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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Introduction


Trade Secrets was the first time I stepped outside the horror genre. I wanted to write something that did not involve the supernatural, something firmly grounded in reality. I began writing the book while visiting a friend in Baltimore in 1987, which is why the story is set there. I set it aside briefly, then went back to it in 1988 and finished it. It was published in 1990 as a limited edition hardcover. For 21 years, that was the only edition of Trade Secrets. I’m thrilled to know it will have a much wider audience now.


I considered thoroughly updating the book to present day, but decided against it. The story takes place in 1988 – before the internet, before cell phones, before iPods and Blu-Ray and the hundreds of TV channels available to us now.




Prologue


The big man’s hand grips her upper arm with the strength of a steel vice as he leads her down the winding path toward the long silver limousine idling in the drive.


This one is named Timmy—she knows because when he arrived earlier he introduced himself to the very irate Dr. Lawrence Thorogood who had summoned him—but he is just like all the others. Big. Very big, with broad shoulders and huge arms that firmly fill out his black leather overcoat. Also like the others, he knows exactly how to move so that, should someone see them, someone who is not supposed to know otherwise, it would seem that Timmy were escorting her to the limousine in a gentlemanly fashion, without force, without malice. It is dark, but she can see that there is no expression on his chiseled face. His blond hair is cropped short and does not blow in the cold wind that is slapping the hem of her fur coat around her legs.


The struggle that took place not forty-five minutes ago has left her with a fiery pain that shoots through her lower back with each step. She stands straight as she walks, however, just as she has been taught. Not because that or any of the other things she has been taught are important to her, but because they have been taught her for so long.


And because she is so afraid. She is desperately afraid.


Timmy opens the door of the limousine and, barely wincing at the fire that burns above her hips, she slides inside.


The sound of the door slamming is like dynamite in her ears. Solid. Final. She knows that this time, unlike before, it is among the last sounds she will ever hear.


Unless she fights.


She slips her hand into the pocket of her coat and fingers the knife she has brought with her. Her hand trembled when she took it, unseen, from a kitchen drawer earlier, before Timmy arrived. There is no trembling now, however. Her fingers are steady as they slide along the flat edge of the blade.


Timmy gets behind the wheel and puts the limo in gear. It glides around the U-shaped drive, pauses as the front gate swings open, then hums onto the dark, tree-lined road.


She can see her spectral reflection in the thick glass partition that separates her from the front seat. She is pleased to see that there is no fear in her face.


The interior of the limousine is plush and, if she were to speak, her voice would be hushed, absorbed by the leather and carpet around her. She has no intention of doing so, though. Not yet.


Before her is a telephone/intercom. To the left of that is a small television set with a drawer below that contains a compact video cassette player and a selection of movies, some of which won’t be available to the public for several months. Farther to the left is another drawer, this one filled with bottles of expensive liquor and sparkling crystal glasses.


How many people, she wonders, are driven to their death in such style?


She knows that is what awaits her at the end of this trip. She is not sure how it will be done, but she knows it will be efficient and … creative. That is how they work. Perhaps an injection of some sort. A slow killing poison.


They will not, even for a moment, consider letting her live after tonight’s outburst. It was her second. It would be her last. They never let anything happen a third time.


This time there will be no warning, no second chance. They will interrogate her, find out who she’s talked to and what she’s told them.


Then they will kill her … if she lets them. She does not intend to do that.


She lays her head back and closes her eyes, sucking her lips between her teeth and taking a big, deep breath. She remains that way for a long moment, then exhales slowly.


Sick, she thinks to herself. Sick, sick, sick-sick-sicksickSICK!


Without fully realizing it, she brings her hands together over her stomach, digging her fingers into the soft fur of her coat, twisting her face into a mask of slowly growing misery. She pulls her lips back over her teeth and tilts her head forward. Her body slides slowly to her right until she is leaning on the door and her breath is spreading a small cloud of mist over the thick, tinted window.


Opening her eyes for a moment, she looks at the rearview mirror and sees Timmy glancing at her sternly.


Except for the beams of the headlights before them, there is darkness all around the long whispering car.


Raindrops begin to speckle the windshield.


She forces herself to retch and slaps a palm over her mouth.


Timmy’s eyes shoot into the mirror again.


Folding her arms in her lap, she leans far forward, as if cramped. She stares at her knees for several seconds, then raises a hand and knocks on the partition. Her knuckles make an underwater thunking sound.


Timmy ignores her.


She punches the intercom button with her thumb and says, in a tremulous voice, “I’m sick. I’m going … to throw … up. Can we … pull over? Just for a minute?”


He looks at her in the mirror for a moment, then tosses a glance over his shoulder.


She wills her face to look drawn and pale, praying it will work.


He won’t want to me to be sick in here, she hopes, not on this upholstery. He’ll get into trouble.


The rain is falling harder now, hitting the car with the sound of enthusiastic applause. The wipers are sweeping over the windshield with a hypnotic rhythm.


She focuses her eyes on the amber-glowing console below the dashboard, specifically on the right blinker. It is dark. Dead. The digital clock blinks ahead a minute to eight fifty-one.


She punches the button again.


“Please … I don’t want to do it in here.”


Pressing her palm to the glass, she leans forward weakly, letting her hair fall down around her face.


The limousine slows and when she lifts her head, the blinker is flashing.


She feels gravel crunch beneath the tires as Timmy pulls onto the shoulder.


The limousine stops. Timmy shifts to PARK.


The wipers make a thickly muffled thump-skree, thump-skree, thump-skree. They cannot keep up with the trip-hammer pounding of her heart as Timmy gets out of the car. He hunches his shoulders against the wind and turns his face down from the rain as he walks through the headlight beams.


There are no handles inside the door, so she has to wait for him to open it for her.


She puts her right hand over her mouth as if trying hard to hold down her gorge, at the same time slipping her left hand into her coat pocket and wrapping her fingers around the wooden handle of the knife. She clutches it as hard as she can, making it an extension of her fingers and palm, thinking, I’m going to kill him, I’m going to have to kill him!


The door clunks softly as Timmy opens it and she quickly swings her legs out, making a vomiting sound as she bends forward. She tries so hard that she almost actually throws up. Instead, she clenches her teeth, sucks air into her lungs and makes a nearly inaudible growling sound deep in her throat as she swings her arm upward with all her strength, burying the knife to the hilt in Timmy’s hard, flat belly.


The sound he makes is a nonsensical sort of word, a garbled exclamation of shock and pain: “Gunnuff!” He stumbles backward clumsily, arms spread, eyes and mouth wide as he gawks at the blade sliding out of his abdomen, darkly streaked with his blood.


He drops hard into a sitting position in the wet gravel, the rain sputtering onto his coat, his fingers locked together over his stomach. As he looks down at the blood running over his hands, he slowly topples over to his right, muttering a hollow and confused “Ooohh … ”Propped up on one elbow, he turns his face to her. His mouth draws back, revealing bloodied teeth. His eyes are buried in shadow now, and deep lines are etched across his forehead. Blood bubbles between his lips.


She stands quickly and starts to hurry away, wincing at her pain.


Timmy grabs her left ankle, making a pig-like squeal of protest.


Lifting the knife smoothly, she brings it down in a wide arc and drives it in just above his shoulder blade. It enters him with a small chitch, like a trowel going into untitled soil.


He tries to speak but his words are lost in a gurgle of rising blood.


Timmy does not let go of her ankle and she falls forward over his legs. The knife is still stuck in his back.


She rolls away from him and gets up on her hands and knees, looking over to see him trying to sit up. He is slipping a convulsive hand inside his coat.


For a gun.


“No,” she grunts, crawling to him, “No! Not this time!” On her knees, she grips the knife handle with both hands and pulls it out of him. She lifts it over her head and brings it down with all her weight behind it, slamming the blade into him and hissing, “Die!” As she pulls it out again, she whispers, “Bastard,” then drives it in a third time.


Timmy growls wetly as he falls forward, his face in the gravel. He kicks the ground desperately as lightning turns the night corpse-white for an instant.


The rain is pouring with a vengeance now and her hair is clinging to her face in wet strings as she struggles to her feet. Her chest feels cold inside, as if it has opened up and let in an icy draft. The sound of her teeth grinding together blends in her head with the thunder that is beginning to rumble above.


“Oh, god,” she breathes, feeling sick now, really sick. She watches him as she backs away, waiting for him to move.


His arm moves first, too fast for her to duck the fist-sized stone that shoots from his hand like a missile. It strikes her just above her right eyebrow with a dull crack, knocking her to the ground. Flashbulbs go off in her skull for a moment and she feels the blood trickling over her closed and swelling eye, down her cheek and into her mouth. When she sits up clumsily, her mouth hanging open loosely, her grip still tight on the knife, Timmy is pulling himself up by the limousine’s open door. She crawls painfully toward him, lifts herself to her knees, straddles him and gropes for a handful of his short hair, finding barely enough to hold. Faint with pain, she pulls his head back with her left hand, her mind swimming with dizziness and frantic thoughts—


—I’ll be arrested and put in prison for murder and all of this, the truth behind all of this, will be covered up, they always cover it up, and I’ll be in prison but that’s okay, that’s okay, because prison is freedom compared to what they’ll do to me, freedom!—


—and slowly, painfully reaches around his neck with her knife, not wanting to know how it will feel, knowing she will relive it again and again in her nightmares.


She jerks the blade across his throat, feeling it slice through his flesh, feeling the warm gush of his blood over her hand.


Timmy’s strong body becomes stiff; his arm pushes the car door shut; his legs begin to kick as if swimming and he thrashes back and forth, desperately trying to scream, but only able to gurgle, drowning in his own blood.


He won’t live now, she thinks, crying. He can’t!


She stumbles away from him, dropping the bloody knife back into her coat pocket and looking around her.


The road is barren and disappears into the rainy darkness in both directions. But worse than the road is what borders it: black dense woods.


Her fists bunch at her sides and she groans. The taste of fear is on her tongue, trickling down her throat like the trail left by a bitter pill. The thundering storm in her skull competes with the one in the sky.


“Oh, Jesus god,” she rasps, limping to the road until she feels the hard pavement beneath her feet. Then she begins to walk, then run for a few moments, then walk, until the road curves and she can no longer see the limousine’s lights.


She doesn’t know how long she has been running and walking when she hears the car coming. Its tires are hissing over the wet road, getting louder and louder behind her. She spins around and begins walking backward, waving her arms before the car has even come around the bend in the road. Pain explodes in her head like fireworks.


Its square headlights are on high beam.


And there’s light inside the cab, as if a door is open.


She sees that the passenger door in front is indeed open and swinging back and forth as the car speeds closer to her. The face beneath the glowing dome light is grinning through dark, glistening smears of blood, grinning twice, actually – just below the nose, and another, long and curved, black and jagged, just below the chin.


He is pale and has pain burning in his eyes. But Timmy is not dead.


She throws herself out of the road, swinging her arms up around her head protectively, rolling over the gravel.


The tires hiss and squeal over the road, then into the gravel, then the horn begins to wail an instant before the long silver limousine slams with an electric blue flash and KUH-WHUMP into two thick-trunked trees.


Before she lifts her head to look at the damage, she hears, then feels, the flames. Smoke like dirty floating cotton rises over the torn metal and broken glass and bleeding, burning flesh.


She laughs. It comes without warning. It is a laugh of relief and joy.


She is still laughing and sobbing and gasping as she runs on down the dark, deserted road.…




PART ONE


Unanswered Questions




Chapter One


A flame hissed to life in Gerard Brady’s dark bedroom. It was sucked into the end of a cigarette, then blown out. The cigarette’s ember glowered like a furious eye, flaring brightly for a moment, then dimming, but remaining watchful.


Rain spattered the curtained windows and wind mourned around the corners of the house.


Gerry (as he preferred to be called) watched the reflection of the cigarette’s red glow in Rita Brand’s eyes as she lay in bed beside him. He could still taste on his lips the rum and cigarette flavor of her kisses. He didn’t smoke and he did not favor rum, but the taste was not unpleasant. It was familiar. Safe and comfortable.


Gerry had a great fondness for things safe and comfortable. He clung to them, held them close.


But sometimes he felt—as he did on this night—that this felt too comfortable, because he found himself, once again, wanting her to stay with him until morning.


Lightning illuminated the room and he saw Rita smiling at him.


“What’s wrong?” she asked after the thunder.


“Wrong? Why?”


“You’re not smiling. I’m smiling,”


She stroked his arm.


“I’m smiling now,” he lied.


Rita moved closer, lifted his arm and put it around her shoulders, sighing, “God, I’m glad it’s Friday.”


“Do you have the weekend off?”


“Mm-hm. Promised the kids I’d take them to the movies, thought maybe I’d go down to the Horse and Carriage and let someone serve me drinks for a change.” The sound of the rain took over for a moment, then she asked, “What’re your plans for the weekend?”


“I’ve got to write some letters. I’m having brunch at my uncle’s house tomorrow. And I have to make sure everything is ready for Sunday.”


“What’s happening Sunday?”


“We’re opening the new restaurant in the store.” He silently chided himself for the smug what-do-you-think tone of his voice.


“God, Gerry. That store. I suppose the letters you have to write are business letters?”


“They’re the only kind I write,” he chuckled.


He could feel her head shaking slowly against his arm as she said, “You work too much.”


“So you’ve said.”


Rita put her mouth close to his ear and said softly, “Why don’t you just let it lay till Monday? Wouldn’t you like to get out for a couple of days? / know! I’ve got this friend, see, who gave me a key to his cabin on the Severn River. He said I could use it anytime. Whatta you say we go out there and just kick back? How about it?”


“Can’t,” he said, putting his hand on the back of her head and kissing her on the cheek. Gerry swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood. “I’m getting a brandy. Would you like something before you go?”


The burning red eye hovering in the dark flared angrily for a moment and Rita blew the smoke hard from her lungs. “No, thanks,” she said flatly.


Gerry heard the rustle of the covers and the jostling of the mattress as she got up. In a flash of lightning, he saw her smooth, bare back, her straight shoulders and firm ass. He grabbed his robe from the chair by the door and slipped it on as he left the room.


The rust-colored carpet was warm and cushiony beneath his bare feet as he went downstairs, through the living room to the small bar in the corner. The dying fire in the red brick fireplace gave the room a soft pumpkin glow.


It was an orderly house, almost feminine in its neatness. Everything was carefully placed on shelves, tables and in drawers, all the wall hangings were perfectly straight on their hooks and all surfaces were clean. He wasn’t compulsive about it; it came naturally.


Rita, who was the only person who visited the house with any regularity, did not believe he did the cleaning himself. She often accused him of employing a very efficient cleaning woman. “No man is this neat,” she often said.


The truth was, the house never got messy enough to make any real cleaning necessary. He was the only one living there, although it was big enough for three people, maybe four. He never had parties or dinner guests. He washed dishes as he used them so they wouldn’t pile up, dusted and vacuumed every Sunday, and sent clothes out to be cleaned twice a week. It was a policy he adhered to in every facet of his life: You don’t have to clean up any messes if you don’t allow any messes. Whenever anyone tried to sway him from this rigid policy, Gerry simply reminded himself of the messes he’d had to clean up in the past – in every facet of his life – and simply smiled and nodded.


He opened the cabinet below the bar, took out the brandy, removed a snifter from the rack overhead and poured.


Gerry had lived in the house for over nine years. Before that, he’d lived in Baltimore with his uncle and aunt, Frazier and Lillian Brady.


Frazier owned a chain of department stores called Brady and Dunlop. Peter Dunlop had died when Gerry was six years old and Frazier had taken over the entire business. It was one of the few remaining successful department store chains; many had lost their business to shopping malls. Brady and Dunlop stores, however, were shopping malls. They were huge and held everything a shopper possibly could want, including restaurants, soda fountains, styling salons and gourmet grocery sections.


The business began as a small clothing store owned by Frazier’s father. When he died, Frazier inherited it, took on a partner and began, as he put it, to “update” the chain. Back then, Frazier and his first wife, Emily, had lived in a small tract house in a suburb of Baltimore. Now he and Lillian lived in what was, by any standards, a mansion.


Gerry’s mother died while giving birth to Gerry and Frazier had taken him in. When Gerry started school, he was given his own living quarters: a larger bedroom, a bathroom, a study and a small room with a television and stereo, all adjoining on the second floor of the three story house. It had been a home within a home, so private that moving into a place of his own had never crossed his mind; he had a place of his own.


Frazier never pressed Gerry to get a job, but he insisted the boy get a good education. After high school, he sent Gerry to Johns Hopkins, where he got his masters in business administration and fell in love with Trish Cameron.


The week he got his degree, Frazier took Gerry for a drive. They went to Annapolis, where Frazier was opening a new store later that year. On the way, they talked about sports, the news, trivial things. Then Frazier got serious.


He was a tall imposing man who, then fifty-three, had a head of silver hair thicker than most men half his age. He had a generous smile, but when he wasn’t smiling his mouth turned downward on the ends, giving his firm square-jawed face a dark look.


He had been smiling that day as he drove his Mercedes from Baltimore to Annapolis, chewing on one of the long narrow cigars that he never lit, but when the small talk was over—and it was always obvious when small talk was over with Frazier Brady—his mouth pulled down and his sparkling hazel eyes narrowed.


“You’ve done well, Gerard,” he said. “I’m proud of you.”


“Thank you.”


“I’m sure you know that I’ve been planning to use your talents—and you do have talents. You’re a sharper businessman than many twice your age. Otherwise, I never would have provided you with such an education.”


Gerry nodded.


“I’m putting you in charge of the Annapolis store, Gerard.” He said it in the same tone in which one might say, I’m going fishing next weekend. “It’s one of the smaller stores, as you know, but I want it to expand. I want to see it grow. It will take a good deal of dedication on your part, but I’m sure it’s nothing you can’t handle. Or else I wouldn’t be giving it to you.”


Gerry smiled and said, “I appreciate that, Frazier.” Actually, he was thrilled, but an excited and enthusiastic response would not be well received by his reserved uncle. He was thrilled because the job was coming at the perfect time—just before his marriage to Trish.


“Of course,” Frazier went on, “you’ll need a place to live near by. You wouldn’t want to drive back and forth every day. That would waste time.”


Frazier pulled the car into a long driveway at the end of which stood a new-looking, freshly-painted brown and white house. It was two stories tall with a beautifully tended yard in front and a two-car garage.


“So, Gerard, I took the liberty of having a home built for you.” He nodded his head toward the house before them. “It’s big enough for a family, should you decide to marry that, uh, young woman.”


Gerry had not yet told Frazier of his engagement to Trish; he knew his uncle did not approve of her. She lacked the sparkling social and financial background that was so important to Frazier. This usually bothered, even angered, Gerry, but at the moment, he did not care. At that moment, everything felt perfect. His position at the new store and the beautiful house seemed to fit into his life like the last two pieces of a difficult puzzle, the final cogs in a brand new, complex timepiece that could now tick along smoothly. Nothing, it seemed, could move those pieces, those cogs, out of place.


That was when he lost Trish.


Gerry tilted the snifter back and drank the brandy in two gulps. It washed away that last dark thought like water washing smudges from a mirror.


The faint shadows of tree branches blowing outside the window danced through the dimly lighted room like ghosts.


As he poured another drink, Gerry heard Rita’s hushed footsteps on the stairs and looked up. She was wearing bluejeans and a baggy white sweatshirt and her purse was slung over her shoulder.


“I’ve changed my mind,” she said. “I’d like coffee before I go.”


“Coming up.” He put his drink on the bar and started for the kitchen.


“I’ll make it.” She brushed by him. Her voice sounded chilly, distant.


Gerry nervously ran his thumb over his lips, drumming the fingers of his other hand on the bar.


He’d known Rita for nearly four years. They saw each other twice a month, sometimes three. She was a cocktail waitress at the Horse and Carriage Saloon. On the rare occasion he dropped in there for a drink, he treated her no differently than the other waitresses, none of whom he knew. Rita was the only woman, and one of the only people, Gerry saw socially. For the last two years, she had been trying to steer their relationship in a different direction. She wanted to see him more often, and under different circumstances. Although he did not let it show, her efforts had been working. He’d felt it tonight when he’d come close to turning to her in bed to say, Why don’t you stay tonight? We can go out for breakfast in the morning.


That would be breaking the rules, though … the rules he had, without consciously realizing it at the time, set up for himself seven years ago. Gerry wanted very much to stick to the rules. It was safer that way. Safer and infinitely more comfortable.


The only problem was, he didn’t know if he could remain safe and comfortable if he continued to see Rita.


He took a sip of the brandy, set it down and went into his office behind the stairs. Opening the bottom drawer of his desk, he took out the box in which he kept some cash handy. He removed five twenties, replaced the box, closed the drawer and went to the kitchen.


Rita was taking a mug from the cupboard as the Mr. Coffee gurgled busily on the counter.


Gerry slipped the cash into the side pocket of her purse by the sink.


She slammed the mug onto the counter and glared at the purse, then at Gerry.


“No,” she said, snatching the money from her purse and throwing it onto the breakfast table.


“Rita,” Gerry said quietly, picking up the bills. She did not let him go on.


“Not anymore, Gerry.”


“Please.” He moved toward the purse again but she stepped in front of him.


“Why?” Her cheeks were tense beneath her brown eyes. Her honey colored hair was still mussed and he could see spots of grey above her lined forehead. She would turn thirty-eight next month—he knew that only because she’d told him a couple of hours earlier—but the years were not unkind to her. Rita was an attractive woman with a beautiful body.


“Because,” Gerry said hesitantly, “I want to.”


“No. No, I don’t think it’s because you want to.” She turned from him and took her mug to the coffeepot and filled it. “I think it’s because you feel you have to.”


Gerry leaned his hip against the edge of the counter and stared at the money in his hand.


“We agreed that I would—”


“That was years ago, Gerry!” she snapped, spinning around to face him. Coffee sloshed from the mug to the floor. “What are you afraid of? Why do you insist that this be a business relationship? After four years?”


He reached out to put the bills back in her purse, but her next question froze his hand in the air:


“Is it because of your fiancee? Trish?”


He turned to her slowly.


She closed her eyes and turned away from him.


“I’m sorry,” she said, taking the lid from the sugar bowl and spooning some into her coffee. “I … heard. That’s all.” After taking a sip, she faced him again and said, “No, that’s not true. I asked around a little. I thought it was pretty weird that the only woman you ever seemed to spend any time with was me. The town hooker. Well … one of’em, anyway,” she chuckled.


“Did you tell anyone that I—”


“No, no, I was discreet. Nobody knows you’re a regular customer. That’s just it, though, Gerry, I don’t think of you as a customer anymore. I don’t want to! Granted, I don’t know you that well, but I’ve known you for so long, it just seems …” She shrugged and took another sip. “If you’re scared I’m getting serious, or something, you don’t need to be. You’re not my only customer and I’m not gonna stop working so we can … I don’t know, go steady, or something.”


Gerry reached around and massaged the back of his neck, not looking at her. He did not want to get into this conversation, but he saw no tactful way out of it, no safe way out. He decided to let Rita speak her piece.


“Are you afraid that’s gonna happen to me? What happened to her, I mean? Because if you are, I can tell you right now, it won’t. Because, I mean, my ex-husband is too stupid to blow his own nose without reading instructions first, he’s sure not gonna come back and –” Her voice dropped to a breathy whisper. “– well, kill me like that.” She nervously paced the length of the kitchen for a moment. “I don’t want to take your money anymore, Gerry. I mean, I could use it, god knows. I’m still raising three kids, you know. But I don’t want it. For money, I fuck, and that isn’t what we do anymore. It’s … nicer than that. I don’t want to put a leash on you, or anything. If you’re afraid to get too close, that’s fine, although I think seven years is enough time to … well, you know … loosen up a little?” She stepped toward him and gently placed a hand on his chest. “Can’t we just be friends for a while, at least?”


Trish had said something like that one week after they’d met. Things had moved awfully fast in those first seven days and they were walking into her apartment—stumbling, really, because they didn’t want to let go of one another or stop kissing—and she suddenly pushed away from him gently and whispered, “Wait. Just … hold it a second. This is too much too soon, I think. Can’t we just … get to know each other a little before we start getting so carried away? Can’t we be friends for a while?”


… be friends for a while?


… friends for a while?


… friends…


Gerry reached around Rita and tucked the money into her purse again.


An iron fist was clenching tighter and tighter around his bowels and he was afraid that, if he allowed it to continue, he would throw up.


“I’m sorry, Rita,” he said quietly. As he turned and left the kitchen to go back to the bar, he said, “If you want to know anything about me from now on, I wish you’d just … ask me. I may not answer you. But you can ask me. The way I am may seem strange to you. Eccentric. Weird. Maybe even unhealthy. But …” He felt a tremble in his throat and kicked back the rest of the brandy to wash it away. “… it’s the way I am. And, uh, if you don’t mind,” he whispered, turning to see her watching him from the kitchen doorway with concern, “I’d rather you didn’t bring up Trish anymore. At all.”


The wind moaned some more and a few leaves slapped wetly against the large living room window. Lightning flashed and thunder, closer now, rolled above them.


“Okay,” Rita said. She went back into the kitchen, dumped her coffee into the sink, got her purse from the table, her coat from the rack by the door that led to the garage, and said, “I’m going. Come into the Horse for a drink when you want. I’ll treat you.”


“Rita,” he said, firmly enough to make her stop, although she kept her back to him. “I don’t want you to feel—”


Something banged explosively. The sound repeated. Again. It was coming from beyond the door in front of Rita. From the garage.


She slowly turned her head and looked over her shoulder at Gerry. Her brows were high over her eyes.


He frowned and crossed the kitchen, stepping around her and pulling his robe together in front before opening the door.


Cold damp air sighed into the kitchen from the garage. The doorway was a rectangle of darkness.


The slamming came again twice.


Gerry reached around the edge of the doorway and flicked the light switch. He squinted at the sudden light that shined down on his brown BMW and Rita’s gold Toyota Corolla.


“What is it?” she asked, moving close to him and peering over his shoulder.


When the sound came again, Gerry saw that it was the garage’s side door swinging in the wind and slamming against the outside wall of the garage.


He heard Rita’s quiet sigh of relief behind him.


“I thought I’d closed that earlier,” he said, stepping down gingerly onto the ice cold cement floor. He hurried around behind the cars to the door on the other side, pulled it shut, and threw the bolt.


His eyes passed over the dark hand print on the door once, then shot back to it.


It was smeared, but definitely a hand print, wet and dark brown, like mud. When he touched it gently with his fingertips, he realized it was too smooth and warm to be mud, though.


“What?” Rita called. “What’s wrong?”


There was another print a couple of feet below the first. Only the narrow finger marks were distinguishable; the rest of it streaked messily downward. Gerry’s eyes followed the direction of the smear to the floor, then turned his head to the left.


At first, he thought the trembling figure huddling beneath the wooden shelves was an animal because there was so much wet, dark fur. That thought gave him a jolt of fear because if it was an animal it was a big one.


He was braced to jump away from the thing when he saw the woman’s face.




Chapter Two


Edna Macomber sat before the television in her small, cluttered living quarters watching Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous. Robin Leach was touring Zsa-Zsa’s bathroom. Above the television was a painting of Jesus Christ with a small light beneath it glowing up on the savior’s benevolent, bearded face. It was the only light in the room other than the television set.


She was in her recliner with her feet up, a big woman, a good forty pounds overweight, but solid. She was forty-nine years old and had a steadily broadening strip of grey going through the right side of her black hair. She had a scar on her face; it was dark and slightly puckered and ran from the corner of her left eye, down her nose, then swerved over the cheek, like the trail of a teardrop. If someone were to ask her where she’d gotten the scar, she would reply, “In training.” Of course, no one had ever dared ask, and it was unlikely that anyone ever would. But secretly, Macomber looked forward to an opportunity to use her cryptic reply.


Edna Macomber was patiently waiting.


Earlier that evening, there had been a problem with one of the women. Not just one of the women, but the one woman who had been more trouble than any other woman—or group of women—on the hill.


Macomber was dealing with it, as she always did when her employer was gone. Sometimes she handled all the major problems even when he was around. He trusted her with a great deal of responsibility.


She had sent Timmy to pick the woman up. This was the second incident involving Kendra Singer and it would be the last. It seemed strange to Macomber that only one woman out of all the others was so different. Most of them were no problem at all and the few who were could be put back in line rather quickly with drugs or … force. That was Edna Macomber’s specialty—discipline. She’d devised some very effective punishments over the years, none of which left any telling marks or scars. It was amazing what one could do with a rubber hose, an enema bag, a little paint remover.


However, none of them had proven effective enough for Kendra.


When Timmy arrived, Macomber would confine the woman until her boss arrived from Baltimore tomorrow night, during which time she would teach Kendra a few lessons about following rules. It didn’t matter, really, because Macomber knew the woman would be dismissed before the weekend was over. But she would have her for twenty-four hours.


That thought made Edna Macomber smile as she crossed her ankles. Her right leg—a fiberglass prosthesis—clicked softly with her movement.


Macomber’s eyes were on the television, but she was not seeing it. She could hardly hear Robin Leach as he shouted praises over the elegant fixtures in Zsa-Zsa’s bathroom. She was thinking about how she might spend those twenty-four hours with Kendra.


Beautiful Kendra with her auburn hair and big brown eyes.…


She was beautiful, but stupid. One would have to be stupid to turn down the opportunities that had been opened to her. Money, comfort, the kind of life most women would die for. Even kill for.


It was the kind of life Edna Macomber would have had if it weren’t for the beasts that had chewed her right leg into a pulp.


The phone rang, two staccato rings that told her the call was coming from somewhere on the grounds.


“Yes?”


“This is James. Timmy radioed in a while ago.”


“And?” she snapped impatiently.


“He was screaming something about being stabbed, then I lost him. I sent Lund and Carter out to find him. He’d wrecked the limo. It was in flames.”


“Timmy?”


“Dead.”


“And what about her?”


“No sign of her.”


“Damn! Are they taking care of the car?”


“Yes.”


“Tell them to look for her. To find her. I don’t care if they have to go door to door through the whole goddamned neighborhood, you tell them to find her and bring her to me!”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I’ll be right down.”


She slammed the receiver into its cradle and struggled out of the chair. Getting her cane, she hobbled to the television set, turned it off, and left her quarters.


Her right leg clicked softly as she went down the dimly lighted corridor outside. …




Chapter Three


Gerry stared at the pale bloodied hands that held a long knife. The blade glistened with blood and viscous lumps clung to the sharp edge.


He looked at the woman’s eyes. They were large brown eyes, wide with fear and confusion.


They were beautiful, heartbreaking eyes.


Her dark hair was clotted wetly over her cheeks and blood was smeared over the right side of her forehead. Her lips trembled convulsively around her teeth, as if she were trying unsuccessfully to speak.


Gerry’s next thought came to him like something bobbing to the surface of a still lake, and it confused him because it didn’t make any sense, didn’t fit into this situation at all. It was a warm thought, but discomforting, too. Jarring.


I’ve found you.


“Rita,” he said, absently raising a hand toward the door, “call the police.”


The woman immediately bounded to her feet, holding the knife before her.


“No!” she shouted. “No, don’t! Don’t call anyone, I’ll go.” Gerry glanced at Rita and saw her staring open-mouthed at the woman.


“Look,” he said to the woman, trying to sound reassuring, “if you’re hurt, we can take you—”


“Nooo!” she roared through clenched teeth. “Just get away from the door and I’ll go!”


Her hands trembled as she moved toward him.


Gerry was not afraid. He could see the fear—no, it was terror he saw—in her eyes, the fear of a child. He knew somehow that she would not hurt him and he wanted to help her.


“Gerry,” Rita called, “do you want me to call—”


“No! I’ll kill you, I swear to god, I’ll kill you!” The woman took a swing at him with the knife.


Gerry looked at Rita and shook his head keeping his distance from the blade.


“I want to help you,” he said quietly.


She made a muffled sobbing sound and licked her lips, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Her eyes closed for a moment and she swayed. Gerry saw then that the blood on her forehead was not just a smear. It came from a jagged, swollen cut.


“You’re bleeding,” he said. “Let me take care of that. I won’t call the police, I promise, I’ll just—”


“No!” She took another swing at him, this time bringing her hand upward, aiming at his stomach.


Rita screamed.


Gerry nearly fell over stumbling away from her.


The woman’s eyes rolled up beneath the lids until only the whites were visible. The knife clattered on the cement and she fell to the floor in a heap.


Gerry stared at her for a stunned moment. He couldn’t believe what he’d just done. The woman had been holding a knife on him, threatening to kill him, and he’d just stood there like a fool offering to help her!


I’ve found you.


“Jesus,” he sighed, dizzy for a moment.


From the corner of his eye, he saw Rita hurrying back into the house. The woman’s eyelids fluttered a bit as she stirred, but did not open.


“Rita!”


“What?”


“Don’t.”


“Don’t what?”


“Don’t call the police.”


“Are you kidding? She tried to—”


“No. I’m not kidding.”


In her wet fur coat, the woman looked heavier than she felt as Gerry scooped her up in his arms. He had no problem carrying her across the garage and through the door.


“What are you doing?” Rita asked.


“Get a blanket.” As he entered the living room, he added, “And a couple of towels.”


Rita muttered something sharp and bitter, hurrying upstairs.


He gently placed her on the sofa, putting a couple of pillows beneath her head. Hunching beside her, he looked closely at her face.


The cut on her head looked deep, like it might need stitches. Her long lashes were wet and spikey as they rested on the smooth flesh below her eyes.


Gerry realized he was frowning at the unconscious woman and he didn’t know why. Neither could he explain the pounding in his chest.


“I think you should call the police!” Rita shouted from upstairs.


Gerry barely heard her. He silently and slowly shook his head in reply, never taking his eyes from the woman. He didn’t notice the gooseflesh that was creeping over his arms.


He felt—what was it?—nervous … anxious … as if some unwanted event in which he had to participate were just around the corner. It was the way he used to feel the night before he had to read a book report aloud to the class in grammar school, or the way he felt the entire week before his senior prom when he knew he couldn’t dance and probably wouldn’t be able to make conversation with his date. It was a feeling of dread mixed with a strange sort of … excitement. And it was stirred in him by the sight of this woman’s face … her eyes.


Her slender eyebrows suddenly knotted together just above her nose and her lips parted. She moved her head from side to side, slowly at first, then faster, as she mumbled something.


“… missal … dis … dismissal … no, nuh-no …”


Gerry leaned closer to make out her words.


“… have to … have to kill him, have to … oh, oh god, Muh-Macomber… Macomber’s coming …”


Her arms began to move, groping for a hold on something. Gerry lifted his hand, paused uncertainly for a moment, then touched her arm gently, took her hand in his.


She calmed down; her other arm relaxed at her side and her head stopped moving. Her eyelids fluttered open and she looked straight at him, but he knew she was not seeing him.


“Macomber’s coming,” she said again, then closed her eyes.


“Here,” Rita said, tossing a folded blanket at the woman’s feet.


Gerry spread it over her. Rita handed him a towel and he began dabbing the woman’s face, pushing aside her wet hair and wiping up some of the blood. He turned to ask Rita to get some bandages and alcohol but stopped when he saw the expression on her face.


Rita was staring at him as if he had either been keeping something from her or had lost his mind.


“Do you know her?” she asked.


Gerry slowly shook his head. “Uh … no. Why?”


“You were looking at her like you know her.”


“No, I don’t know her, I just want to help her.” He looked down at the woman again. “I think she’s lost a lot of blood.”


“/ think she’s lost her marbles and if you don’t call the police, you’re probably gonna get—”


“Do me a favor,” he said as if she hadn’t been speaking. “In the bathroom, there’s a roll of gauze in the drawer under the sink and a bottle of alcohol in the medicine cabinet. Oh, and tape, there’s a roll of gauze tape in the drawer. Bring that, too.”


“Yes, doctor,” she sneered quietly.


The woman turned on her side, opening her eyes. She blinked several times and looked at Gerry, finally seeing him.


“You’re okay,” Gerry said softly, touching her shoulder.


“Where am I?”


“You’re in my house. My name’s Gerry.”


She sat up, swung her legs off the sofa and tried to stand.


“No,” Gerry said.


“Let me go!” She was on her feet, but before she could take a step, she swayed, then fell.


Gerry caught her and lowered her to the sofa again.


“Look, you’re hurt and bleeding badly,” he said. “Stay here and I promise not to hurt you or turn you in to anyone. If you go back out there, somebody will probably find you dead and stiff in the morning.”


It was the harshest he’d ever spoken—as well as the most he’d ever said in one breath—to a total stranger.


Reluctantly, the woman relaxed with a sigh and closed her eyes.


“Here, let’s get that coat off,” he said, gently tugging the heavy, wet fur. Beneath it, she wore a black and white evening gown. It looked expensive but one of the straps was missing and there were ragged tears in it, revealing strips of her pale skin beneath. She looked as if she’d been on her way to a dinner party, or something. Gerry put the coat on the back of the chair in the kitchen.


Rita came to Gerry’s side with two handfuls of things from the bathroom. Gerry took the gauze, tape and alcohol, knelt beside the sofa and stared at them absently.


“God,” he muttered, “I’ve never done this before.”


Rita clicked her tongue and hunkered down beside him. “Give it to me,” she said. She took one of the towels, wet a corner of it with alcohol and began dabbing the cut.


“This is gonna need stitches,” she said emphatically.


Gerry said, “Maybe I should call Doc Thorogood.”


The woman’s eyes snapped open and she pushed herself frantically into a sitting position, hissing, “No-no-no! No, please, don’t, oh, god, don’t, please!”


Gerry and Rita backed away from her in surprise. “Do you know Larry?” he asked, puzzled at her reaction to the doctor’s name.


Her eyes grew wider still and her lips began to form unspoken words as she shook her head. “N-no, no, I … I don’t know him, I just … I just don’t want anybody to … to …” She closed her eyes and relaxed. “Don’t call anyone. Please don’t call anyone.”


Gerry wondered why he didn’t believe her reply.


“All right,” he promised, “we won’t. Just lie back now and let her bandage that cut. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Brandy?”


She started to speak, but her face twisted in pain as Rita dabbed at the cut some more.


“B-brandy, please.”


Gerry started for the bar, then stopped and turned back. “What’s your name?” he asked.


She looked at him for a long moment, as if searching his face, his eyes, for something she could trust. She seemed to find it. “Kendra.”


When Rita was done with the bandage, Gerry took the brandy from Kendra’s hand because she was beginning to doze off beneath the blanket.


“I’ve gotta go,” Rita whispered.


Gerry walked her to the garage door and helped her on with her coat.


“Look, Gerry,” she said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep her here. You don’t know who she is, what she’s done or how—”


“That’s none of my business.”


“Oh, yeah, famous last words.”


“Don’t worry.”


She sighed as he opened the door for her. “Promise you’ll sleep with one eye open tonight and I won’t worry.”


Gerry went out the door with her. Before getting into her car, she turned and said, “I don’t suppose you’ll be wanting to see me anymore.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“You didn’t have to.” She opened her car door. “I’m not taking your money again, Gerry. Remember that.”


He nodded. “We’ll be in touch.” He hit a button on the wall and the rectangular garage door began to rumble open. The sound of the falling rain grew louder as the door rose.


Bright headlights glared in at them.


Gerry froze and stared at the white van idling before the garage. He and Rita exchanged a nervous glance.


The driver’s door opened and a tall man in a yellow rain slicker stepped out. The hood was pulled up and when the driver walked before the van’s headlights, his shadow spilled into the garage. His face was masked by darkness. “Excuse me,” he said.
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