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Prologue


The hell of it was that it couldn’t have been a better day for flying. The January sky was cloudless and so blue it was almost painful to look at. Visibility was unlimited. There was a cool, harmless breeze out of the north.


Airport traffic was moderate to heavy at that time of day, but efficient ground crews were keeping to schedules. No planes were circling, awaiting permission to land, and there were only a couple of aircraft in line to take off.


It was an ordinary Friday morning at the San Antonio International Airport. The only thing the passengers of AireAmerica’s Flight 398 had found troublesome was getting into the airport itself. Road construction on 410 West, the major freeway artery in front of the airport, had caused bumper-to-bumper traffic for nearly a mile.


Yet ninety-seven passengers had boarded on schedule, stowing carryon baggage in overhead compartments, buckling up, settling into their seats with books, magazines, newspapers. The cockpit crew routinely went through the preflight check. Flight attendants joked among themselves as they loaded up drink dollies and brewed coffee that would never be poured. A final head count was taken and anxious standby passengers were allowed to board. The Jetway was withdrawn. The plane taxied to the end of the runway.


The captain’s friendly drawl came over the speakers and informed his passengers that they were next in line on the runway. After he reported that the current weather conditions in their destination city of Dallas were perfect, he instructed the attendants to prepare for takeoff.


Neither he nor anyone on board guessed that Flight 398 would be airborne less than thirty seconds.


* * *


“Irish!”


“Hmm?”


“A plane just went down at the airport.”


Irish McCabe’s head snapped up. “Crashed?”


“And burning. It’s a hell of a fire at the end of the runway.”


The news director dropped the latest Nielsen ratings onto his messy desk. Moving with admirable agility for a man of his age and untended physical condition, Irish rounded the corner of his desk and barreled through the door of his private glass cubicle, almost mowing down the reporter who had brought him the bulletin from the newsroom.


“Taking off or landing?” he asked over his shoulder.


“Unconfirmed.”


“Survivors?”


“Unconfirmed.”


“Airline or private craft?”


“Unconfirmed.”


“Hell, are you sure there’s even been a crash?”


A somber group of reporters, photographers, secretaries, and gofers had already collected at the bank of police radios. Irish elbowed them aside and reached for a volume knob.


“… runway. No sign of survivors at this time. Airport firefighting equipment is rushing toward the site. Smoke and flames are evident. Choppers are airborne. Ambulances are—”


Irish began barking orders louder than the radios, which were squawking noisily. “You,” he said, pointing toward the male reporter who had barged into his office only seconds earlier, “take a live remote unit and get the hell out there on the double.” The reporter and a video cameraman peeled away from the group and raced for the exit. “Who called this in?” Irish wanted to know.


“Martinez. He was driving to work and got caught up in traffic on 410.”


“Is he standing by?”


“He’s still there, talking on his car phone.”


“Tell him to get as close to the wreckage as he can, and shoot as much video as possible until the mobile unit arrives. Let’s get a chopper in the air, too. Somebody get on the phone and chase down the pilot. Meet him at the heliport.”


He scanned the faces, looking for one in particular. “Ike still around?” he asked, referring to the morning news anchorman.


“He’s in the john taking a crap.”


“Go get him. Tell him to get on the studio set. We’ll do a break-in bulletin. I want a statement from somebody in the tower, from the airport officials, the airline, police—something to go on the air with before the NTSB boys put a gag on everybody. Get on it, Hal. Somebody else call Avery at home. Tell her—”


“Can’t. She’s going to Dallas today, remember?”


“Shit. I forgot. No, wait,” Irish said, snapping his fingers and looking hopeful. “She might still be at the airport. If she is, she’ll be there ahead of everyone else. If she can get into the AireAmerica terminal, she can cover the story from the human interest angle. When she calls in, I want to be notified immediately.”


Eager for an update, he turned back to the radios. Adrenaline rushed through his system. This would mean he would have no weekend. It meant overtime and headaches, cold meals and stale coffee, but Irish was in his element. There was nothing like a good plane crash to round out a news week and boost ratings.


* * *


Tate Rutledge stopped his car in front of the house. He waved to the ranch foreman who was pulling out of the driveway in his pickup. A mongrel, mostly collie, bounded up and tackled him around the knees.


“Hey, Shep.” Tate reached down and petted the dog’s shaggy head. The dog looked up at him with unabashed hero worship.


Tens of thousands of people regarded Tate Rutledge with that same kind of reverent devotion. There was a lot about the man to admire. From the crown of his tousled brown hair to the toes of his scuffed boots, he was a man’s man and a woman’s fantasy.


But for every ardent admirer, he had an equally ardent enemy.


Instructing Shep to stay outdoors, he entered the wide foyer of the house and peeled off his sunglasses. His boot heels echoed on the quarry tile flooring as he headed toward the kitchen, where he could smell coffee brewing. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten before making the early round trip to San Antonio. He fantasized about a breakfast steak, grilled to perfection; a pile of fluffy scrambled eggs; and a few slices of hot, buttered toast. His stomach growled more aggressively.


His parents were in the kitchen, seated at the round oak table that had been there for as long as Tate could remember. As he walked in, his mother turned toward him, a stricken expression on her face. She was alarmingly pale. Nelson Rutledge, his father, immediately left his place at the table and moved toward him, arms outstretched.


“Tate.”


“What’s going on?” he asked, puzzled. “To look at the two of you, you’d think somebody just died.”


Nelson winced. “Weren’t you listening to your car radio?”


“No. Tapes. Why?” The first stirring of panic seized his heart. “What the hell’s happened?” His eyes flickered to the portable television on the tile countertop. It had been the focus of his parents’ attention when he walked in.


“Tate,” Nelson said in an emotionally ragged voice, “Channel Two just broke into ‘Wheel of Fortune’ with a news bulletin. A plane crashed on takeoff a few minutes ago at the airport.” Tate’s chest rose and fell on a quick, soundless gasp.


“It’s still unconfirmed exactly which flight number it was, but they think—” Nelson stopped and shook his head mournfully. At the table, Zee crammed a damp Kleenex to her compressed lips.


“Carole’s plane?” Tate asked hoarsely.


Nelson nodded.














One


She clawed her way up through the gray mist.


The clearing beyond it must exist, she reassured herself, even if she couldn’t see it yet. For a minute, she thought that reaching it couldn’t possibly be worth the struggle, but something behind her was so terrifying it propelled her ever forward.


She was steeped in pain. With increasing frequency she emerged from blessed oblivion into a glaring awareness that was accompanied by pain so intense, so encompassing, she couldn’t localize it. It was everywhere—inside her, on the surface. It was a saturating pain. Then, just when she didn’t think she could stand it an instant longer, she would be flooded with a warm rush of numbness—a magic elixir that washed through her veins. Soon after, the prayed-for oblivion would embrace her again.


Her conscious moments became extended, however. Muffled sounds reached her despite her muzziness. By concentrating very hard, she began to identify them: the incessant whooshing of a respirator, the constant bleeping of electronic machinery, rubber soles squeaking on tile floors, ringing telephones.


Once when she surfaced from unconsciousness, she overheard a hushed conversation taking place nearby.


“… incredibly lucky… with that much fuel splashed on her… burns, but they’re mostly superficial.”


“How long… to respond?”


“… patience… trauma like this injures more… the body.”


“What will… look like when… is finished?”


“… surgeon tomorrow. He’ll… procedure with you.”


“When?”


“… no longer danger… infection.”


“Will… effects on the fetus?”


“Fetus? Your wife wasn’t pregnant.”


The words were meaningless. They hurtled toward her like meteors out of a dark void. She wanted to dodge them, because they intruded on the peaceful nothingness. She craved the bliss of knowing and feeling absolutely nothing, so she tuned out the voices and sank once again into the cushiony pillows of forgetfulness.


* * *


“Mrs. Rutledge? Can you hear me?”


Reflexively, she responded, and a low moan escaped her sore chest. She tried to lift her eyelids, but she couldn’t do it. One was prized open and a beam of light painfully pierced her skull. At last the hateful light was extinguished.


“She’s coming out of it. Notify her husband immediately,” the disembodied voice said. She tried turning her head in its direction, but found it impossible to move. “Have you got the number of their hotel handy?”


“Yes, Doctor. Mr. Rutledge gave it to all of us in case she came to while he wasn’t here.”


Lingering tendrils of the gray mist evaporated. Words she couldn’t previously decipher now linked up with recognizable definitions in her brain. She understood the words, and yet they made no sense.


“I know you’re experiencing a great deal of discomfort, Mrs. Rutledge. We’re doing everything possible to alleviate that. You won’t be able to speak, so don’t try. Just relax. Your family will be here shortly.”


Her rapid pulse reverberated through her head. She wanted to breathe, but she couldn’t. A machine was breathing for her. Through a tube in her mouth, air was being pumped directly into her lungs.


Experimentally she tried opening her eyes again. One was coaxed into opening partially. Through the slit, she could see fuzzy light. It hurt to focus, but she concentrated on doing so until indistinct forms began to take shape.


Yes, she was in a hospital. That much she had known.


But how? Why? It had something to do with the nightmare she had left behind in the mist. She didn’t want to remember it now, so she left it alone and dwelled on the present.


She was immobile. Her arms and legs wouldn’t move no matter how hard she concentrated. Nor could she move her head. She felt like she was sealed inside a stiff cocoon. The paralysis terrified her. Was it permanent?


Her heart started beating more furiously. Almost immediately a presence materialized at her side. “Mrs. Rutledge, there’s no need to be afraid. You’re going to be fine.”


“Her heart rate is too high,” a second presence remarked from the other side of her bed.


“She’s just scared, I think.” She recognized the first voice. “She’s disoriented—doesn’t know what to make of all this.”


A form clothed in white bent over her. “Everything’s going to be all right. We’ve called Mr. Rutledge and he’s on his way. You’ll be glad to see him, won’t you? He’s so relieved that you’ve regained consciousness.”


“Poor thing. Can you imagine waking up and having this to cope with?”


“I can’t imagine living through a plane crash.”


An unvoiced scream echoed loudly through her head.


She remembered!


Screaming metal. Screaming people. Smoke, dense and black. Then flames, and stark terror.


She had automatically performed the emergency instructions drilled into her by hundreds of flight attendants on as many flights.


Once she had escaped the burning fuselage, she began running blindly through a world bathed in red blood and black smoke. Even though it was agonizing to run, she did so, clutching—


Clutching what? She remembered it was something precious—something she had to carry to safety.


She remembered falling. As she had gone down, she had taken what she had then believed to be her last look at the world. She hadn’t even felt the pain of colliding with the hard ground. By then she had been enveloped by oblivion, which until now had protected her from the agony of remembering.


“Doctor!”


“What is it?”


“Her heartbeat has escalated dramatically.”


“Okay, let’s take her down a bit. Mrs. Rutledge,” the doctor said imperiously, “calm down. Everything is all right. There is nothing to worry about.”


“Dr. Martin, Mr. Rutledge just arrived.”


“Keep him outside until we’ve stabilized her.”


“What’s the matter?” The new voice seemed to come from miles away, but carried a ring of authority.


“Mr. Rutledge, please give us a few—”


“Carole?”


She was suddenly aware of him. He was very close, bending over her, speaking to her with soft reassurance. “You’re going to be fine. I know you’re frightened and worried, but you’re going to be all right. So is Mandy, thank God. She has a few broken bones and some superficial burns on her arms. Mom’s staying in the hospital room with her. She’s going to be fine. Hear me, Carole? You and Mandy survived, and that’s what’s important now.”


There was a bright fluorescent light directly behind his head, so his features were indistinct, but she could piece together enough strong features to form a vague impression of what he looked like. She clung to each comforting word he spoke. And because he spoke them with such conviction, she believed them.


She reached for his hand—or rather, tried to. He must have sensed her silent plea for human contact because he placed his hand lightly upon her shoulder.


Her anxiety began to wane at his touch, or perhaps because the powerful sedative that had been injected into her IV began to take effect. She allowed herself to be lured, feeling safer somehow by having this stranger with the compelling voice beside her, within reach.


“She’s drifting off. You can leave now, Mr. Rutledge.”


“I’m staying.”


She closed her eye, blotting out his blurred image. The drug was seductive. It gently rocked her like a small boat, lulling her into the safe harbor of uncaring.


Who is Mandy? she wondered.


Was she supposed to know this man who referred to her as Carole?


Why did everyone keep calling her Mrs. Rutledge?


Did everybody think she was married to him?


They were wrong, of course.


She didn’t even know him.


* * *


He was there when she woke up again. Minutes, hours, days could have elapsed for all she knew. Since time had no relevance in an intensive care unit, her disorientation was augmented further.


The moment she opened her eye, he leaned over her and said, “Hi.”


It was nerve-racking, not being able to see him clearly. Only one of her eyes would open. She realized now that her head was swathed in bandages and that’s why she couldn’t move it. As the doctor had warned her, she couldn’t speak. The lower portion of her face seemed to have solidified.


“Can you understand me, Carole? Do you know where you are? Blink if you can understand me.”


She blinked.


He made a motion with his hand. She thought he raked it through his hair, but she couldn’t be certain. “Good,” he said with a sigh. “They said you shouldn’t be upset by anything, but knowing you, you’ll want all the facts. Am I right?”


She blinked.


“Do you remember boarding the airplane? It was the day before yesterday. You and Mandy were going to shop in Dallas for a few days. Do you remember the crash?”


She tried desperately to convey to him that she wasn’t Carole and didn’t know who Mandy was, but she blinked in response to his question about the crash.


“Only fourteen of you survived.”


She didn’t realize that her eye was shedding tears until he used a tissue to blot them away. His touch was gentle for a man with such strong-looking hands.


“Somehow—God knows how—you were able to get out of the burning wreckage with Mandy. Do you remember that?”


She didn’t blink.


“Well, it doesn’t matter. However you managed it, you saved her life. She’s upset and frightened, naturally. I’m afraid her injuries are more emotional than physical, and therefore harder to deal with. Her broken arm has been set. No permanent damage was done. She won’t even need skin grafts for the burns. You,” and here he gave her a penetrating stare, “you protected her with your own body.”


She didn’t comprehend his stare, but it was almost as though he doubted the facts as he knew them. He was the first to break the stare and continue with his explanation.


“The NTSB’s investigating. They found the black recorder box. Everything seemed normal, then one of the engines just blew up. That ignited the fuel. The plane became a fireball. But before the fuselage was completely engulfed in flames, you managed to get out through an emergency exit onto the wing, carrying Mandy with you.


“One of the other survivors said he saw you struggling to unlatch her seat belt. He said the three of you found your way to the door through the smoke. Your face was already covered with blood, he said, so the injuries to it must have happened on impact.”


She remembered none of these details. All she recalled was the terror of thinking she was going to die the suffocating death of smoke inhalation, if she didn’t burn to death first. He was giving her credit for operating courageously during a disaster. All she had done was react to every living creature’s survival instinct.


Perhaps the memories of the tragedy would unfold gradually. Perhaps they never would. She wasn’t certain she wanted to remember. Reliving those terrifying minutes following the crash would be like experiencing hell again.


If only fourteen passengers had survived, then scores had died. That she had survived perplexed her. By a twist of fate, she had been selected to live, and she would never know why.


Her vision grew blurry and she realized that she was crying again. Wordlessly, he applied the tissue to her exposed eye. “They tested your blood for gases and decided to put you on a respirator. You’ve got a concussion, but there was no serious head injury. You broke your right tibia when you jumped from the wing.


“Your hands are bandaged and in splints because of burns. Thank God, though, that all your injuries, except for the smoke inhalation, were external.


“I know you’re concerned about your face,” he said uneasily. “I won’t bullshit you, Carole. I know you don’t want me to.”


She blinked. He paused, gazing down at her with uncertainty. “Your face sustained serious damage. I’ve retained the best plastic surgeon in the state. He specializes in reconstructive surgery on accident and trauma victims just like you.”


Her eye was blinking furiously now, not with understanding, but with anxiety. Feminine vanity had asserted itself, even though she was lying flat on her back in a hospital ICU, lucky to be alive. She wanted to know just how badly her face had been damaged. Reconstructive surgery sounded ominous.


“Your nose was broken. So was one cheekbone. The other cheekbone was pulverized. That’s why your eye is bandaged. There’s nothing there to support it.”


She made a small sound of pure terror. “No, you didn’t lose your eye. That’s a blessing. Your upper jawbone was also broken. But this surgeon can repair it—all of it. Your hair will grow back. You’ll have dental implants that will look exactly like your front teeth.”


She had no teeth and no hair.


“We’ve brought him pictures of you—recent pictures, taken from every angle. He’ll be able to reconstruct your features perfectly. The burns on your face affected only the outer skin, so you won’t have to have grafts. When the skin peels, it will be like taking off ten years, the doctor said. You should appreciate that.”


The subtle inflections in his speech slipped past her comprehension while she focused on key words. The message that had come through loud and clear was that beneath the bandages, she looked like a monster.


Panic welled up inside her. It must have communicated itself to him because he laid his hand on her shoulder again. “Carole, I didn’t tell you the extent of your injuries to upset you. I know that you’re worried about it. I thought it best to be frank so you could mentally prepare yourself for the ordeal ahead of you.


“It won’t be easy, but everybody in the family is behind you one hundred percent.” He paused and lowered his voice. “For the time being, I’m laying personal considerations aside and concentrating on putting you back together again. I’ll stick by you until you are completely satisfied with the surgeon’s results. I promise you that. I owe it to you for saving Mandy’s life.”


She tried to shake her head in denial of everything he was saying, but it was no use. She couldn’t move. Making an effort to speak around the tube in her throat caused pain to her chemically scorched esophagus.


Her frustration increased until a nurse came in and ordered him to leave. When he lifted his hand off her shoulder, she felt forsaken and alone.


The nurse administered a dose of narcotic. It stole through her veins, but she fought its anesthetizing effects. It was stronger than she, however, and gave her no choice but to submit.


* * *


“Carole, can you hear me?”


Roused, she moaned pitiably. The medication made her feel weighted down and lifeless, as though the only living cells in her entire body resided in her brain and the rest of her was dead.


“Carole?” the voice hissed close to her bandaged ear.


It wasn’t the man named Rutledge. She would have recognized his voice. She couldn’t remember if he had left her. She didn’t know who was speaking to her now. She wanted to shrink from this voice. It wasn’t soothing, like Mr. Rutledge’s.


“You’re still in bad shape and might succumb yet. But if you feel that you’re fixing to die, don’t make any deathbed confessions, even if you’re able to.”


She wondered if she was dreaming. Frightened, she opened her eye. As usual, the room was brightly lit. Her respirator hissed rhythmically. The person speaking to her was standing outside her peripheral vision. She could sense him there, but she couldn’t see him.


“We’re still in this together, you and I. And you’re in too deep to get out now, so don’t even consider it.”


To no avail, she tried to blink away her grogginess and disorientation. The person remained only a presence, without form or distinction—a disembodied, sinister voice.


“Tate will never live to take office. This plane crash has been an inconvenience, but we can work it to our advantage if you don’t panic. Hear me? If you come out of this, we’ll pick up where we left off. There’ll never be a Senator Tate Rutledge. He’ll die first.”


She squeezed her eye closed in an attempt to stave off her mounting panic.


“I know you can hear me, Carole. Don’t pretend you can’t.”


After several moments, she reopened her eye and rolled it as far back as she could. She still couldn’t see anybody, but she sensed her visitor had left.


Several minutes more ticked by, measured by the maddening cycle of the respirator. She hovered between sleep and wakefulness, valiantly fighting the effects of drugs, panic, and the disorientation inherent to an ICU.


Shortly afterward, a nurse came, checked her IV bottle, and took her blood pressure. She behaved routinely. Surely if someone were in her room, or had been there recently, the nurse would have acknowledged it. Satisfied with her patient’s condition, she left.


By the time she fell asleep again, she had convinced herself that she had only had a bad dream.














Two


Tate Rutledge stood at the window of his hotel room, gazing down at the traffic moving along the freeway. Taillights and headlights were reflected on the wet pavement, leaving watery streaks of red and white.


When he heard the door opening behind him, he turned on the heels of his boots and nodded a greeting to his brother. “I called your room a few minutes ago,” he said. “Where have you been?”


“Drinking a beer down in the bar. The Spurs are playing the Lakers.”


“I’d forgotten. Who’s winning?”


His brother’s derisive frown indicated the silliness of that question. “Dad’s not back yet?”


Tate shook his head, let the drape fall back into place, and moved away from the window.


“I’m starving,” Jack said. “You hungry?”


“I guess so. I hadn’t thought about it.” Tate dropped into the easy chair and rubbed his eyes.


“You’re not going to do Carole or Mandy any good if you don’t take care of yourself through this, Tate. You look like shit.”


“Thanks.”


“I mean it.”


“I know you do,” Tate said, lowering his hands and giving his older brother a wry smile. “You’re all candor and no tact. That’s why I’m a politician and you’re not.”


“Politician is a bad word, remember? Eddy’s coached you not to use it.”


“Even among friends and family?”


“You might develop a bad habit of it. Best not to use it at all.”


“Jeez, don’t you ever let up?”


“I’m only trying to help.”


Tate lowered his head, ashamed of his ill-tempered outburst. “I’m sorry.” He toyed with the TV’s remote control, punching through the channels soundlessly. “I told Carole about her face.”


“You did?”


Lowering himself to the edge of the bed, Jack Rutledge leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees. Unlike his brother, he was clad in suit slacks, a white dress shirt, and a necktie. This late in the day, however, he looked rumpled. The starched shirt had wilted, the tie had been loosened, and his sleeves were rolled back. The slacks were wrinkled across his lap because he’d been sitting most of the day.


“How did she react when you told her?”


“How the hell do I know?” Tate muttered. “You can’t see anything except her right eye. Tears came out of it, so I know she was crying. Knowing her, how vain she is, I would imagine she’s hysterical underneath all those bandages. If she could move at all, she would probably be running up and down the corridors of the hospital screaming. Wouldn’t you be?”


Jack hung his head and studied his hands, as though trying to imagine what it would feel like to have them burned and bandaged. “Do you think she remembers the crash?”


“She indicated that she did, although I’m not sure how much she remembers. I left out the grisly details and only told her that she and Mandy and twelve others had survived.”


“They said on the news tonight that they’re still trying to match up charred pieces and parts of bodies and identify them.”


Tate had read the accounts in the newspaper. According to the report, it was a scene straight out of hell. Hollywood couldn’t have created a slasher picture more gruesome than the grim reality that faced the coroner and his army of assistants.


Whenever Tate remembered that Carole and Mandy could have been among those victims, his stomach became queasy. He couldn’t sleep nights for thinking about it. Each casualty had a story, a reason for being on that particular flight. Each obituary was poignant.


In his imagination, Tate added Carole’s and Mandy’s names to the list of casualties: The wife and three-year-old daughter of senatorial candidate Tate Rutledge were among the victims of Flight 398.


But fate had dictated otherwise. They hadn’t died. Because of Carole’s surprising bravery, they had come out of it alive.


“Good Lord, it’s coming down in buckets out there.” Nelson’s voice boomed through the silence as he came in, balancing a large, square pizza box on his shoulder and shaking out a dripping umbrella with his other hand.


“We’re famished,” Jack said.


“I got back as soon as I could.”


“Smells great, Dad. What’ll you have to drink?” Tate asked as he moved toward the small, built-in refrigerator that his mother had stocked for him his first night there. “Beer or something soft?”


“With pizza? Beer.”


“Jack?”


“Beer.”


“How were things at the hospital?”


“He told Carole about her injuries,” Jack said before Tate had a chance to answer.


“Oh?” Nelson lifted a wedge of steaming pizza to his mouth and took a bite. Around it, he mumbled, “Are you sure that was wise?”


“No. But if I were where she is, I’d want to know what the hell was going on, wouldn’t you?”


“I suppose.” Nelson took a sip of the beer Tate had brought him. “How was your mother when you left?”


“Worn out. I begged her to come back here and let me stay with Mandy tonight, but she said they were into their routine now, and for Mandy’s sake, she didn’t want to break it.”


“That’s what she told you,” Nelson said. “But she probably took one look at you and decided that you needed a good night’s sleep more than she does. You’re the one who’s worn out.”


“That’s what I told him,” Jack said.


“Well, maybe the pizza will help revive me.” Tate tried to inject some humor into his voice.


“Don’t make light of our advice, Tate,” Nelson warned sternly. “You can’t let your own health deteriorate.”


“I don’t intend to.” He saluted them with his can of beer, drank from it, then solemnly added, “Now that Carole’s regained consciousness and knows what’s ahead of her, I’ll rest better.”


“It’s going to be a long haul. For everybody,” Jack remarked.


“I’m glad you brought that up, Jack.” Tate blotted his mouth with a paper napkin and mentally braced himself. He was about to test their mettle. “Maybe I should wait another six years to run for office.”


For the beat of several seconds, there was an air of suspended animation around the table, then Nelson and Jack spoke simultaneously, each trying to make himself heard over the other.


“You can’t make a decision like that until you see how her operation goes.”


“What about all the work we’ve put in?”


“Too many folks are counting on you.”


“Don’t even think of quitting now, little brother. This election is the one.”


Tate held up his hands for silence. “You know how badly I want it. Jesus, all I’ve ever wanted to be was a legislator. But I can’t sacrifice the welfare of my family to anything, even my political career.”


“Carole doesn’t deserve that kind of consideration from you.”


Tate’s razor-sharp gray eyes found his brother’s. “She’s my wife,” he enunciated.


Another taut silence ensued. Clearing his throat, Nelson said, “Of course, you must be at Carole’s side as much as possible during the ordeal she’s facing. It’s admirable of you to think of her first and your political career second. I would expect that kind of unselfishness from you.”


To emphasize his next point, Nelson leaned across the ravaged pizza that had been opened over the small, round table. “But remember how much Carole herself encouraged you to throw your hat into the ring. I think she would be terribly upset if you withdrew from the race on her account. Terribly upset,” he said, jabbing the space between them with his blunt index finger.


“And looking at it from a very cold and crass viewpoint,” he went on, “this unfortunate accident might be turned to our advantage. It’ll generate free publicity.”


Disgusted by the observation, Tate tossed down his wadded napkin and left his chair. For several moments he prowled aimlessly around the room. “Did you confer with Eddy on this? Because he said virtually the same thing when I called him earlier to discuss it.”


“He’s your campaign manager.” Jack had turned pale and speechless at the thought that his brother might give up before his campaign even got off the ground. “He’s paid to give you good advice.”


“Harp on me, you mean.”


“Eddy wants to see Tate Rutledge become a United States senator, just like all the rest of us, and his desire for that has nothing to do with the salary he draws.” Smiling broadly, Nelson got up and slapped Tate on the back. “You’ll run in the November election. Carole would be the first in line to encourage you to.”


“All right then,” Tate said evenly. “I had to know that I could depend on your unqualified support. The demands placed on me in the coming months will be all I can handle, and then some.”


“You’ve got our support, Tate,” Nelson said staunchly.


“Will I have your patience and understanding when I can’t be two places at once?” Tate divided his inquiring look between them. “I’ll do my best not to sacrifice one responsibility to the other, but I’m only one person.”


Nelson assured him, “We’ll take up the slack for you.”


“What else did Eddy say?” Jack asked, greatly relieved that the crisis had passed.


“He has volunteers stuffing questionnaires into envelopes to be mailed later this week.”


“What about public appearances? Has he scheduled any more?”


“A tentative speech to a high school in the valley. I told him to decline.”


“Why?” Jack asked.


“High school kids don’t vote,” Tate said reasonably.


“But their parents do. And we need those Mexicans in the valley on our side.”


“We’ve got them on our side.”


“Don’t take anything for granted.”


“I don’t,” Tate said, “but this is one of those instances where I have to weigh my priorities. Carole and Mandy are going to require a lot of my time. I’ll have to be more selective about where I go and when. Each speech will have to count, and I don’t think a high school audience would be that beneficial.”


“You’re probably right,” Nelson said, diplomatically intervening.


Tate realized that his father was humoring him, but he didn’t care. He was tired, worried, and wanted to go to bed and at least try to sleep. As tactfully as possible, he conveyed that to his brother and father.


As he saw them out, Jack turned and gave him an awkward hug. “Sorry I badgered you tonight. I know you’ve got a lot on your mind.”


“If you didn’t, I’d get fat and lazy in no time. I rely on you to badger me.” Tate flashed him the engaging smile that was destined to appear on campaign posters.


“If it’s okay with y’all, I think I’ll go home tomorrow morning,” Jack said. “Somebody needs to check on things at the house, and see how everybody is making out.”


“How is everything there?” Nelson asked.


“Okay.”


“It didn’t look okay the last time I was home. Your daughter Francine hadn’t been heard from in days, and your wife… well, you know the state she was in.” He shook his finger at his elder son. “Things have come to a sad pass when a man doesn’t exercise any more influence over his family than you do.” He glanced at Tate. “Or you, either, for that matter. Both of you have let your wives do as they damn well please.”


Addressing Jack again, he said, “You should see to getting help for Dorothy Rae before it’s too late.”


“Maybe after the election,” he mumbled. Looking at his brother, he added, “I’ll only be an hour’s drive away if you need me.”


“Thanks, Jack. I’ll call as developments warrant.”


“Did the doctor give you any indication when they’d do the surgery?”


“Not until the risk of infection goes down,” Tate told them. “The smoke inhalation damaged her lungs, so he might have to wait as long as two weeks. For him it’s a real dilemma, because if he waits too long, the bones of her face will start to heal the way they are.”


“Jesus,” Jack said. Then, on a falsely cheerful note, he said, “Well, give her my regards. Dorothy Rae’s and Fancy’s, too.”


“I will.”


Jack went down the hall toward his own room. Nelson lingered. “I talked to Zee this morning. While Mandy was asleep, she slipped down to the ICU. Zee said Carole was a sight to behold.”


Tate’s wide shoulders drooped slightly. “She is. I hope to God that surgeon knows what he’s talking about.”


Nelson laid a hand on Tate’s arm in a silent gesture of reassurance. For a moment, Tate covered his father’s hand with his own. “Dr. Sawyer, the surgeon, did the video imaging today. He electronically painted Carole’s face onto a TV screen, going by the pictures we’d given him. It was remarkable.”


“And he thinks he can reproduce this video image during surgery?”


“That’s what he says. He told me there might be some slight differences, but most of them will be in her favor.” Tate laughed dryly. “Which she should like.”


“Before this is over, she might believe that every woman in America should be so lucky,” Nelson said with his characteristic optimism.


But Tate was thinking about that single eye, bloodshot and swollen, yet still the same dark coffee brown, looking up at him with fear. He wondered if she was afraid of dying. Or of living without the striking face that she had used to every advantage.


Nelson said good night and retired to his own room. Deep in thought, Tate turned off the TV and the lights, stripped, and slid into bed.


Lightning flashes penetrated the drapes, momentarily illuminating the room. Thunder crashed near the building, rattling panes of glass. He stared at the flickering patterns with dry, gritty eyes.


They hadn’t even kissed good-bye.


Because of their recent, vicious argument, there had been a lot of tension between them that morning. Carole had been anxious to be off for a few days of shopping in Dallas, but they’d arrived at the airport in time to have a cup of coffee in the restaurant.


Mandy had accidentally dribbled orange juice on her dress. Naturally, Carole had overreacted. As they left the coffee shop, she blotted at the stained, ruffled pinafore and scolded Mandy for being so careless.


“For crissake, Carole, you can’t even see the spot,” he had said.


“I can see it.”


“Then don’t look at it.”


She had shot her husband that drop-dead look that no longer fazed him. He carried Mandy through the terminal, chatting with her about all the exciting things she would see and do in Dallas. At the gate, he knelt and gave her a hug. “Have fun, sweetheart. Will you bring me back a present?”


“Can I, Mommy?”


“Sure,” Carole replied distractedly.


“Sure,” Mandy told him with a big smile.


“I’ll look forward to that.” He drew her to him for one last good-bye hug.


Straightening up, he asked Carole if she wanted him to wait until their plane left the gate. “There’s no reason for you to.”


He hadn’t argued, but only made certain they had all their carryon luggage. “Well, see you on Tuesday then.”


“Don’t be late picking us up,” Carole called as she pulled Mandy toward the Jetway, where an airline attendant was waiting to take their boarding passes. “I hate hanging around airports.”


Just before they entered the passageway, Mandy turned and waved at him. Carole hadn’t even looked back. Self-confident and assured, she had walked purposefully forward.


Maybe that’s why that single eye was filled with such anxiety now. The foundation of Carole’s confidence—her looks—had been stolen by fate. She despised ugliness. Perhaps her tears hadn’t been for those who had died in the crash, as he had originally thought. Perhaps they had been for herself. She might wish that she had died instead of being disfigured, even temporarily.


Knowing Carole, he wouldn’t be surprised.


* * *


In the pecking order of assistants to the Bexar County coroner, Grayson was on the lowest rung. That’s why he checked and rechecked the information before approaching his immediate supervisor with his puzzling findings.


“Got a minute?”


An exhausted, querulous man wearing a rubber apron and gloves gave him a quelling glance over his shoulder. “What’d you have in mind—a round of golf?”


“No, this.”


“What?” The supervisor turned back to his work on the charred heap of matter that had once been a human body.


“The dental records of Avery Daniels,” Grayson said. “Casualty number eighty-seven.”


“She’s already been IDed and autopsied.” The supervisor consulted the chart on the wall, just to make certain. A red line had been drawn through her name. “Yep.”


“I know, but—”


“She had no living relatives. A close family friend IDed her this afternoon.”


“But these records—”


“Look, pal,” the supervisor said with asperity, “I got bodies with no heads, hands without arms, feet without legs. And they’re on my ass to finish this tonight. So if somebody’s been positively IDed, autopsied, and sealed shut, don’t bother me with records, okay?”


Grayson stuffed the dental X-rays back into the manila envelope they had arrived in and sailed it toward a trash barrel. “Okay. Fine. And in the meantime, fuck you.”


“Sure, sure—any time. As soon as we get all these stiffs IDed.”


Grayson shrugged. They weren’t paying him to be Dick Tracy. If nobody else gave a damn about a mysterious inconsistency, why should he? He went back to matching up dental records with the corpses as yet to be identified.














Three


The weather seemed to be in mourning, too.


It rained the day of Avery Daniels’s funeral. The night before, thunderstorms had rumbled through the Texas hill country. This morning, all that was left of them was a miserable, cold, gray rain.


Bareheaded, impervious to the inclement weather, Irish McCabe stood beside the casket. He had insisted on a spray of yellow roses, knowing they had been her favorite. Vivid and flamboyant, they seemed to be mocking death. He took comfort in that.


Tears rolled down his ruddy checks. His fleshy, veined nose was redder than usual, although he hadn’t been drinking so much lately. Avery nagged him about it, saying an excessive amount of alcohol wasn’t good for his liver, his blood pressure, or his expanding midsection.


She nagged Van Lovejoy about his chemical abuses, too, but he had showed up at her funeral high on cheap Scotch and the joint he had smoked on the drive to the chapel. The outmoded necktie around his ill-fitting collar was a concession to the solemnity of the occasion and attested to the fact that he held Avery in higher regard than he did most members of the human family.


Other people regarded Van Lovejoy no more favorably than he did them. Avery had numbered among the very few who could tolerate him. When the reporter assigned to cover the story of her tragic death for KTEX’s news asked Van if he would shoot the video, the photographer had glared at him with contempt, shot him the finger, and slunk out of the newsroom without a word. This rude mode of self-expression was typical of Van, and just one of the reasons for his alienation from mankind.


At the conclusion of the brief interment service, the mourners began making their way down the gravel path toward the row of cars parked in the lane, leaving only Irish and Van at the grave. At a discreet distance, cemetery employees were waiting to finish up so they could retreat indoors, where it was warm and dry.


Van was fortyish and string-bean thin. His belly was concave and there was a pronounced stoop to his bony shoulders. His thin hair hung straight down from a central part, reaching almost to his shoulders and framing a thin, narrow face. He was an aging hippie who had never evolved from the sixties.


By contrast, Irish was short and robust. While Van looked like he could be carried off by a strong gust of wind, Irish looked like he could stand forever if he firmly planted his feet on solid ground. As different as they were physically, today their postures and bleak expressions were reflections of each other. Of the two, however, Irish’s suffering was the more severe.


In a rare display of compassion, Van laid a skinny, pale hand on Irish’s shoulder. “Let’s go get shit-faced.”


Irish nodded absently. He stepped forward and plucked one of the yellow rosebuds off the spray, then turned and let Van precede him from beneath the temporary tent and down the path. Raindrops splashed against his face and on the shoulders of his overcoat, but he didn’t increase his stolid pace.


“I, uh, rode here in the limousine,” he said, as though just remembering that when he reached it.


“Wanna go back that way?”


Irish looked toward Van’s battered heap of a van. “I’ll go with you.” He dismissed the funeral home driver with a wave of his hand and climbed inside the van. The interior was worse than the exterior. The ripped upholstery was covered with a ratty beach towel, and the maroon carpet lining the walls reeked of stale marijuana smoke.


Van climbed into the driver’s seat and started the motor. While it was reluctantly warming up, he lit a cigarette with long, nicotine-stained fingers and passed it to Irish.


“No thanks.” Then, after a seconds’ reconsideration, Irish took the cigarette and inhaled deeply. Avery had gotten him to quit smoking. It had been months since he’d had a cigarette. Now, the tobacco smoke stung his mouth and throat. “God, that’s good,” he sighed as he inhaled again.


“Where to?” Van asked around the cigarette he was lighting for himself.


“Any place where we’re not known. I’m likely to make a spectacle of myself.”


“I’m known in all of them.” Left unsaid was that Van frequently made a spectacle of himself, and, in the places he patronized, it didn’t matter. He engaged the protesting gears.


Several minutes later Van ushered Irish through the tufted red vinyl door of a lounge located on the seedy outskirts of downtown. “Are we going to get rolled in here?” Irish asked.


“They check you for weapons as you go in.”


“And if you don’t have one, they issue you one,” Irish said, picking up the tired joke.


The atmosphere was murky. The booth they slid into was secluded and dark. The midmorning customers were as morose as the tinsel that had been strung from the dim, overhead lights several Christmases ago. Spiders had made permanent residences of it. A naked señorita smiled beguilingly from the field of black velvet on which she had been painted. In stark contrast to the dismal ambience, lively mariachi music blared from the jukebox.


Van called for a bottle of scotch. “I really should eat something,” Irish mumbled without much conviction.


When the bartender unceremoniously set down the bottle and two glasses, Van ordered Irish some food. “You didn’t have to,” Irish objected.


The video photographer shrugged as he filled both glasses. “His old lady’ll cook if you ask her to.”


“You eat here often?”


“Sometimes,” Van replied with another laconic shrug.


The food arrived, but after taking only a few bites, Irish decided he wasn’t hungry after all. He pushed aside the chipped plate and reached for his glass of whiskey. The first swallow played like a flamethrower in his stomach. Tears filled his eyes. He sucked in a wheezing breath.


But with the expertise of a professional drinker, he recovered quickly and took another swig. The tears, however, remained in his eyes. “I’m going to miss her like hell.” Idly, he twirled his glass on the greasy tabletop.


“Yeah, me, too. She could be a pain in the ass, but not nearly as much as most.”


The brassy song currently playing on the jukebox ended. No one made another selection, which came as a relief to Irish. The music intruded on his bereavement.


“She was like my own kid, you know?” he asked rhetorically. Van continued smoking, lighting another cigarette from the tip of the last. “I remember the day she was born. I was there at the hospital, sweating it out with her father. Waiting. Pacing. Now I’ll have to remember the day she died.”


He slammed back a shot of whiskey and refilled his glass. “You know, it never occurred to me that it was her plane that went down. I was only thinking about the story, the goddamn news story. It was such a piss-ant story that I didn’t even send a photographer along. She was going to borrow one from a station in Dallas.”


“Hey, man, don’t blame yourself for doing your job. You couldn’t have known.”


Irish stared into the amber contents of his glass. “Ever had to identify a body, Van?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “They had them all lined up, like…” He released an unsteady sigh. “Hell, I don’t know. I never had to go to war, but it must have been like that.


“She was zipped up in a black plastic bag. She didn’t have any hair left,” he said, his voice cracking. “It was all burned off. And her skin… oh, Jesus.” He covered his eyes with his stubby fingers. Tears leaked through them. “If it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t have been on that plane.”


“Hey, man.” Those two words exhausted Van’s repertoire of commiserating phrases. He refreshed Irish’s drink, lit another cigarette, and silently passed it to the grieving man. For himself, he switched to marijuana.


Irish drew on his cigarette. “Thank God her mother didn’t have to see her like that. If she hadn’t been clutching her locket in her hand, I wouldn’t even have known the corpse was Avery.” His stomach almost rebelled when he recalled what the crash had done to her.


“I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad Rosemary Daniels isn’t alive. A mother should never have to see her child in that condition.”


Irish nursed his drink for several minutes before lifting his tearful eyes to his companion. “I loved her—Rosemary, I mean. Avery’s mother. Hell, I couldn’t help it. Cliff, her father, was gone nearly all the time, away in some remote hellhole of the world. Every time he left he asked me to keep an eye on them. He was my best friend, but more than once I wanted to kill him for that.”


He sipped his drink. “Rosemary knew, I’m sure, but there was never a word about it spoken between us. She loved Cliff. I knew that.”


Irish had been a surrogate parent to Avery since her seventeenth year. Cliff Daniels, a renowned photojournalist, had been killed in a battle over an insignificant, unpronounceable village in Central America. With very little fuss, Rosemary had ended her own life only a few weeks after her husband’s death, leaving Avery bereft and without anyone to turn to except Irish, a steadfast family friend.


“I’m as much Avery’s daddy as Cliff was. Maybe more. When her folks died, it was me she turned to. I was the one she came running to last year after she got herself in that mess up in D.C.”


“She might have fucked up real bad that one time, but she was still a good reporter,” Van commented through a cloud of sweet, pungent smoke.


“It’s just so tragic that she died with that screwup on her conscience.” He drank from his glass. “See, Avery had this hang-up about failing. That’s what she feared most. Cliff wasn’t around much when she was a kid, so she was still trying to win his approval, live up to his legacy.


“We never discussed it,” he continued morosely. “I just know. That’s why that snafu in D.C. was so devastating to her. She wanted to make up for it, win back her credibility and self-esteem. Time ran out before she got a chance. Goddammit, she died thinking of herself as a failure.”


The older man’s misery struck a rare, responsive chord in Van. He gave the task of consoling Irish his best shot. “About that other—you know, how you felt about her mother? Well, Avery knew.”


Irish’s red, weepy eyes focused on him. “How do you know?”


“She told me once,” Van said. “I asked her just how long you two had known each other. She said you were in her memory as far back as it went. She had guessed that you secretly loved her mother.”


“Did she seem to care?” Irish asked anxiously. “I mean, did it seem to bother her?”


Van shook his long, stringy hair.


Irish withdrew the wilting rose from the breast pocket of his dark suit and rubbed his pudgy fingers over the fragile petals. “Good. I’m glad. I loved them both.”


His heavy shoulders began to shake. He curled his fingers into a tight fist around the rose. “Oh, hell,” he groaned, “I’m going to miss her.”


He lowered his head to the table and sobbed brokenly while Van sat across from him, nursing his own grief in his own way.














Four


Avery woke up knowing who she was.


She had never exactly forgotten. It was just that her medication, along with her concussion, had left her confused.


Yesterday—or at least she guessed it had been yesterday, since everyone who had recently come within her range of vision had greeted her with a “good morning”—she had been disoriented, which was understandable. Waking after having been comatose for several days to find that she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, and couldn’t see beyond a very limited range would confound anyone. She was rarely ill, certainly not seriously, so being this injured was shocking.


The ICU, with its constant light and activity, was enough to hamper anyone’s mental process. But what really had Avery puzzled was that everyone was addressing her incorrectly. How had she come to be mistaken for a woman named Carole Rutledge? Even Mr. Rutledge seemed convinced that he was speaking to his wife.


Somehow, she must communicate this mistake to them. But she didn’t know how, and that frightened her.


Her name was Avery Daniels. It was clearly printed on her driver’s license, her press pass, and all the other forms of identification in her wallet. They had probably been destroyed in the crash, she thought.


Memories of the crash tended to panic her still, so she determinedly put them aside to be dealt with later, when she was stronger and had this temporary mix-up straightened out.


Where was Irish? Why hadn’t he come to her rescue?


The obvious answer startled her unexpectedly. Her whole body reacted as though it had been electrically charged. It was unthinkable, untenable, yet it was glaringly apparent. If she had been mistaken for Mrs. Rutledge, and Mrs. Rutledge was believed alive, then Avery Daniels was believed dead.


She imagined the anguish Irish must be going through. Her “death” would hit him hard. For the present, however, she was helpless to alleviate his suffering. No! As long as she was alive, she wasn’t helpless. She must think. She must concentrate.


“Good morning.”


She recognized his voice immediately. The swelling in her eye must have gone down some because she could see him more clearly. His previously blurred features were now distinct.


His heavy, well-shaped brows almost met above the bridge of a long, straight nose. He had a strong, stubborn jawline and chin, yet it fell short of being pugnacious, despite the vertical cleft at the edge of it. His lips were firm, wide, and thin, the lower one slightly fuller than the upper.


He was smiling, but not with his eyes, she noted. He didn’t really feel the smile. It didn’t come from his soul. Avery wondered why not.


“They said you had a restful night. Still no sign of pulmonary infection. That’s terrific news.”


She knew this face, this voice. Not from yesterday. It was before that, but she couldn’t recall when she had met this man.


“Mom left Mandy’s room long enough to come say hello to you.” He turned his head and signaled someone to move closer. “You have to stand here, Mom, or she can’t see you.”


An exceptionally pretty, middle-aged face materialized in Avery’s patch of vision. The woman’s soft, dark hair had a very flattering silver streak that waved up and away from her smooth, unlined forehead.


“Hello, Carole. We’re all very relieved that you’re doing so well. Tate said the doctors are pleased with your progress.”


Tate Rutledge! Of course.


“Tell her about Mandy, Mom.”


Dutifully, the stranger reported on another stranger. “Mandy ate most of her breakfast this morning. They sedated her last night so she would sleep better. The cast on her arm bothers her, but that’s to be expected, I suppose. She’s the sweetheart of the pediatric wing, and has the entire staff wrapped around her little finger.” Tears formed in her eyes and she blotted at them with a tissue. “When I think of what…”


Tate Rutledge placed his arm across his mother’s shoulders. “But it didn’t happen. Thank God it didn’t.”


Avery realized then that it must have been Mandy Rutledge she had carried from the plane. She remembered hearing the child’s screams and frantically trying to unfasten her jammed seat belt. When it came free, she had gathered the terrified child against her and, with the assistance of another passenger, had plunged through the dense, acrid smoke toward an emergency exit.


Because she had had the child, they had assumed she was Mrs. Carole Rutledge. But that wasn’t all—they had been in each other’s seats.


Her mind clumsily pieced together a puzzle of which only she was aware. She recalled that her boarding pass had designated the window seat, but when she had arrived, a woman was already sitting there. She hadn’t pointed out the error, but had taken the seat on the aisle instead. The child had been sitting in the seat between them.


The woman had worn her dark hair shoulder length, much like Avery wore hers. She also had dark eyes. They bore a resemblance to each other. In fact, the flight attendant, who had made a fuss over the little girl, had asked who was the mother and who was the aunt, implying that Avery and Carole Rutledge were sisters.


Her face had been smashed beyond recognition. Mrs. Rutledge had probably been burned beyond recognition. They had misidentified her on the basis of the child and a seating rearrangement that no one knew about. My God, she had to tell them!


“You’d better go back now before Mandy becomes anxious, Mom,” Tate was saying. “Tell her I’ll be there shortly.”


“Good-bye for now, Carole,” the woman said to her. “I’m sure when Dr. Sawyer’s done, you’ll be as pretty as ever.”


Her eyes don’t smile either, Avery thought as the woman moved away.


“Before I forget it,” Tate said, stepping close to the bed so that she could see him again, “Eddy, Dad, and Jack send their regards. I think Dad’s coming to the meeting with the plastic surgeon this afternoon, so you’ll see him then.


“Jack went home this morning.” Tate continued talking, not knowing he wasn’t speaking to his wife. “I’m sure he’s worried about Dorothy Rae. God only knows what Fancy is up to without any supervision, although Eddy has got her working as a volunteer at the headquarters. None of them will be allowed to see you until you’re moved to a private room, but I don’t think you’ll miss them, will you?”


He assumed that she knew who and what he was talking about. How could she convey that she hadn’t the foggiest idea? These people were unknown to her. Their comings and goings were no concern of hers. She must contact Irish. She must let this man know that he was a widower.


“Listen, Carole, about the campaign.” By the motion his shoulders made, she thought he had probably slid his hands into his hip pockets. He bowed his head for a moment, almost resting his chin on his chest, before looking at her again. “I’m going ahead with it as planned. Dad, Jack, and Eddy agree. They’ve pledged their support. It was going to be a tough fight before, but nothing I was afraid to tackle. Now, with this, it’s going to be even tougher. Still, I’m committed.”


Tate Rutledge had been making news recently. That’s why his name and face were familiar to her, though she had never met him personally. He was hoping to win the primary election in May and then go up against an incumbent senator in the November election.


“I won’t shirk any of my responsibilities to you and Mandy while you’re recovering, but going to Congress is what I’ve been preparing for all my life. I don’t want to wait another six years to run or I’ll lose the momentum I’ve built. I need to do it now.”


After consulting his wristwatch, he said, “I’d better get back to Mandy. I promised to feed her some ice cream. With her arms bandaged and all, well,” he added, glancing toward her bandaged hands, resting in their splints, “you can understand. The psychologist has the first session with her today. Nothing to worry about,” he rushed to say. “More precautionary than anything. I don’t want her to be permanently traumatized.”


He paused, looking down at her meaningfully. “That’s why I don’t think she should see you just yet. I know that sounds cruel, but these bandages would scare her half to death, Carole. Once the surgeon rebuilds your face and you start looking like yourself, I’ll bring her in for short visits. Besides, I’m sure you don’t feel up to seeing her now, either.”


Avery struggled to speak, but her mouth had the breathing tube taped inside it. She had overheard a nurse say that smoke inhalation had rendered her vocal cords temporarily inoperable. She couldn’t move her jaw anyway. She batted her eye to convey her distress.


Misconstruing the reason for it, he laid a consoling hand on her shoulder. “I promise that your disfigurement is temporary, Carole. Dr. Sawyer says it looks much worse to us than it actually is. He’ll be in later today to explain the procedure to you. He knows what you looked like before and guarantees that you’ll look the same when he gets finished.”


She tried to shake her head no. Tears of panic and fear overflowed her eye. A nurse came in and edged him aside. “I think you’d better let her rest now, Mr. Rutledge. I’ve got to change her bandages anyway.”


“I’ll be with my daughter.”


“We’ll call if you’re needed,” the nurse told him kindly. “Oh, and while I’m thinking of it, they called from downstairs to remind you that Mrs. Rutledge’s jewelry is in the hospital safe. They took it off her when she arrived in the emergency room.”


“Thanks. I’ll get it later.”


Now! Get it now, Avery’s mind screamed. It wouldn’t be Carole Rutledge’s jewelry in the hospital safe—it would be hers. Once they saw it, they would realize that a horrible mistake had been made. Mr. Rutledge would learn that his wife was dead. It would come as a blow to him, but it would be better that he discover the error now rather than later. She would lament the Rutledges’ tragic loss, but Irish would be overjoyed. Dear Irish. His bereavement would end.


But what if Mr. Rutledge failed to retrieve his wife’s jewelry before the plastic surgeon began to change her face into Carole Rutledge’s?


That was her last conscious thought before the pain-relieving medication claimed her once again.


* * *


Tate will never live to take office.


She was reliving the nightmare again. She tried desperately to ward it off. Again, she couldn’t see him, but she could feel his sinister presence hovering above her, just beyond her field of vision. His breath fanned across her exposed eye. It was like being taunted in the dark with a sheer veil—unseen but felt, ghostly.


There will never be a Senator Tate Rutledge. Tate will never live. Senator Tate Rutledge will die first. There’ll never be… Never live…


Avery woke up screaming. It was a silent scream, of course, but it reverberated through her skull. She opened her eye and recognized the lights overhead, the medicinal smell she associated with hospitals, the hissing sound of her respirator. She had been asleep, so this time it had been a nightmare.


But last night it had been real. Last night she hadn’t even known Mr. Rutledge’s first name! She couldn’t have dreamed it if she hadn’t known it, but she distinctly remembered hearing that menacing, faceless voice contemptuously whispering it into her ear.


Was her mind playing games with her, or was Tate Rutledge in real danger? Surely she was becoming panicked prematurely. After all, she had been heavily sedated and disoriented. Maybe she wasn’t keeping the chronology straight. Was she getting events out of order? Who could possibly want him dead?


God, these were staggering questions. She had to know the answers to them. But her powers of deductive reasoning seemed to have deserted her, along with her other faculties. She couldn’t think logically.


The threat to Tate Rutledge’s life had far-reaching and enormous ramifications, but she was helpless to do anything about it. She was too woozy to formulate an explanation or solution. Her mind was operating sluggishly. It wouldn’t, couldn’t function properly, even though a man’s life was at stake.


Avery almost resented this intrusion into her own problem. Didn’t she already have enough to cope with without worrying about a senatorial candidate’s safety?


She was incapable of motion, yet on the inside she was roiling with frustration. It was exhausting. Eventually, it was no match for the void that continued to remain at the fringes of her consciousness. She combated it, but finally gave up the struggle and was sucked into its peacefulness again.














Five


“I’m not at all surprised by her reaction. It’s to be expected in accident victims.” Dr. Sawyer, the esteemed plastic surgeon, smiled placidly. “Imagine how you would feel if your handsome face had been pulverized.”


“Thanks for the compliment,” Tate said tightly.


At that moment, he would have liked to crush the surgeon’s complacent face. Despite his sterling reputation, the man seemed to have ice water flowing through his veins.


He had done fine-tuning on some of the most celebrated faces in the state, including debutantes who possessed as much money as vanity, corporate executives who wanted to stay ahead of the aging process, models, and TV stars. Although his credentials were impressive, Tate didn’t like the cocky way he dismissed Carole’s apprehensions.


“I’ve tried to put myself in Carole’s place,” he explained. “Under the circumstances, I think she’s bearing up very well—better than I would ever have guessed she could.”


“You’re contradicting yourself, Tate,” Nelson remarked. He was sitting beside Zee on a sofa in the ICU waiting room. “You just told Dr. Sawyer that Carole seemed terribly upset at the mention of the surgery.”


“I know it sounds contradictory. What I mean is that she seemed to take the news about Mandy and the crash itself very well. But when I began telling her about the surgery on her face, she started crying. Jesus,” he said, raking a hand through his hair. “You can’t imagine how pitiful she looks when she cries out of that one eye. It’s like something out of ‘The Twilight Zone.’ ”


“Your wife was a beautiful woman, Mr. Rutledge,” the doctor said. “The damage to her face panics her. Naturally, she’s afraid of looking like a monster for the rest of her life. Part of my job is to assure her that her face can be reconstructed, even improved upon.”


Sawyer paused to make eye contact with each of them. “I sense hesitation and reluctance from you. I can’t have that. I must have your cooperation and wholehearted confidence in my ability.”


“If you didn’t have my confidence, I wouldn’t have retained your services,” Tate said bluntly. “I don’t think you’re lacking in skill, just sympathy.”


“I save my bedside manner for my patients. I don’t waste time or energy bullshitting their families, Mr. Rutledge. I leave that to politicians. Like you.”


Tate and the surgeon stared each other down. Eventually Tate smiled, then laughed dryly. “I don’t bullshit either, Dr. Sawyer. You’re necessary. That’s why you’re here. You’re also the most pompous son of a bitch I’ve ever run across, but by all accounts, you’re the best. So I’ll cooperate with you in order to see Carole returned to normal.”


“Okay, then,” the surgeon said, unaffected by the insult, “let’s go see the patient.”


When they entered the ICU, Tate moved ahead, arriving first at her bedside. “Carole? Are you awake?”


She responded immediately by opening her eye. As best he could tell, she was lucid. “Hi. Mom and Dad are here.” He moved aside. They approached the bed.


“Hello again, Carole,” Zee said. “Mandy said to tell you she loves you.”


Tate had forgotten to caution his mother against telling Carole about Mandy’s initial session with the child psychologist. It hadn’t gone well, but thankfully, Zee was sensitive enough not to mention it. She moved aside and let Nelson take her place.


“Hi, Carole. You gave us all a fright. Can’t tell you how pleased we are that you’re going to be okay.”


He relinquished his position to Tate. “The surgeon’s here, Carole.”


Tate exchanged places with Dr. Sawyer, who smiled down at his patient. “We’ve already met, Carole. You just don’t remember it. At the request of your family, I came in to examine you on your second day here. The staff plastic surgeon had done all the preliminary treatment in the emergency room when you arrived. I’ll take over from here.”


She registered alarm. Tate was gratified to see that Sawyer had noticed it. He patted her shoulder. “The bone structure of your face was seriously damaged. I’m sure you’re aware of that. I know your husband has already told you that it will be fully restored, but I want you to hear it from me. I’ll make you look like a better Carole Rutledge than you were before.”


Beneath the bandages, her body tensed. She tried to shake her head vigorously, and she began to make desperate guttural sounds.


“What the hell is she trying to say?” Tate asked the doctor.


“That she doesn’t believe me,” he calmly replied. “She’s frightened. That’s customary.” He leaned over her. “Most of the pain you’re experiencing is from the burns, but they’re superficial. The burn specialist here at the hospital is treating them with antibiotics. I’m going to delay surgery until the risk of infection both to your skin and your lungs is minimal.


“It will be a week or two before you can move your hands. You’ll start physical therapy then. The damage isn’t permanent, I assure you.”


He bent down closer. “Now, let’s talk about your face. X-rays were taken while you were still unconscious. I’ve studied them. I know what must be done. I have a staff of excellent surgeons who will assist me during the operation.”


He touched her face with the tip of his ballpoint pen, as though tracing over the bandages. “We’ll rebuild your nose and cheekbones by using bone grafts. Your jaw will be put back into place with pins, screws, and wires. I’ve got a whole bag of tricks.


“You’ll have an invisible scar across the top of your head from temple to temple. We’ll also make incisions beneath each eye at the lash line. They’re invisible, too. Some of the work on your nose will be done from inside, so there will be no scars at all there.


“After the surgery you’ll be swollen and bruised and you’ll generally look like hell. Be prepared for that. It will take a few weeks before you’re a raving beauty again.”


“What about her hair, Dr. Sawyer?” Zee asked.


“I’ll have to shave off a patch because I’ll be taking a graft from her skull to use as part of her new nose. But if you’re asking if the hair that was burned off will grow back, the burn specialist says yes. That’s the least of our problems,” he said, smiling down into the bandaged face.


“You won’t be eating solid foods for a while, I’m afraid. A prosthodontist will take out the roots of your teeth during the surgery and install implants. Two or three weeks later, you’ll get your new teeth, which he’ll make to look exactly like the ones you lost. Until you get the replacements, you’ll be fed through a tube from your mouth to your stomach, then progress to a soft diet.”


Tate noticed, even if the surgeon failed to acknowledge it, that Carole’s eye was roving as though looking for a friend among them, or possibly a means of escape. He kept telling himself that Sawyer knew what he was doing. The surgeon might be accustomed to anxiety like this among his patients, but it was as disturbing as hell to Tate.


Sawyer extracted a glossy eight-by-ten color photograph from the folder he had carried in with him. “I want you to look at this, Mrs. Rutledge.” It was a picture of Carole. She was smiling the beguiling smile that had caused Tate to fall in love with her. Her eyes were shining and mischievous. Glossy dark hair framed her face.


“It’ll be an all day, bring-your-lunch operation,” he told her, “but my staff and I will fix you up. Give us eight to ten weeks from the day of your surgery and this is what you’ll look like, only younger and prettier, and with shorter hair. Who could ask for more than that?”


Apparently Carole could. Tate noticed that, rather than assuaging her fears, the surgeon’s visit had seemed to heighten them.


* * *


Avery tried moving her extremities and coaxing motion out of her fingers and toes, but her limbs still felt too heavy to lift. She couldn’t move her head at all. Meanwhile, each passing minute brought her closer to a disaster she seemed incapable of preventing.


For days—it was difficult to calculate exactly how many, but she guessed around ten—she had tried to figure out a means of letting everyone else in on the truth that only she knew. Thus far, she hadn’t arrived at a solution. As the days passed and her body healed, her anxiety increased. Everyone thought it was caused by the delay of her reconstructive operation.


Finally, Tate announced one evening that her surgery had been scheduled for the next day. “All the doctors involved consulted this afternoon. They agreed that you’re out of the danger zone. Sawyer issued the go-ahead. I came as soon as I was notified.”


She had until tomorrow to let him know that a dreadful mistake had been made. It was strange but, even though he was partially responsible for this tragic chain of events, she didn’t blame him. Indeed, she had come to anticipate his visits. She felt safer somehow when he was with her.


“I guess it’s all right to tell you now that I didn’t like Sawyer at first,” he said, sitting gingerly on the edge of her bed. “Hell, I still don’t like him, but I trust him. You know that he wouldn’t be doing the operation if I didn’t think he would do the best job.”


She believed that, so she blinked.


“Are you afraid?”


She blinked again.


“Can’t say that I blame you,” he said grimly. “The next few weeks are going to be tough, Carole, but you’ll get through them.” His smile stiffened slightly. “You always land on your feet.”


“Mr. Rutledge?”


When he turned his head toward the feminine voice who had spoken to him from the doorway, he provided Avery a rare view of his profile. Carole Rutledge had been a lucky woman.


“You asked me to remind you about Mrs. Rutledge’s jewelry,” the nurse said. “It’s still in the safe.”


Avery’s mind quickened. She had envisioned him entering her room and dumping her jewelry onto the bed. “These aren’t Carole’s things,” he would say. “Who are you?” But that scenario hadn’t occurred. Maybe there was hope yet.


“I keep forgetting to stop by the office and pick it up,” he told the nurse with chagrin. “Could you possibly send somebody down to get it for me?”


“I’ll call down and check.”


“I’d appreciate that. Thank you.”


Avery’s heart began to pound. She offered up a silent prayer of thanksgiving. Here, at the eleventh hour, she would be saved from disaster. Reconstructive surgery would have to be done to her face, but she would come out of it looking like Avery Daniels, and not someone else.


“The jewelry won’t do you much good in the operating room,” Tate was saying, “but I know you’ll feel better once your things are in my possession.”


In her mind, she was smiling hugely. It was going to be all right. The mistake would be discovered in plenty of time, and she could leave the emotional roller-coaster she had been riding behind.


“Mr. Rutledge, I’m afraid it’s against hospital regulations for anyone except the patient himself or next of kin to retrieve possessions from the safe. I can’t send anyone down for it. I’m sorry.”


“No problem. I’ll try to get down there sometime tomorrow.”


Avery’s spirits plummeted. Tomorrow would be too late. She asked herself why God was doing this to her. Hadn’t she been punished enough for her mistake? Would the rest of her life be an endless and futile endeavor to make up for one failure? She had already lost her credibility as a journalist, the esteem of her colleagues, her career status. Must she give up her identity, too?


“There’s something else, Mr. Rutledge,” the nurse said hesitantly. “There are two reporters down the hall who want to speak with you.”


“Reporters?”


“From one of the TV stations.”


“Here? Now? Did Eddy Paschal send them?”


“No. That’s the first thing I asked them. They’re after a scoop. Apparently word has leaked out about Mrs. Rutledge’s surgery tomorrow. They want to talk to you about the effect of the crash on your family and senatorial race. What should I tell them?”


“Tell them to go to hell.”


“Mr. Rutledge, I can’t.”


“No, you can’t. If you did, Eddy would kill me,” he muttered to himself. “Tell them that I’m not making any statements until my wife and daughter are drastically improved. Then, if they don’t leave, call hospital security. And tell them for me that if they go anywhere near the pediatric wing and try to see my mother or daughter, I’ll sue their asses for all they’ve got.”


“I’m sorry to have bothered you with—”


“It’s not your fault. If they give you any trouble, come get me.”


When his head came back around, Avery noticed through her tears that his face was lined with worry and exhaustion. “Media vultures. Yesterday the newspaper took a statement I had made about the shrimping business along the coast and printed it out of context. This morning my phone rang incessantly until Eddy could issue a counterstatement and demand a retraction.” He shook his head with disgust over the unfairness.


Avery sympathized. She had spent enough time in Washington to know that the only politicians who didn’t suffer were the unscrupulous ones. Men with integrity, as Tate Rutledge seemed to be, had a much more difficult time of it.


It was little wonder that he appeared so tired. He was not only burdened with running for public office, but he had to cope with an emotionally traumatized child and a wife facing her own ordeal.


Only she wasn’t his wife. She was a stranger. She couldn’t tell him that he was confiding in an outsider. She couldn’t protect him from media assaults or help him through Mandy’s difficulties. She couldn’t even warn him that someone might be planning to kill him.


* * *


He stayed with her through the night. Each time she awakened, he instantly materialized at her bedside. The character lines in his face became more pronounced by the hour as fatigue settled in. The whites of his eyes grew rosy with sleeplessness. Once, Avery was aware of a nurse urging him to leave and get some rest, but he refused.


“I can’t run out on her now,” he said. “She’s scared.”


Inside she was crying, No, please don’t go. Don’t leave me. I need someone.


It must have been dawn when another nurse brought him a cup of fresh coffee. It smelled delicious; Avery craved a sip.


Technicians came in to adjust her respirator. She was gradually being weaned from it as her lungs recovered from their injury. The machine’s job had been drastically scaled down from what it had originally done for her, but she would need it a few days more.


Orderlies prepped her for surgery. Nurses monitored her blood pressure. She tried to catch someone’s eye and alert them to the mix-up, but no one paid any attention to the mummified patient.


Tate stepped out for a while, and when he returned, Dr. Sawyer was with him. The surgeon was brisk and buoyant. “How are you, Carole? Mr. Rutledge told me you spent some anxious hours last night, but this is your big day.”


He methodically perused her chart. Much of what he said was by rote, she realized. As a human being, she didn’t like him any better than Tate did.


Satisfied with her vital signs, he shut the metal file and passed it to a nurse. “Physically, you’re doing fine. In a few hours, you’ll have the framework of a new face and be on your way to a full recovery.”


She put all her strength into the guttural sounds she made, trying to convey the wrongness of what they were about to do. They misinterpreted her distress. The surgeon thought she was arguing with him. “It can be done. I promise. In about half an hour we’ll be underway.”


Again, she protested, using the only means available to her, her single eye. She batted it furiously.


“Give her a pre-op sedative to calm her down,” he ordered the nurse before bustling out.


Avery screamed inside her head.


Tate stepped forward and pressed her shoulder. “Carole, it’s going to be all right.”


The nurse injected a syringe of narcotic into the IV in her arm. Avery felt the slight tug on the needle in the bend of her elbow. Seconds later, the now-familiar warmth began stealing through her, until even the pads of her toes tingled. It was the nirvana that junkies would kill for—a delicious jolt of numbness. Almost instantly she became weightless and transparent. Tate’s features began to blur and become distorted.


“You’re going to be all right. I swear it, Carole.”


I’m not Carole.


She struggled to keep her eye open, but it closed and became too heavy to reopen.


“… waiting for you, Carole,” he said gently.


I’m Avery. I’m Avery. I’m not Carole.


But when she came out of the operating room, she would be.














Six


“I don’t understand what you’re so upset about.”


Tate spun around and angrily confronted his campaign manager. Eddy Paschal suffered the glare with equanimity. Experience had taught him that Tate’s temper was short, but just as short-lived.


As Eddy expected, the fire in Tate’s eyes downgraded to a hot glow. He lowered his hands from his hips, making his stance less antagonistic.


“Eddy, for crissake, my wife had just come out of a delicate operation that had lasted for hours.”


“I understand.”


“But you can’t understand why I was upset when hordes of reporters surrounded me, asking questions?” Tate shook his head, incredulous. “Let me spell it out for you. I was in no mood for a press conference.”


“Granted, they were out of line.”


“Way out of line.”


“But you got forty seconds of airtime on the six and ten o’clock newscasts—all three networks. I taped them and played them back later. You appeared testy, but that’s to be expected, considering the circumstances. All in all, I think it went in our favor. You look like a victim of the insensitive media. Voters will sympathize. That’s definitely a plus.”


Tate laughed mirthlessly as he slumped into a chair. “You’re as bad as Jack. You never stop campaigning, measuring which way this or that went—in our favor, against us.” He dragged his hands down his face. “Christ, I’m tired.”


“Have a beer.” Eddy handed him a cold can he’d taken from the compact refrigerator. Taking one for himself, he sat down on the edge of Tate’s hotel room bed. For a moment they drank in silence. Finally, Eddy asked, “What’s her prognosis, Tate?”


Tate sighed. “Sawyer was braying like a jackass when he came out of the operating room. Said he was perfectly satisfied with the results—that it was the finest work his team had ever done.”


“Was that P.R. bullshit or the truth?”


“I hope to God it’s the truth.”


“When will you be able to see for yourself?”


“She doesn’t look like much now. But in a few weeks…”


He made a vague gesture and slouched down deeper into the chair, stretching his long legs out in front of him. His boots almost came even with Eddy’s polished dress shoes. The jeans Tate had on were at the opposite end of the wardrobe scale from Eddy’s creased and pressed navy flannel slacks.


For the present, Eddy didn’t badger his candidate about his casual attire. The political platform they were building was one that common folk—hardworking middle-class Texans—would adhere to. Tate Rutledge was going to be the champion of the downtrodden. He dressed the part—not as a political maneuver, but because that’s the way he had dressed since the early seventies, when Eddy had met him at the University of Texas.


“One of the crash survivors died today,” Tate informed him in a quiet voice. “A man my age, with a wife and four kids. He had a lot of internal injuries, but they had patched him up and they thought he was going to make it. He died of infection. God,” he said, shaking his head, “can you imagine making it that far and then dying from infection?”


Eddy could see that his friend was sinking into a pit of melancholia. That was bad for Tate personally and for the campaign. Jack had expressed his concern for Tate’s mental attitude. So had Nelson. An important part of Eddy’s job was to boost Tate’s morale when it flagged.


“How’s Mandy?” he asked, making his voice sound bright. “All the volunteers miss her.”


“We hung that get well banner they had all signed on her bedroom wall today. Be sure to thank them for me.”


“Everyone wanted to do something special to commemorate her release from the hospital. I’ll warn you that tomorrow she’s going to receive a teddy bear that’s bigger than you are. She’s the princess of this election, you know.”


Eddy was rewarded with a wan smile. “The doctors tell me that her broken bones will heal. The burns won’t leave any scars. She’ll be able to play tennis, cheerlead, dance—anything she wants.”


Tate got up and went for another two beers. When he was once again relaxing in the chair, he said, “Physically, she’ll recover. Emotionally, I’m not so sure.”


“Give the kid a chance. Adults have a hard time coping with this kind of trauma. That’s why the airline has counselors trained to deal with people who survive crashes and with the families of those who don’t.”


“I know, but Mandy was shy to begin with. Now she seems completely withdrawn, suppressed. Oh, I can get a smile out of her if I try hard enough, but I think she does it just to please me. She has no animation, no vitality. She just lies there and stares into space. Mom says she cries in her sleep and wakes up screaming from nightmares.”


“What does the psychologist say?”


“That dyke,” Tate said, cursing impatiently. “She says it’ll take time and patience, and that I shouldn’t expect too much from Mandy.”


“I say ditto.”


“I’m not angry with Mandy for not performing on command,” he snapped irritably. “That’s what the psychologist implied, and it made me mad as hell. But my little girl sits and stares like she’s got the weight of the world on her shoulders, and that’s just not normal behavior for a three-year-old.”


“Neither is living through a plane crash,” Eddy pointed out reasonably. “Her emotional wounds aren’t going to heal overnight, any more than her physical ones will.”


“I know. It’s just… hell, Eddy, I don’t know if I can be what Carole and Mandy and the voting public need, all at the same time.”
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