any thieves?" she said to Rachel. The arrogant bastard, she said to herself.

"What?" Rachel said, caught off guard.

"Nice buns," Martha said, pointing with her broad chin.

Rachel stared at her then laughed and nodded, "You ought to see him in a bathing suit," she confided.

Martha checked with the doctor again and went out to her battered Ford pick-up. She looked up to the fourth floor where she hoped Emily Perrit was receiving her husband's sympathy. Not likely. He was probably complaining about how she ruined his day. Martha had seen enough domestic violence to recognize that cold fish like Jamie had no sympathy for anybody. They were charming at first, then, after finally possessing the woman, proceeded to bully any self-esteem they had right out of them.

But that wasn't what bothered Martha. She was sure the intruder wasn't local, after twenty-some years on the force she knew all the local talent. So where did he get the keys? She made a mental note to ask Mrs. Perrit where she lost them. Also, Emily said the man hadn't been afraid of the gun until he knew it was loaded. Only a fool isn't afraid of a gun pointed at him by an obviously terrified woman who might do anything - unless he had reason to believe it wasn't loaded.

Martha sat in her truck and stared blankly out the window. A hired killer for a seemingly timid young woman? Why? The husband seemed to be the obvious choice, but if he was tired of her he was perfectly capable of manipulating her into a divorce without breaking a sweat.

She drove back to the station, wondering for the thousandth time if they'd ever get the stoplights synchronized. She believed Mrs. Perrit's story, though the whole affair stunk like a feedlot on a hot afternoon.

At the station, the receptionist told Martha that her boss, Lt. Henry Hall, wanted to see her. Martha knocked on the door and entered his office. She sat in the one comfortable chair along the wall.

"What's up, Hank?"

Hank Hall was tall, bald and forty. Ten years younger than Martha, he felt a bit embarrassed to be her boss, a fact Martha was well aware of and used to her advantage when necessary. She would admit, in private, that he was damn good at his job and that she had no desire whatever to have it.

Hank opened a folder, "We've ID'd the body," he said, ‘Handsome’ Sam Hawktooth. Well-known in Denver, he has a full sheet - robbery, assault, rape. Denver suspects him of a couple murders for hires but can't prove it." He handed the folder to Martha.

She scanned the papers. "If he's from Denver what's he doing dead up here?" she asked.

Hank said, "That's your job. You tell me."

֎  †  ֎

Rachel watched Martha walk down the hospital corridor to the elevator. She could be my mother, give her brassy blonde hair and a bottle of gin, she thought. Despite that fact, Rachel liked the detective, though she recognized the older woman was much sharper than her broad face and matronly body suggested, and therefore extremely dangerous. But Rachel was used to playing dangerous games. It kept life interesting.

She looked down the hall after Jamie. I'll have to remind Jamie to be careful around her. Jesus Christ, he sure could pick'em. I wonder what the Hell really happened?

Rachel was alone in the elevator when a distinguished man with long salt and pepper hair and dressed in an expensive suit but no tie stepped in and smiled at her. Instinctively, Rachel gave him a small smile back and averted her eyes. Artistic, talented and wealthy, she figured. Arrogant, but hides it well, at first. Divorced at least once and women fight to get into his bed. I'll bet a double chocolate sundae against a five-mile run I'm right.

As they exited the hospital, Rachel took Boyd Spencer's arm and laughed charmingly at the end of a dull story about his first successful Broadway production.

֎  †  ֎

Dreams flickered through Emily's sedated sleep. At first incoherent, they soon coalesced into two scenes played over and over. She lay on a bed in a brightly lit room. The man she killed came through the door, laughing and pointing at her. She tried to get out of bed, but she could only lift herself a few inches off the mattress as if her personal gravity had been turned up. As the man approached her bed, his face glowed brighter until she had to squint to see him. The only sound was the thump-thump of a quickening heartbeat. Still struggling against her increased gravitational force, she watched the man's glowing hands undo his belt. There was an expectant silence, then she heard the tink of his buckle. The bright light turned to dark, dark to light. The same scene. A different man came through the door, bigger, somehow familiar though unrecognizable as a negative image. He followed the same motions as the first man and when his belt buckle made its familiar sound the scene switched back to overexposed brightness then back to negative then positive then negative, positive, negative.... Emily swirled out of her dream, "Who are you?" she cried.

"It's me, Jamie," a voice said.

Her eyes flew open and Jamie was there, beside her, holding her hand. She wanted him to hold her. A clear thought emerged from her confusion and she knew he wouldn't reach for her. With a shock, she realized that except for perfunctory sex or a slap he had neither held nor touched her for months. Yet, now, he held her hand and the concern on his face looked genuine. She closed her eyes and the nightmare started again with the bedroom door crashing silently open. With a quick intake of breath, she pulled Jamie to her and clung to him. No matter how Jamie felt about her or she about him, he was somebody familiar to hold on to.

"Emily," he said, "I worried about you. Are you okay?" Emily continued to cling to Jamie, her tears leaving dark spots on his blue-striped suit. Again, she saw the dead man reaching for her, something else as well, the man's face. In the end, he was just as terrified as she was.

She wiped her eyes with one hand and held Jamie with the other. "Were you really worried about me?"

"Yes, I was," Jamie said. "I didn't know what had happened. The police officer who called me didn't say much, just that you had shot somebody. Tell me what happened."

"Jamie, not now, I don't want to think about it."

Jamie squeezed her limp hand. "Tell me what happened."

Emily tried to pull her hand away. "Jamie don't, you're hurting me."

"Tell me what happened."

His face turned hard and she knew she had to tell him. Then a vision flashed through her mind so fast she hardly realized it had been there – A knife in a woman's hand, slashing, red. A generic naked man, terror on his face. A warm pleasure suffused her body. - Oh, God. The fantasy she thought buried and gone for years was back.

"Emily, tell me," Jamie said, stern father to child.

Haltingly, she told him. When she finished he said as if he meant it, "Emily, I'm sorry this happened." As the sedative and exhaustion dragged her back into unconsciousness she tried to remember if he had ever said, "I'm sorry," to her in a way she believed he meant it. He hadn't.
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May, Tuesday

Two weeks after the incident at her house Emily went shopping at the supermarket. Finished, ready to leave, she found all the open checkout counters had long lines. Then the light for number four lane, in the middle, went on. Emily headed for it. Another woman, coming from the opposite direction with an overflowing basket, saw the light, too.

Oh no, Emily thought, if I have to wait for that cow I'll be late getting home. She walked a little faster. The woman kept her eyes on Emily. Emily knew what would happen if their eyes met. She would be intimidated and to avoid any possibility of a confrontation she would let the woman go first.

The women's eyes met. Emily's heart skipped. She hesitated. The other woman smiled in victory. When she saw that mean little grin something happened inside Emily. A switch was switched, a connection connected. Whatever happened, the small, timid voice that always told her to back away was silent. For a moment, barely an instant, she saw "Handsome" Sam Hawktooth coming toward her. But no, it couldn't be. He was dead. Dead because of her. She had defended herself. She had not backed away. She had killed him. After that, what was a fat woman pushing a shopping cart?

Emily stared back and walked faster. The other woman's grin vanished. She hesitated, suddenly unsure. Emily turned into the checkout lane inches in front of the woman's basket.

Yes! Her pulse raced. Her hands shook so she could hardly unload her basket. “You did it!” her mother's voice said in her head. Yes, I did it...  again, Emily agreed.

Then her legs went weak and she leaned on the counter for support. Oh God, don't let me faint. Mother, don't let me faint. Not now.

Emily did not faint. She carried her groceries out of the store with her head held up, a small suggestion of the warm pleasure from her fantasy slithering up her spine into her brain.

She never looked back.
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May, Saturday

"I'm not going away this month," Jamie told Emily.

"What?" Emily said, yanking her mind back to the present.

"I'm not going on a sales trip this month. There's still a lot of details to take care of on the St. Louis deal and I don't think you should be here alone."

Emily looked up and automatically smiled for her husband from behind the lemonade glass she held to her lips with both hands. Except for a few incidents, he'd been overly considerate since she left the hospital. Before, she desperately wanted him to be nice to her. Now, she wished he'd back off a bit. "You don't have to stay," she said. "I'll be all right."

"I don't think so," Jamie said. "You haven't been yourself. Sometimes I see you staring into space, smiling, and you don't even know I'm there. Besides, it's all arranged. We'll go to that Italian restaurant downtown you like."

Emily didn't listen to him, but instinctively she smiled and said, "Whatever you say, Jamie."

Jamie had had his say and gone to his study. Emily smiled to herself, a real smile this time, as she continued the thoughts he interrupted.

It was as if she had woken up after a lifetime of semi-waking dreams to a real world where she might be something other than a victim of her own timidity. Since the incident, the events of that night replayed in her mind. At first, the memories came unbidden and she experienced the numbing fear again. Soon, though, she began focusing on the one event that made the terror bearable and now became the climax to which the fear was foreplay. When the picture in her head reached the point just before she pulled the trigger, when the intruder realized he was about to die, she felt a wave of heat radiate from between her legs. Her skin flushed and her heart rate leaped.

She had caused fear! The same fear she saw in the anonymous man in the bloody hand fantasy she now let loose in her head. She, Emily Perrit, who had lived with fear for twenty years, had caused someone else to be afraid. When "Handsome" Sam Hawktooth, knew he was about to die, fear surrounded him like an aura. Not realizing it at the time, Emily absorbed that aura and now it began to work on her like a latent aphrodisiac. As she visualized Hawktooth's last conscious emotion, the power of causing fear aroused her to a height of sexual desire she had never before approached. She was not weak and pathetic. She had the power to make a man afraid. She had the power to take charge and achieve the release she sought.

Emily carried this knowledge into her and Jamie's bed. Resigned to Jamie's need to control, she usually went through the motions of sex - moaning at the proper time, touching him in the right place - needing the attention, but deriving little pleasure from it. She hadn't had an orgasm in months.

Now - when he kissed her neck - she heard the front door shut; her body tensed. When his palm caressed her nipples - she saw the spark of moonlight on the bedroom door handle move a fraction of an inch as the unknown intruder tested it; her body tingled. When he inserted his fingers into her - she jumped as the door crashed open and her assailant advanced; her body burned. When Jamie mounted and entered her - with each thrust she felt the kick of the gun as she pulled the trigger, Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

The orgasms came, but in the end, were unsatisfying. She knew there had to be something more. The resurfaced fantasy hinted there was. 

She wanted it.
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May, Thursday

"Jesus, Emily, what's got into you?" Rachel gasped. "You training for a fucking marathon, or what?"

Rachel stopped running and rested hands on knees, trying to catch her breath. Emily went another fifty feet before she stopped. She, too, breathed avily but relished it. Mouth open to the sky she sucked in deep gulps of cool morning air as she walked back to Rachel.

"I want to get back in shape," she said between breaths. "You have to push." Hands on hips she walked in tight circles.

Regaining her breath, Rachel asked, "What the hell brought on this sudden desire to be Wonder Woman? I used to have to kick your ass to get you to run."

Still walking in circles, Emily said, "Yes, I know. I like to run. I ran in college." She stopped and smiled. "Varsity. I was damn good, too." The smile faded. "The last few years there hasn't seemed to be any point to it. There was nowhere to run to, anyway."

Rachel looked up sharply at Emily's last remark. She said, "So what's the point now?"

"I'm not sure." Emily stared at the ground, worried her lip. "Remember three weeks ago when that man...?"

"Yeah," Rachel said, though she'd been trying to forget.

"I've been thinking about it a lot, and I don't feel bad about killing that man. I feel, I don't know, confident. Powerful." She gazed into the distance past the spare, graceful gray concrete of the Colorado State University stadium. "You know why I shot that guy?"

"You were scared shitless."

"Yeah, I was scared. Terrified. But I was angry, too. Why am I always the one scared? Why am I such a coward? Why can't it be me scaring somebody else?"

"I thought you were seeing a shrink to figure that out."

"I am. But I haven't told her about not feeling bad, or the anger. And I don't think I will."

Rachel looked at Emily with interest. She hadn't liked her much when they first met, thought her weak and pathetic for letting Jamie get away with that domination shit. Anybody pushed Rachel Strickland around - she pushed back. Still not sure she liked Emily, Rachel had a growing feeling that under that cowardly, and she hated to admit beautiful exterior, the woman had definite possibilities. Unfortunately, liking Emily could be a problem later.

Emily took Rachel's arm. "Come on. Just a little farther."

Cursing under her breath, Rachel trudged after her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 8


[image: ]




June, Wednesday

Emily stood by the kitchen sink, quickly cutting carrots, when she heard Jamie enter the house. She knew what he would say and with every chop of the knife she willed him not to speak, to, just this once, let it go.

"Why aren't you dressed and why isn't dinner ready?" he asked in his usual clipped manner which meant he was angry but staying calm for her sake.  

She felt his stare burning her. "I'm sorry. I was at the gym and lost track of the time. Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes."

Jamie stood close behind her. "You know I like you dressed and dinner ready ten minutes after I get home."

"I'm sorry. It won't happen again," Emily said, body quivering with tension. Please let that be the end of it. It wasn't.

"Look at me when I'm talking to you." He seized her arm and spun her around. She came up hard against the counter. He leaned close, putting her off balance, and took her chin in his hard, lean hand. "I don't want you going to that gym. You can do your exercises here if you have to, but you will not go back there."

Through his grip, she said, "Why? I like to go there."

She moaned as he squeezed harder and pushed her head back. "I said you are not to go there again. It interferes with your duties here. That's the end of it."

Emily realized she still held the knife. In her mind, she saw the hand slash with the knife, saw the bloody, terror-stricken man, felt a brief sense of intimate satisfaction. At that moment, for the first time, she thought about using the knife she gripped so tightly her hand hurt. Blood pounded in her ears, her grip tightened, muscles tensed for the upward thrust. In an instant of doubt, she hesitated. Jamie banged her head against the upper cabinet then released her. He moved away, leaving her trembling.

"Twenty minutes. Dinner on the table and you dressed." Without warning he slapped her. "That's to remind you what happens when you neglect your duties."

Tears dripped onto her hands while she finished the carrots. She hated him, though, sometimes, when he was kind to her, or spoke to her like to an adult, or smiled a smile, or laughed a laugh that held no anger, she loved him.

But she hated that she needed him. She had no money, and no place to go now that her foster parents were dead at the hands of a drunken man. Without him, she would always be alone at night. That fear she'd suffered with for twenty years kept her bound to him like a child to parent.

She thought of Rachel's question about the point of pushing herself so hard. The question had been on her mind lately. While she cooked or cleaned or worked in her garden, she had talked about it with her mother. As usual, her mother stood behind her just out of sight and told her what a good, obedient girl she was. Sometimes, in the last week or so, her mother would tentatively, as if suggesting an unpleasant action that nevertheless had to be done, hint that Emily should act, not react, to the fight against her fear.

Emily raised her eyes to the ceiling. Jamie would be in his orderly walk-in closet, meticulously hanging up his suit.

Emily plunged the knife into the cutting board. Now I know what the point is, she thought. 
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June, Tuesday

"Oh Rachel, Jamie told me what happened. I'm so sorry. Is there anything I can do?" Emily asked.

Rachel gulped the last half of her martini. "Pour me another one of these," she said, holding up the empty glass.

Emily took it and said, "Okay, but I meant...."

Rachel smiled wanly from the black leather couch she stretched out on. "I know what you meant Em. Thanks, but there's nothing to do at the moment except drink and try to forget the arrogant son of a bitch. There's a pitcher in the refrigerator."

Emily handed Rachel a full glass and sat across from her on the edge of an uncomfortable armchair that matched the sofa. Emily didn't care for the furnishings. They were much too bold for her taste. When she mentioned this, Rachel said, "Somebody in this town has to have some pizzazz.” 

Hesitant, Emily asked, "What happened?"

"The bastard raped me, that's what happened," Rachel said. "And the fucking police won't do a damn thing."

Shocked, Emily said, "But they have to, don't they?"

Rachel shook her head. "Emily, sometimes your naiveté astounds me. The police don't have to do anything but what they want to do. Look, I admit I'm not the grand virgin of Colorado, but if I invite a man in for a drink he doesn't have the right to rape me on the living room floor, does it?"

"No," Emily said softly. "He should be punished."

Rachel chuffed, "Yeah, but the cops won't do it. They'll probably blame me."

Emily knew what Rachel meant.

֎  †  ֎

When Emily was sixteen she lived with a nice couple named Dell. She was coming into her beauty then. Her body developed fast and she began to notice that not only boys at school looked at her differently, but men, too.

The Dells treated her well. They often had three or four kids living with them, but at the time they only had Emily. Mr. Dell was a thin man, about six feet tall, with a flat face and short brown hair. He laughed a lot and taught Emily to dance, though she was too shy and fearful to ever go to a school dance. He didn't drink for which she was grateful and so she overlooked the way he sometimes touched her. Perhaps the long hugs when he got home from work and brushing lint from the front of her blouse or coming into her room without knocking when she was dressing was how a normal family lived. She didn't know.

Emily liked working in the garden with Mrs. Dell. It was a quiet, solitary task away from uncomfortable stares. One Saturday afternoon Mrs. Dell went to the garden store. In the shower, Emily washed the dirt from her hands and legs. The bathroom door opened.

"Mrs. Dell?"

Getting no answer she backed into a corner.

"Mrs. Dell?"

The shower curtain slid aside. Emily stopped breathing.

"No Emily, it's Mr. Dell."

Mr. Dell was naked. His erection stuck straight out, the head a round, red knob. He stepped into the tub.

"Emily," he said, a catch in his throat. "You are so beautiful. You make me happy. I know you like me touching you. Emily, let me make you happy. Touch me."

Emily found her voice. "No, Mr. Dell. Please don't."

"Emily, I have to. I have to make you happy. You don't want to go back to the Dormitory do you?"

He was inches away. She felt the knob against her leg. It burned. She tried to squirm away. The corner trapped her. Mr. Dell took her hand. Put it on him. Made her stroke him.

"Oh God, Emily. Yesss. Touch me. You won't have to go back. Touch me," he said with a breathy sigh.

Emily moaned. She wanted to do something but couldn't. She just couldn't. Fear held her, again. Suddenly, Mr. Dell stiffened. His breath came in quick bursts. He made her hand stroke faster. Something warm hit her belly. It was too much.

Panicked, trapped by fear, she screamed; snatched her razor and struck out; ran, out of the bathroom, down the stairs, out the door. She ran across the lawn, through the hedge to the next yard. Screaming. She tripped, fell. Behind her, Mr. Dell, naked, yelling, bloody. Then people pulled him away, a blanket to cover her, oblivion to save her.

She went back to the Dormitory. Somebody asked for her version of the events. Nothing else ever happened.

֎  †  ֎

Now, listening to Rachel, she remembered the blood. Next time she would cut it all the way off. After all, that's what happened to bad men. Then an incredible idea occurred to her; even an arrogant man like Boyd Spencer might be afraid if he knew he was going to die. And he deserved to die for what he did to Rachel. And Emily knew she now had the power to make things like that happen and make the increasingly persistent fantasy, real.

Thoughts racing with a new intensity, Emily said, "Tell me about Boyd Spencer."
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June, Friday

Ted Parker's rank of Sergeant equaled Martha's, although she didn't always see it that way. Ted didn't mind. At fifty, she was sixteen years his senior, the same number of years she had been assigned to the Crimes Against Persons unit of the Fort Collins Police Department. He had a great deal of respect for her and occasionally, usually around Mother's Day, he might admit to himself that he regarded her as a substitute mother. He did admit, though, that her occasional imperious attitude during an investigation got a bit old.

"Parker!" Martha yelled. "Did you get the information on Boyd Spencer from New York yet?"

"Yes, oh mighty mentor and leader," Ted said in his best sarcastic voice. "All the information your Sergeantship requested is in this thin brown folder." With a flourish, he laid the folder in front of her.

"Nobody likes a smart ass," Martha said. She stared for a long second at the folder, then closed her eyes and raised her hand in apology. Her late husband's watch with plain hands and numbers against a white face and held by a brown leather band slid down to the middle of her arm. "Sorry, Ted. I don't quite know what to do with this Strickland rape." She opened the folder and said, "So, anything interesting in here?"

Ted sat at his desk in their shared office. He rocked back and propped up his well-worn cowboy boots on his desk. "Could be. Spencer's got a lot of speeding tickets; two under the influence. Two assault charges, both dropped. One for slugging a stagehand, one for slapping a woman around. That one almost went to trial but at the last minute she dropped the charges and then dropped out of sight."

Martha scanned the file as he talked. 

"He's been involved with the theater all his life. Got his big break about twenty years ago and was the fair-haired boy until his last two plays didn't live up to expectations. One of the board members of our Lincoln Center invited him out here. Been here about three months. He's arrogant and self-centered, people respect his talent, but don't like him much. A sentiment he returns, without the respect."

"In other words, he's perfectly capable of raping someone. And probably has."

"I don't think Mrs. Strickland thinks you're going to do anything about it."

"Well shit, she sure didn't do anything to help us. She waited overnight to report it. She showered, douched and washed her clothes. She has no bruises or marks on her, either."
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