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Prologue


One


When he entered the bar at ten, Kelly’s was packed, which he guessed was usual for a Saturday night. Every few minutes the door opened, spilling a shaft of light, the blare of the jukebox, a gust of cigarette smoke into the cold, quiet night. That’s how all those places were – loud, bright, smoky. He endured several cigarettes, sipped three shots of abysmally bad Scotch diluted with flat soda, diplomatically fended off the attentions of a fiftyish barmaid with a lumpy figure and careworn eyes, and managed to speak briefly to only two other people for over an hour and a half. Then he left.


Outside, a frigid gust of air washed over him. He drew a deep breath. Brisk, clear, clean air, he thought. Pure. Snow fell heavily, veiling the street lights, carpeting the sidewalk, forming small drifts against storefronts. He remembered being eight years old and climbing on to a red sled he’d found abandoned on the sidewalk, waiting for the garbage truck. He’d been too young to care about its chipped paint and bent runner. He was only aware of the sharp air, the lacy snow sparkling in the moonlight on the hill behind his house, the exciting ride ahead . . .


He shook his head slightly, bringing himself back to the matter at hand, lit a cigarette, and focused again on Kelly’s. A couple emerged, laughing giddily as the woman slid on the snow. They headed north, away from him. For the next few minutes, no one else came out. As if drawn by a distant, irresistible call, they had abruptly started abandoning the bar half an hour ago. Now the stream of revelers had begun to trail off. It must be near closing time.


Kelly’s blue neon sign shone. The sign was what had attracted him to the bar – the blue glow turned spectral by the mystical veil of snow. He had an appreciation of lights, and this one was lovely. He wondered how many other people were sensitive to its impressionistic beauty. Not many.


He’d found most people had exasperatingly dull, prosaic perceptions. He always reminded himself that he shouldn’t measure them against himself. After all, he was special – intelligent, sensitive – things people in those pathetic Personal columns claimed to be but probably weren’t. However, he couldn’t help being constantly aware of his superiority. It was a fact of life.


He was half finished with his cigarette when a woman came out the door. He’d seen her earlier, sitting at the bar, not in one of the booths. She was a regular because the bartender had greeted her by name. Sally? Was that it? It didn’t matter. Names gave people an identity, so he didn’t like to think about them, not even nicknames.


She stood uncertainly in front of the door, squinting up the street then down, toward him. He was not well concealed, but that wasn’t important. She didn’t have his vision, despite her youth and beauty. He recalled from the bar that her eyes had been large and gentle, her face pure, innocent perfection. She’d reminded him of Olivia Hussey in the movie Romeo and Juliet. A rose among thorns. At times like this he always thought of the song “The Way You Look Tonight”. He sang softly, his words drifting away in the cold wind. “Some day when I’m awf’ly low/When the world is cold/I will feel a glow just thinking of you/And the way you look tonight,” His mother loved that song.


In the gleam of the blue light, he could see the girl blinking rapidly against the snow peppering her smooth face. The man’s heart beat faster as he stared at her, willing her to come his way. Every nerve in his body seemed to ignite as he waited, willing, willing. The girl turned north, took two steps, then abruptly turned around.


That was the Power! he thought exultantly. No one was immune to the Power, the power of his will, especially not the unformed mind of a young female.


He tossed away his cigarette and slowly, quietly slid down until he was sitting on the snow. She hurried along, then halted when she heard his moan echoing in the alley. “Miss,” he called feebly. “Miss!” She tensed, ready to run, but still stared at him. “Somebody mugged me,” he slurred, pulling a red-stained handkerchief away from the side of his head where the hair grew thick. “Hit me. Don’t think I can walk,” She hesitated as snow fell steadily on her long, shining dark hair. She looked like a frightened child, not sure whether to be friendly or run as fast as she could for home. Then she frowned. “Do I know you?”


“I don’t think so,” he said in an instinctive bid for anonymity, then realized his mistake. She wanted to help and vaguely acknowledging an acquaintance would have erased her fear. Now suddenly reversing himself and announcing she did know him would sound like a lie and send her scurrying away. Better not to out-think himself. Just play it pitiful. He spoke more clearly, injured innocence throbbing in his voice. “Miss, please. If you’ll just help me up, I’ll find a phone and call an ambulance,” He stood, then bent forward. “Oh, God!”


She was beside him in an instant. A big-city woman wouldn’t be so gullible, he thought with amusement. But in a place like Wheeling, West Virginia, they tended to be more trusting. He always counted on that fact. He pulled away the handkerchief and groaned. “I didn’t know there was so much blood. Oh well, I’ll live, although I’m awfully dizzy,” he mumbled with a feeble laugh, noticing how her dangling gold filigree earrings caught the dim light.


She was all business, suddenly in control. Or so she thought. “You just put your arm around my neck, mister. We’ll get you in that bar down the street and call for help.”


The man’s gloved right hand slipped into his coat pocket and closed around something as he smiled at her with carefully practiced gratitude. “You’re an angel, young lady. You’ll be rewarded for your goodness.”


Two


Twenty minutes later what was left of Sally Yates opened her eyes. Pain. It overwhelmed her awareness. Pain and a cruel, suffocating band around her throat. She clawed at it. A rope. A rope with knots. Around the rope, warm slickness.


She reached up and touched her head. The left side felt strange – dented. Blood gushed from it, covering her face, saturating her hair, dripping on her white imitation-wool coat she thought so elegant. Her hand trailed down to an eye-socket puffed shut, a crushed cheek, and further down to the jagged end of a bone sticking out in the jaw area. What in the name of God had he done to her face? Then she remembered – the hammer. She’d seen it after he laughed as he jerked the pierced earrings from her ear-lobes.


The pain was almost unbearable. Dazed, she rolled over, fighting for balance, her mind reeling. “You got no business goin’ out tonight,” Her mother’s words rang in her head. “Jack’s gonna skin you alive if he finds out.”


“I’m twenty-two,” Sally had protested. “He’s always gone and he never wants to have any fun. Besides, I’m just going to a movie.”


“Movie, my foot. You’re goin’ to that bar – that Kelly’s. You should stay home and mind your baby.”


Amy. Safe at home with Sally’s nagging but loving mother. But what if Sally didn’t survive this? Amy would be raised by Jack, who was quick to scream and hit and kick when things didn’t go his way.


The thought of her eight-month-old baby flooded Sally with new resolution. Fighting the urge to lie back in the snow and let darkness descend, shutting out the pain and the horror, she forced herself to look up. With her right eye she saw something looming above her. She reached out. Cold metal. A dumpster, she thought, fighting for clarity. He’d pulled her behind a dumpster before he yanked the rope so tight it cut off her air and rendered her half-conscious before the rape and the beating.


She tried to swallow and choked on something in her mouth. She spit up a small wad of . . . of what? Leaves? Twigs? She couldn’t see in the dark. More bits floated around in her mouth, lodged near the broken jaw bone, but she didn’t have the energy or the tolerance of pain to dig them out with her tongue.


Her breath rasping, trying to force its way past the stricture of the rope, she clambered to her knees and crawled. Her stomach churned with nausea. Her left third finger hurt and hung at an odd angle. It was broken, and her wedding ring was gone. How strange, she thought dimly. The bastard took my wedding ring!


Snow coated her hair and pressed against her bare knees – her panty-hose were in shreds – but she couldn’t feel the cold as much as she had when she first opened her eyes. Snow crunched beneath her weight as she dragged herself to the street, the street where people might be, the street where lights glowed, where help lay.


She fell sideways a couple of times, and once she was aware of slithering along, like a snake, her tongue protruding as she fought for air. The nails she’d manicured just that evening broke raggedly as she pulled herself forward, occasionally reaching for the rope around her neck, the rope embedded deep in her young, soft skin. She’d lost her shoes, she realized dreamily. Good shoes. Her very best. Real leather. Have to find them later.


The street. Through her one good eye she surveyed the area. No one around, but she dragged herself on. On and on. Everything whirled and she closed her eye, still pulling herself forward. After an eternity she heard someone shouting, “What the hell?” Dimly she became aware of people around her. A man turned her over, then muttered, “Sweet Jesus, no!”


She felt an absurd wave of embarrassment, an irrational desire to cover her ruined face, but her hands wouldn’t move any more. “It’s Sally!”


“How can you tell?” a woman quavered.


“The hair. Sally, what happened?”


Hank, the bartender. She tried to talk, but no words emerged. Her throat seemed swollen shut. He worked futilely at the rope.


Sally’s body went limp. She’d lived through the strangling, the rape, and the beating, but something was happening in her brain. Her physical sensations were dimming. Brain damage. She knew – she was a nurse. Desperately she fought to regain the pain that indicated continued life and normal brain function.


“Who did this to you?” Hank demanded.


The woman’s voice rose eerily. “Oh, lordy, lordy! Look at her face! She’s beaten to a pulp!” She moaned. “I think I’m gonna faint. I’m goin’ down right this instant.”


“Stop worrying about yourself and call for help!” Hank shouted.


“I can’t. I’m sick. I’m shakin’ like a leaf.”


“Dammit, Belle, stop actin’ like a jackass. You’re scarin’ the hell out of her.”


“I’m scarin’ her! Listen, she’s way past scared. Can’t you see she’s dyin’?”


Dying, Sally thought in one last, dim flash. I’m dying on a cold, snowy sidewalk, all because a man in an alley asked for help.










Chapter 1


“Great party, as usual.”


Deborah Robinson looked at Pete Griffin’s reddening cheeks and forehead perspiring below thinning brown hair. She’d thought earlier the room was getting a bit stuffy. Pete’s condition proved her right. The roaring fire in the fireplace was adding too much heat. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it, Pete,” she said, making a mental note to turn down the thermostat and lower the furnace heat. “We’ve never had a party this big.”


“I feel a little out of place with all these attorneys. Am I the only non-lawyer you and Steve know?”


Deborah laughed and started to say, “Of course not,” Then she glanced around the room. Everyone was either a lawyer or accompanying one. “It doesn’t look like we do, does it? But you know how our Christmas parties usually turn out – gatherings for the people Steve works with in the Prosecutor’s office.”


“Well, it was nice of you to invite me anyway.”


“We always invite you. You’re one of Steve’s oldest friends.”


Pete grinned. “Steve’s just hoping I’ll start doing his taxes for free.”


“It’s always good to have a CPA on your side, particularly one who owns the largest CPA firm in town. By the way, where’s your son?”


“At fifteen, Adam considers himself too cool for parties like this. He’s at a friend’s house listening to brain-rattling heavy-metal music and complaining because I won’t get him a car.”


“He doesn’t even have a driver’s license yet.”


“Adam considers that a moot point,” Pete said, pulling a droll face. “He thinks we should be planning and saving. He wants a Viper.”


“Just the thing for a new driver.”


“I agree. A fifteen-year-old with a fifty-thousand-dollar sports car. I get dizzy just thinking about it.”


Deborah laughed. She understood why Pete was Steve’s closest friend. Aside from sharing memories dating back to when they were children, Pete was intelligent, unassuming, and always there when you needed him. Deborah had always been particularly fond of him, with his diffident manner which hid a dry humor and iron devotion to the son he’d raised alone after his wife left him three years ago, never even trying to get custody of the child and rarely communicating with him. The last she’d heard, Hope Griffin was in Montana, valiantly working at preserving the environment. “Save the wolves and abandon your own son,” Deborah’s husband Steve had said sourly. “Now there’s a woman with her priorities straight.”


“Personally, I think it would be wonderful to be fifteen and have so many hopes and dreams,” Deborah said, trying to put Pete’s concerns over his son’s grand ambitions back in perspective. “I remember at that age I thought I was going to be the next Karen Carpenter.”


Pete smiled. “And I was going to be the next Frank Lloyd Wright.”


“I didn’t know you were interested in architecture.”


“I wasn’t after I found out being able to do some oil paintings my grandmother gushed over didn’t mean I had a talent for building design.”


“I guess our experiences were similar. All it took for me was hearing a tape of myself singing “Rainy Days and Mondays” to do the trick. I was horrified. Still, it was fun for a while to believe anything was possible.”


“Adam is still at that stage. He changes his mind nearly every week about what he wants to do with his life. Last week he saw Top Gun again, so now he’s going to be a jet pilot. Wait until your little Brian gets to be this age.”


Deborah looked at him in mock horror. “He’s only five. I hope I have a few more peaceful years.”


Pete glanced at his watch. “I really hate to put a damper on the party, although I don’t think I’ll be missed, but I told Adam I wanted him home at eleven. I like to be there waiting for him, so I should be going.”


“You could call from here to make sure he’s heading home soon.”


“And humiliate him in front of his friends?” Pete shook his head sadly. “Deborah, you have a lot to learn about teenagers. That would bring on several days of sullen silences and looks full of burning resentment. I don’t think I’m up to it. No, I’ll just be waiting like a huge mound of conscience when he gets in. If he’s not on time, I’ll be able to deliver my time-worn speech on trust, responsibility, and the consideration he deserves to give other people, particularly his poor old dad.”


“You’re a cruel and heartless man,” Deborah laughed.


“The worst. It’s my greatest joy in life.”


Deborah signaled Steve, who was talking to Evan Kincaid. Steve – rangy and earnest-looking although capable of a rare, boyish grin – hurried to her, his light brown hair damp at the hairline, his own color heightened.


“So, how’re we doing over here?” he asked easily.


“Pete thinks he should go home to check on Adam.”


“He’s not sick, is he?”


“No, just out partying with friends.”


“Is that all? In that case, how about having one drink with me before you go? I think I’ve got some really good stuff out in the kitchen. Chivas Regal, twelve years old.”


“That’s hard to turn down,” Pete said. “But Adam . . .”


“Hey, cut the kid some slack, will you? Fifteen minutes isn’t such a big deal.”


Pete looked torn, then smiled. “All right, a quick one and then I’m on the road.”


“Can you do without me for a few minutes?” Steve asked Deborah.


“I’ll try to muddle through, but don’t you two start talking over the good old high-school days and stay in there for ever.”


“We’ll try not to,” Steve laughed over his shoulder as the two started toward the kitchen.


No, they certainly wouldn’t, Deborah thought. Pete was much too concerned about Adam to linger for long. He was overprotective with the boy, and according to Steve, had been ever since his divorce. He’d lost his wife and he was afraid of losing his son, too, which was unlikely because beneath Adam Griffin’s teenage bravado, he was deeply attached to his father. Still, she knew that Steve, meaning to be kind in asking to have a private drink with Pete, was merely making the man more nervous about his delayed arrival home.


Deborah sighed and gazed around her large living room which had once been divided into two smaller rooms whose different functions she had never been able to determine. Steve had resisted taking out the wall between them – too much trouble, he said – but Deborah insisted. Now the two small rooms formed one spacious room made airy by a huge front window instead of the four small, paned windows that were impossible to clean. Deborah was pleased with the remodeling and thought Steve was, too, although he never said much about her efforts, obviously hoping not to encourage her to make further changes.


The smell of roast duck, candied yams, and mulled wine wafted over her from the buffet table. Her stomach rumbled maddeningly – she’d been so consumed with fixing food for two days it had lost its aesthetic appeal. Empty stomach or not, she didn’t feel she could force down a bite. Besides, she was very tired. It seemed every year the party became more elaborate, and she liked to cook everything, not order from a caterer. She now found the parties more exhausting than fun, and the family ended up eating leftovers for days.


She circled around the room, asking if she could freshen drinks, offering cookies and reminding people about all the apple, pumpkin, and mincemeat pie still sitting on the buffet table. One attorney, whose name Deborah could never remember, was holding forth on a case he’d handled last year while his wife interrupted constantly, correcting everything he said, oblivious to the growing coldness of his eyes and tightening of his jaw. The girlfriend of another was talking loudly to a blue-haired matron about a serial killer luridly named “The Dark Alley Strangler” by a local newspaper. “It scares me to death to think he struck again just last Saturday night and this time right here in West Virginia,” she was saying. “That’s seven times in three years. And that last girl. Poor thing. She was a nurse with a little kid. She’s still hanging on, but they don’t expect her to live.”


Deborah cringed. She supposed it was only natural that the serial killer would be mentioned at the party, but this was supposed to be a festive occasion and the discussion of violent death threw a definite pall over the evening. So much for holiday cheer.


Deborah moved on, turning down the thermostat five degrees and seeing that her guests were comfortable. Few were friends of hers. Most of them came from Steve’s world, and she sensed a lot of them thought Steve had married beneath himself. Steve told her she was imagining things, but she felt their distance. Part of it was her own fault, though. She wasn’t the life of the party or the confident socialite. In fact, she had come to hate the Christmas parties, which had been a pleasant ritual she and Steve started the first year they were married and over the past seven years had turned into an ordeal. Maybe this one would be the last, Deborah mused. Maybe next year she could talk him into having only a few close friends over before Christmas.


She retreated to a corner of the living room, Campari and soda in hand. Light refracted off the layers of smoke. Even the lights on the Christmas tree seemed muted, as if circled by fog. Her eyes stung beneath her contact lenses and although she had given up smoking two years ago, Deborah now felt an overwhelming desire for a cigarette – anything, even if it were one of the reduced tar and nicotine brands she used to hate. She would be tempted to smoke again until the room aired out, which would take a couple of days, she thought unhappily. Thank goodness she and Steve had only one party a year. If the house smelled of smoke too often, she’d never control her urge for nicotine.


She knew she should get out there among the guests and socialize, but her head was starting to hurt, she was dead tired after all her cooking, and she was feeling more and more self-conscious in the white wool dress with scoop neck and gold belt that had drawn Steve’s look of censure earlier. “Don’t you think that’s a little . . . revealing?” he’d asked gently. “Why not wear the black velvet – the one I bought you just last year?” How could she tell him the black velvet dress felt bunchy and hot, its sleeves too tight, its skirt too long even for her five-foot-eight frame? Still, she would have changed to please him if the doorbell hadn’t rung just then with the arrival of their first guests.


Deborah smiled across the room at Barbara Levine, her friend and Steve’s associate in the Prosecutor’s office. She’d met Barbara the first year she worked as a secretary in the office. One dreary November Sunday they ran into each other in a video store, both looking for Dr Zhivago. Barbara had already found the movie and was paying the rental fee when Deborah went to the desk, asking if it were available. The salesgirl told her they had only one copy. “Oh, I guess I’ll look for something else,” she said, disappointed, when Barbara suddenly suggested, “Why don’t you come home with me and watch it?” Stunned at such an invitation from the seemingly all-business, hard-as-nails lawyer who had intimidated her from day one in the office, Deborah had demurred, but Barbara insisted. They watched the movie in Barbara’s apartment, eating microwave popcorn (‘the only thing I can cook,” Barbara confided) and by the end of the movie they were both in tears when the handsome Zhivago fell dead in the street while chasing his oblivious, beloved Lara. Later they had gone to an Italian restaurant together, and from that day on, Deborah had lost her fear of Barbara. They’d become friends, both with a deep love of animals, romantic movies, and Agatha Christie novels.


Barbara crossed the room to her side. “Has Steve deserted us?”


“He’s in the kitchen having a drink with Pete,” Barbara smiled.


“Pete’s such a nice guy. I wonder why he never remarried.”


“I suppose because he was so badly burned the first time. And he devotes a lot of time to Adam and the grandmother in Wheeling who raised him after his parents died. She’s in her eighties and has a lot of health problems.”


“None of those reasons seem good enough for him to have cut himself off from a social life,” Barbara said. “He needs a girlfriend, someone with some life who’ll make him start acting his age. And make him get a new wardrobe. His clothes all look too big, not to mention years out of date. I’m no fashion plate myself, but it seems like he’s trying to look ten years older than he is.”


“Remarks like that won’t earn you a visit from Santa.”


Barbara giggled, her laughter softening her dark, hawk-like features. When she was young, she’d probably been attractive in a chiseled, dramatic way, Deborah often thought. But at thirty-eight, after fifteen years of twelve-hour work days and little in the way of beauty care, she usually looked thin, tense, and slightly weather-beaten with her uncreamed skin and face naked of make-up except for a careless slash of lipstick. Tonight she’d chosen an unflattering bright pink. Right now some of that pink decorated a front tooth, but Deborah had learned how defensive Barbara could be about her appearance.


“By the way, you look great,” Barbara said. “I knew that dress was for you as soon as we spotted it in the store window.”


“Steve doesn’t like it.”


“No, probably not. He’s a sweet man, but he wants you to look a dowdy sixty-year-old instead of a sexy twenty-eight-year-old.”


“Oh, Barbara, he doesn’t.”


“Yes, he does. He doesn’t want you flying the coop into the arms of some other guy.”


“That’s hardly likely. Besides, you think Steve’s a lot more Machiavellian than he is.”


“Says you. You’ve been brainwashed into thinking you aren’t anything special in the looks department. I, on the other hand, am beginning to resemble my mother, and she is in her sixties,” She held up a chocolate almond cookie she’d been munching. “And these don’t help maintain a girlish figure.”


“Barbara, you’re thin as a rail.”


“Flabby thin, not taut thin like you.”


“You don’t run after five-year-old twins and a dog all day. But in any case you do not look like you’re in your sixties.”


“Well, I at least look every year of my age plus a few more.”


Yes, she did look every year of her age, Deborah thought with regret. It was no wonder everyone had been surprised when Barbara began dating Evan Kincaid, seven years Barbara’s junior and considered the glamour boy of the Prosecutor’s office. According to Steve, some of the young secretaries could barely hide their jealousy and constantly made catty remarks behind Barbara’s back about the relationship. “But I understand it,” Steve said. “Barbara’s a brilliant, witty woman. Besides, Evan isn’t one to judge by exteriors.”


“He’s like you in that respect.”


Steve smiled. “Sweetheart, you’re a very nice-looking woman.”


Nice-looking, Deborah thought dismally. Nice-looking with her long black hair Steve liked to see pulled back in a French braid and serious blue-gray eyes usually hidden behind glasses she wore when working, nice-looking with her tall, slender frame he preferred in simple clothes, nice-looking with her smooth, creamy skin which cosmeticians at the department store makeup counters claimed was more like that of a woman five years younger. Nice-looking, but not a beauty like some of his former girlfriends had been.


“A quarter for your thoughts,” Barbara said.


“A quarter?”


“Inflation.”


“I was just thinking about some of the women Steve used to date. Where’s my quarter?”


“I don’t have my purse with me. And why in the world would you be thinking about women Steve used to date?”


“Do you remember the ones who used to come by the office? They were so flashy. I wonder why he picked me.”


“Maybe because they were all flash and no substance. I remember giving him a stern talking-to about that one time.”


“I’m sure he appreciated it.”


“He told me to mind my own business. But shortly afterward he started dating you. Smartest move he ever made.”


“Spoken like a true friend. Some of them even had money.”


“Money?” Evan Kincaid said, walking up and putting his arm around Barbara’s waist. “Are you two discussing the root of all evil?”


Barbara made a face. “He’s not only great-looking, he’s a mind-reader.”


“No, a lip-reader,” Evan laughed. “I’ve been hovering nearby, although you two were too engrossed to notice me.”


“Deborah is torturing herself by wondering why Steve didn’t marry some flashy woman with money.”


Evan shook his head. “Sometimes I think you women look for something to worry about.”


Barbara threw Deborah a wry look. “Men, of course, never worry.”


Evan laughed. “Not like you do. In any given day the love of my life here thinks of at least twenty things to fret over.”


“I do not!” Barbara protested in offended rage, although she couldn’t hide her pleasure at hearing Evan call her the love of his life. They had been seeing each other for nine months, and Barbara had confided that the last two hadn’t been smooth. “He thinks I pull rank on him because I’m older,” Barbara said. “You do,” Deborah returned frankly. Barbara looked sheepish. “I know. I hear myself doing it, but I can’t seem to stop.”


Now, however, Barbara glowed as she looked adoringly up at the blond, blue-eyed Evan who Deborah thought resembled a young Robert Redford.


The resemblance was even more pronounced than usual tonight. Maybe it was the lighting, or maybe it was that Evan looked more relaxed than he often did. Either he and Barbara were getting along better, or the drinks had erased some tension from his incredibly handsome face.


Evan raised his eyebrows enquiringly, and Deborah realized she was staring at him. “Can I fix the two of you fresh drinks?” she asked quickly.


“I think I’ve had my limit,” Evan said, holding up a half-empty glass. “Barbara?”


“This mulled wine is delicious, but powerful. One more glass and I’ll start telling dirty jokes.”


“Cut her off, Deborah,” Evan said abruptly. “Dirty or clean, she couldn’t tell a joke right if her life depended on it.”


“That is not true,” Barbara retorted. “I heard a hilarious one just today. You see, there was this—”


“Oh, God,” Evan groaned in exaggerated dismay.


“I have to check on things in the kitchen,” Deborah laughed, turning away from them.


“Coward,” Evan muttered.


Steve was closing the back door behind Pete when she walked into the kitchen. “Everything okay?”


He glanced at her, relief showing in his green eyes which had looked tired and a little bloodshot lately. “Yeah. I wish the guy would let up on Adam. He acts like some old-maid aunt or something.”


Deborah put her arms around his neck. “Honey, saying ‘old maid’ is no longer politically correct. And why does everyone act like overprotection is the sole domain of women?”


Steve raised an eyebrow at her. “Mrs Robinson, drink has loosened your tongue. However, I stand corrected.”


“Thank you for allowing me to speak my mind. You’re simply too kind,” Deborah said drily.


“No, I’m simply tired to my bones, not to mention a little worried about Pete. I wonder what will happen to him when Adam leaves home and he doesn’t have anyone to stew over?”


“Barbara thinks he should find some nice woman.”


“That would be a perfect solution. But he’s lived alone so long. And he was never a ladies’ man, even when we were young. Then there’s the fact that he’s been very successful. He could get entangled with someone who’s just after his money. I guess any romantic pairing is a risk, though.”


“Is that how you felt about our marriage?”


Steve tightened his arms around her waist. “No. I knew we’d work out.”


Although he smelled strongly of the cigarette smoke that was stirring Deborah’s desire for nicotine, she loved his embrace. Steve was not a demonstrative man and if he hadn’t recently consumed a few drinks, he probably wouldn’t be hugging her in the kitchen with twenty guests in the living room. Knowing this, however, only slightly lessened Deborah’s pleasure. She stood on tiptoe and kissed him lightly. “I’m glad we got married.”


“Are you?” Steve asked.


Deborah pulled back, looking at him. He seemed troubled. “Of course. Why do you ask?”


“Because sometimes I think you’re disappointed in me.”


And sometimes she was, Deberah thought guiltily. Sometimes she wished she’d married a man who loved her passionately instead of caring for her in the steady, distant way that was Steve’s. But those kind of dreams should have been left behind in her teenage years, she reminded herself. This was real life, not one of her cherished romantic movies. Steve wasn’t the poet Yuri Zhivago and she wasn’t the tragic, dazzling Lara. As her father had often told her, she wasn’t beautiful, or talented, or especially intelligent. She was just an ordinary woman whose only gift lay in the ability to keep house and cook well. He’d been disapproving when she’d become a secretary in the Prosecutor’s office in Charleston instead of marrying Billy Ray Soames, the Baptist preacher back home in southern West Virginia. Later, his anger at her for marrying a man she’d dated for only two months had been totally out of proportion. In fact, he and her mother had visited only twice during her marriage – once when the twins Brian and Kimberly were born, and again last year when they were passing through Charleston on a rare vacation. In return, Deborah had taken the children to visit them only three times. As a result, Brian and Kimberly were barely aware of their grandparents’ existence.


“I’m not disappointed in you,” Deborah said, jerking herself out of her thoughts. “You’re a wonderful man.”


Steve’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled down at her. “And you’re a wonderful woman.”


Deborah cocked an eyebrow at him. “We have to stop these torrid exchanges when we have guests,” Steve laughed, and Deborah felt immeasurably relieved that he appeared more at ease. For the last couple of days he’d seemed morose, distracted, irritable. She knew something was wrong, but he wouldn’t discuss the problem.


She hugged him fiercely. “Hey, trying to break my ribs?”


“Sorry,” She released her hold. “You know I always get emotional at Christmas.”


“You get emotional over every holiday. That enthusiasm is one of your most endearing traits. It’s great for the kids, too. You make holidays an event for them.”


“I just remember when I was a child and my father did nothing but complain about the commercialism of holidays and where had people’s values gone, and of course there was no Santa Claus and no Easter Bunny, what nonsense, etcetera, etcetera. It ruined everything for Mom and me.”


“Well, no one could accuse your father of getting a real bang out of life.”


“That’s putting it mildly.”


The phone rang and Steve reached for the cordless extension on the kitchen counter. “I’ll get it. And right before I came in here, I noticed we were getting low on ice. There’s no more left in the freezer.”


“There’s a bag in the deep freezer in the garage. You take care of the phone and I’ll take care of the ice.”


Opening the kitchen door into the garage, Deborah was at first shocked by the difference in temperature. Then she gratefully breathed in the cold, clear air. The heat and smoke and noise inside had been aggravating her dull headache. She flipped on the garage light and glanced at her watch: 11.15. The party would be winding up in about half an hour. Some of the guests had already left. Thank goodness. Although she’d have a ton of food to put away, maybe within a couple of hours she could get her aching feet out of these new and very tight high-heeled shoes and into her bed. She was exhausted and felt like she could sleep until noon tomorrow.


She lifted the heavy freezer lid. Frosty air wafted up, making her gasp. As she leaned over, she spotted something red atop the foil-wrapped meats. Brian’s toy fire truck. She pulled it out, alarmed. Obviously the kids had been playing and managed to open the freezer. What if one of them decided to climb in? It wouldn’t take long to smother if help didn’t arrive immediately, and she couldn’t keep her eyes on both children constantly, especially since she did so much clerical work at home. Presently she was typing a would-be author’s manuscript which contained grammatical errors in almost every sentence. She spent hours poring over grammar books so she could prove to the defensive author that she wasn’t making up rules as she went along. She would put a lock on the freezer, she decided. She’d buy a padlock tomorrow.


She lay the toy truck, coated with a heavy layer of frost, on the floor and lifted the bag of ice. As she was coming back into the kitchen, Steve flashed her a quick, almost apprehensive look. “Certainly. Thank you for calling,” he said stiffly into the receiver, then hung up. “Here. Let me help with the ice.”


“Who was on the phone?” Deborah handed him the cold plastic bag. His hands shook slightly.


“Joe.”


“Joe?” Joe Pierce was an investigator with the Prosecutor’s office. “Why is he calling at this hour?”


“News about a case.”


“He’s working past eleven o’clock on a Saturday night? Is that why he didn’t come to the party?”


“I think he had a hot date.”


“Women are allowed at the party.”


“I don’t believe chit-chatting with people from the office is what he had in mind for tonight. Anyway, you know how he is,” Steve said distractedly, setting the bag of ice in the sink. “He works with us but he’s not prone to socializing with us.”


“Well, why was he calling? To give you a bulletin on his date?”


“Hardly. He just thought of something that might help me.”


“And this thought came to him during his hot date? Things can’t be going too well,” Deborah joked. Steve didn’t answer. His forehead was creased and he tore into the bag of ice with unnecessary aggression. Her smile faded. “What case are you two working on?”


“I need the ice bucket,” Deborah stared at him, puzzled. Was he paler? Did his eyes look even more troubled than they had for the past couple of days?


“Steve, is something—”


“I said I need the ice bucket. It’s in the living room.”


“I heard you. Why are you acting so strange?”


“I’m not acting strange,” Steve snapped. “This stuff is cold. It’s ice, you know. Would you please get me the bucket?”


Deborah bit back a retort. She usually didn’t question Steve about cases, but he’d been so edgy lately and something Joe told him had obviously agitated him further. Clearly, though, he had no intention of confiding in her.


It’s probably nothing, she told herself as she walked back into the living room to retrieve the ice bucket. He’s just been working too hard lately and the strain is beginning to tell. In a couple of weeks, when the holidays are over, everything will be fine and we’ll return to our humdrum routine.


Unfortunately, she didn’t believe herself for one minute.










Chapter 2


Tired as she was after the party, Deborah had trouble falling asleep. Steve lay beside her, quietly snoring. After eighteen years of listening to her father’s stentorian snores which seemed to shake their cheap little house to the foundation, she had deeply appreciated the quiet she found in her small Charleston apartment. After marrying Steve, she’d been dismayed to find that he, too, snored. But at least he didn’t make the window-rattling racket her father did, and she’d soon learned to ignore it.


Tonight, however, the snoring set her nerves on edge. She resisted an urge to give Steve a sharp nudge in the ribs. He would only emit an incomprehensible grumble, then resume the noise within two minutes. Sighing gustily, Deborah turned on her side and pulled the pillow around her head. Very comfortable, she thought sourly. And I can still hear him.


Oh, Deborah, what’s really wrong? she wondered, rolling on to her back and releasing the pillow. Are you like the kids, who turn cranky when they’re overtired? Or is it something more complicated? Are you resentful because every year you put in so much work on a party for a bunch of people who are mostly strangers to you? Or are you hurt by how completely Steve shut you out after that phone call this evening? Yes, her mind said. It was all three, but mostly the phone call which bothered her.


She didn’t expect her husband to confide everything that went on in the Prosecutor’s office, but that call was different. That call seemed personal, she thought suddenly. And he’d hung up so quickly. The idea of a mistress flashed through her mind, but she quickly dismissed it. She had never for a moment during their marriage doubted Steve’s fidelity. No, the call was business, just as Steve had said. But it wasn’t ordinary business. She’d seen Steve express frustration, even anger over a case, but never the hand-trembling tension she’d witnessed earlier. And although he was sleeping now, he’d drunk more heavily than usual all evening, and even more so after the call. Steve wasn’t sleeping the sleep of a peaceful man. He was sleeping the sleep of a drunken man.


Impatiently, Deborah threw back the covers and walked to the window, peeking between the mini-blinds. How cold everything looked in the bleak light of the halogen dusk-to-dawn lamp attached to the back of the garage. Bare deciduous trees loomed over a carpet of frost-stiffened brown grass. The flower garden was an empty plot. The fanciful bird-bath Barbara had given them one summer bore an inch of frozen water. The only things that seemed alive were the evergreens planted along the back fence. She smiled. It had been Steve’s idea to buy a living tree every Christmas and plant it in the back yard when the holidays were over. The one they’d bought for the children’s first Christmas was the largest, standing tall and green in the far left-hand corner of the yard.


Distantly she could hear the brass wind-chimes she’d hung on the roof of the small back porch. A gentle breeze sent them dancing merrily. Slowly the breeze picked up speed and they jangled, no longer melodious but strident, demanding. She looked back at the evergreens to see their feathery branches waving—


Something moved near the tallest tree. Surprised, Deborah frowned and squinted, reaching for her glasses only inches away on the nightstand. She slipped them on and looked intently. The figure appeared to be just under three feet high. A dog? She couldn’t think of any dogs in the neighborhood that tall or with hair thick enough to form such bulk. Actually, since the Vincents down the street had gone to Florida for Christmas and taken their ancient toy poodle Pierre, there were no dogs in the neighborhood aside from their own, Scarlett. Besides, the back yard was surrounded by a chain-link fence and last month, after Scarlett had learned to flip open the latch, Deborah had found a strong clip at the hardware store to keep it fastened. The gate couldn’t possibly come loose without the use of human hands.


The figure stood up. Deborah drew in her breath. It was a man wearing a billed cap and a bulky jacket. He was watching their house, seeming to stare right back into her eyes.


Light bloomed behind her. “What’s wrong?” Steve mumbled.


Deborah whirled. “Someone’s out there! A man is hiding around the evergreens.”


Steve shot out of bed and within seconds was stampeding down the stairs. Deborah flew along behind him. “Steve, what are you doing? We should call the police!”


He ignored her, charging ahead like a man possessed. By the time they reached the kitchen, Deborah was winded. “Steve, we have to call—” She broke off in horror as Steve jerked open the back door. “He could have a gun,” she cried.


Steve didn’t stop and, in her shock, she automatically followed. They both exploded out the door in a flurry of instinctive behavior and stood on the back porch, robeless and barefoot. Deborah shivered. “Steve, this is crazy,” she said tensely, the cold air snapping her back to rational thinking. “We have two little children upstairs. If we’re shot and killed—”


“Go inside,” Steve hissed.


“But—”


“I said to go inside!”


She stepped back into the house, amazed as she watched Steve stalk off the porch back to the evergreens. He went between and behind every one of them, and she thought she heard him saying something. Deborah shuddered, waiting for a burst of gunfire, Steve’s scream as a knife plunged into his stomach, or even the sight of his body dropping from a powerful blow to the head. But after a couple of minutes, he emerged and raised his shoulders. “Nothing out here.”


“But there was,” she insisted.


“Some kind of animal,” Steve said, his arms folded across his chest as he loped back across the lawn, his bare feet obviously suffering the bite of frozen ground.


“It was not an animal,” Deborah maintained, stepping out on the porch again, blocking Steve from entering the back door. “It was a man. He must have run when he saw our bedroom light go on.”


“I doubt that. He’d have to move pretty fast and there’s not a sign of anyone having been around the evergreens.”


“You mean he didn’t leave the convenient lighter or even his gun?” she asked, her voice turned waspish by Steve’s casual attitude. “And since when do animals stand nearly six feet tall? Or do you think perhaps it was a bear?”


Steve was shifting from foot to foot. “Deb, don’t get nasty. Let’s get back inside before we freeze to death and be glad no one was there. Like I said, it was probably just a stray dog.”


She stood her ground, searching his harried face with her own worried, angry eyes. What on earth was wrong with him? she wondered in bewilderment. Then she heard the faint sound of metal clinking against metal. Steve’s gaze shot to the gate, and Deborah didn’t need him to tell her the gate she’d clipped shut that afternoon was open, swaying back and forth in the freezing night wind.










Chapter 3


Deborah awakened to find Brian, Kimberly, and their brown, mixed-breed dog on the bed with her. Kim had named the dog Scarlett after seeing Gone with the Wind on television last year. Although she didn’t understand most of the movie and had the impression it was about the period of time when Mommy and Daddy were little, she was enchanted with the ladies’ gowns and the name Scarlett O’Hara. Brian, who was in favor of naming their new puppy Lassie, had acquiesced after a violent squabble with his sister during which she threatened to tell every bad thing she knew about him. Deborah, amused, doubted that the little boy had too many awful secrets, but the threat worked.


“Aren’t you ever gonna get up?” Brian asked.


Deborah shut her eyes against light streaming through the big bedroom window. “What time is it?” she mumbled.


“Noon.”


Kimberly always said noon, no matter what time of day it was. Deborah opened her eyes again to smile at the blonde-haired, green-eyed child who looked so much like Steve. Brian had dark brown hair and her serious blue-gray eyes.


“It isn’t noon,” Brian said solemnly. “It’s 9.31 a.m.”


Brian was extremely proud of his ability to tell time, an ability Kim did not possess and resented mightily. She stuck out her tongue at him. Scarlett – all fifty-five pounds of her – trampled around the double bed, shook her floppy ears vigorously, then darted up to plant a kiss on Deborah’s nose.


“What a way to wake up,” Deborah moaned. “Where’s Daddy?”


“In the kitchen drinkin’ coffee,” Brian announced. “We want French toast. He said he can’t make it right. He tried to feed us cereal.”


“But we wouldn’t eat it,” Kim added staunchly. “How come you’re in bed so late? Did you get drunk last night?”


Deborah looked at her in astonishment. “I certainly didn’t. Where did you get that idea?”


“Terry says her mommy and daddy always get drunk at parties. What’s drunk like?”


Deborah gently pushed dog and children aside and struggled to a sitting position. “Drunk is when you get all dizzy and silly and usually end up sick.”


“How come people’d want to get drunk?” Brian asked.


“Beats me. But neither your daddy nor I got drunk. We were just up until about one o’clock.”


Brian frowned. “A.m. or p.m.?”


“A.m.,” Deborah said, smiling. “A.m. comes after midnight.”


Brian stared off as if he were adding this information to some kind of data file. Kim looked disgusted. “We want French toast,” she said again.


“Okay. If everyone will clear out, I’ll get straightened up here and be down in about ten minutes to fix French toast.”


“Can Scarlett have some, too?” Kim asked.


“She usually manages to have some of whatever we eat, although the veterinarian says she shouldn’t.”


Kim wrinkled her nose. “I bet he wouldn’t like to eat dog food all the time.”


Brian looked at her disparagingly. “That’s ’cause he’s not a dog.”


“Kids, please,” Deborah said. “Downstairs. Brian, you get out the carton of eggs and the milk from the refrigerator. Kim, you get the bread and cinnamon and nutmeg. Put everything on the kitchen counter.”


The children scrambled off the bed, happy to have been assigned such important duties. With Scarlett racing after them, they tore out of the room and down the stairs.


“Don’t run on the stairs!” Deborah called, but her words were drowned out by the pounding of small feet and big paws. She sighed. Less than a week until Christmas and the kids were so excited they ran, jumped, and giggled constantly. Deborah wondered if she’d been such a jubilant child at five. She didn’t think so.


She climbed from bed, her feet hitting the carpet she’d never wanted. The house she and Steve bought shortly after their marriage was over a hundred years old. The oak floors were in deplorable condition, and she’d wanted to refinish them. Steve had nixed the idea. “Too much trouble,” he’d said. “I don’t know anything about refinishing, anyway.”


“I do, and I’d love to work on these floors. They’d be so beautiful.”


“Carpet,” Steve had said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I gave in about taking out the wall downstairs, but that’s it. I don’t want to be tiptoeing around sticky varnish for the next year. Besides, there were hardwood floors in my parents’ house. I hated them.”


Deborah had felt immediately saddened. Steve seemed to hate anything that had to do with his childhood in Wheeling. But his feelings were understandable considering the way it culminated when he was eighteen. That was when the gardener, Artie Lieber, had raped and beaten Steve’s younger sister Emily with a pipe. The sixteen-year-old girl had suffered brain damage and although doctors said the damage was more psychological than organic in nature, Emily was spending the rest of her life in a nursing home. Steve’s parents were gone that weekend and Steve had been left in charge, told never to leave his sister Emily unguarded because Lieber had been fired after making advances to the girl just a couple of weeks before.


With teenage carelessness, however, Steve had left his sister alone for two hours while he went to his girlfriend’s house. When he came back, he saw Lieber bending over Emily, his lips still obscenely pressed against the already unconscious girl’s. It was Steve’s testimony that put Lieber away for thirty to fifty years for sexual assault with a deadly weapon, but the damage was done. Emily lived in little better than a vegetative state, and Steve’s parents were never able to forgive him, although they made an effort and kept in touch with him sporadically. Still, that event had been the turning point in Steve’s life. It was responsible for his becoming a prosecuting attorney. It was also responsible for turning him into the good if overly serious man he’d become.


Deborah pushed back her hair and reached for her robe. No sense in going over all that, she thought. Maybe long ago the forgiveness of Steve’s parents could have eased his overwhelming sorrow and guilt, but now nothing could – not the children, and certainly not her. She had learned to accept that fact. But she could do her best to make his life as happy as possible, even if the effort was sometimes disappointing. He was a good husband, she loved him dearly as she knew he loved her and the children, and they had a pleasant life, free from infidelities and serious arguments. In fact, compared to the life of shouting and domination her mother endured, Deborah’s life was almost perfect.


She washed her face, brushed her teeth and hair, and put on a little lipstick to counteract her morning paleness. Racing outside barefoot in thirty-degree weather hadn’t helped her appearance, she thought ruefully. Nor had the fact that she’d been unable to sleep for hours after the incident, puzzling over Steve’s strange behavior. But at least the children had been unaware of the activity. They hadn’t said a word about it.


When she arrived downstairs, Steve was sitting at the table drinking coffee and reading the morning paper while Brian and Kimberly stood by the counter, beaming.


“We got all the stuff,” Brian said proudly.


“He almost dropped the eggs,” Kim added.


Brian scowled at her, but Deborah smiled. For all their bickering, the two children were devoted to each other and nearly inseparable. When their kindergarten teacher, Miss Hart, made them sit on opposite sides of the room, Kim had cried and Brian arrived home announcing he was going to quit school.


“We’d better get started, then,” She looked at Steve. “How many pieces do you want, honey?”


He glanced up from his paper with an absent smile. “Don’t think I’m too hungry today.”


“Not hungry!” Kim cried. “But Daddy, it’s French toast! And it’s almost Christmas.”


Steve opened his mouth and Deborah knew that with his perpetual logic he was about to ask what French toast had to do with Christmas, then thought better of it. “You’re right, Kimmy. I’ll have two pieces.”


“I want eight,” Brian said.


“Eight!” Deborah exclaimed. “How about starting with two and going from there?”


“Okay, but I can eat eight.”


While Deborah poured milk into a mixing bowl and began stirring in eggs, Brian asked his father, “Can we put the train around the tree tonight?”


The tall Christmas tree had been put in place and decorated Friday night, but because they were afraid one of the guests might trip over the model train-set Brian always wanted zipping through a wonderland of cotton and toy villages beneath the limbs, they had delayed setting it up until after the party.


“Okay, son. I’ll have to get it down from the attic this afternoon.”
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