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Prologue


Teresa Farr never knew exactly what awakened her that warm late April night. Her eyes simply snapped open, a gentle breeze blew across her face from the partially raised window, the glowing red numbers of the digital clock on her bedside table flashed from 2:57 to 2:58, and she knew something was wrong.


For a few moments, Teresa lay still with her eyes wide open, making certain she wasn’t just waking from a nightmare. Time did not ease her mind, though. Finally, she realized she was already fully awake and caught in an atmosphere vibrating with palpable tension—tension and danger.


She wanted to cry out, just as she’d done when she was a child frightened in the middle of the night and her mother would rush to reassure her all was well. But she wasn’t little anymore. Teresa was seventeen, her mother was sick—barely functioning because of lifelong depression made worse by a humiliating divorce—and Teresa’s father, Hugh, was remarried to his former secretary Wendy, a greedy doll of a woman just shy of thirty.


Everyone except Hugh seemed to know Wendy had divorced her young husband, Jason, and married a man nineteen years her senior because he was the major stockholder and president of Farr Coal Company, an enterprise worth at least $30 million. Teresa and her brother, Kent, hated Wendy, yet somehow the shallow woman had produced a smart, sweet, delightful eight-year-old child named Celeste whom Teresa couldn’t help loving.


Considering her feeling that something wasn’t right in the house, Teresa knew she should leap from her bed, burst into the hall, and flash on the bright overhead light. But she had already caught hell from her father for coming in late. Furious, he’d raged at her, demanding to know where she’d been, what she’d been doing, with whom she’d been doing it, for God’s sake! When he met with only stony silence from her, he’d continued to yell for ten minutes, then run out of steam and told her to get upstairs to her room. Teresa could imagine his reignited rage if she woke up the household over what was probably nothing.


Still, she hadn’t been able to close her eyes and pretend everything was all right. Although Teresa was exhausted, livid with her father, and afraid of the wrongness in her home, a visceral instinct had pushed her to find the threat she felt lurking in the Farr house that night.


She’d thrown back her light blanket, swung her bare feet to the floor, and slowly begun walking. She hadn’t closed her curtains, and moonlight cast an eerie silvery glow throughout the room. She hesitated, then opened her bedroom door.


At first, nothing had struck her as odd. The house was quiet. The small Tiffany-style lamp Teresa loved burned on a table near the bathroom, a guide down the hall for little Celeste, whose bedroom faced the front of the house. Hugh Farr and his new wife, Wendy, used the master bedroom right across from Teresa’s room.


And that’s when she realized what wasn’t right. At night, Hugh and Wendy’s bedroom door was always shut.


Except for now.


For a moment, unease tingled through Teresa. Then she walked to the Tiffany-style lamp that her mother had bought and cherished. Looking at one of her favorite possessions, the low-watt bulbs glowing softly through the glass shade of delicate blue and purple honey locust flowers, gave Teresa a small sense of comfort. Touching it felt almost like touching a rabbit’s foot or some other good-luck totem. Silly, but reassuring.


While Teresa stood by the lamp, she looked at Hugh and Wendy’s partially open bedroom door. Beyond it, Teresa could see nothing. She drew a deep breath, then walked purposefully through the open doorway and stepped into the master bedroom, as always surprised by the feel of thick carpet beneath her feet.


Teresa’s mother had prized the room’s highly varnished mahogany floors, decorated here and there with lovely, soft-toned Aubusson rugs. Wendy had complained that the floor was cold against her bare feet, and Hugh promptly had the room carpeted in the hot pink Wendy chose along with cerise draperies trimmed with fringe and tassels. Even Teri’s older brother, Kent, who didn’t know a thing about interior design, couldn’t look at the room without cringing.


Tonight Teresa couldn’t have cared less about the violated bedroom décor, though. She thought about not hearing Wendy’s sleep-blurred muttering or the occasional peeps and whistles that sometimes crept past the device Hugh had bought recently to stifle his stentorian snoring. It’s a big bedroom and I’m just too far away from the bed to hear anything, Teresa had told herself.


She hadn’t turned on the overhead light for fear of waking them, but she took several steps closer to the king-sized bed she knew lay right in front of her. Then she’d stopped and listened again.


Not one sound had come from the bed. Not the sound of someone shifting in their sleep, not the sound of Wendy mumbling or Hugh spluttering and snorting, not even the deep and easy sound of breathing from two people sleeping peacefully. Teresa had heard absolutely nothing.


But she had smelled something—something fresh, strong, and coppery. Coppery. She’d smelled blood before and now she smelled it around the bed. It’s not blood, she had told herself sternly. You’re just scaring yourself.


Using all of her willpower, she’d walked to the end of the bed, then veered right toward Wendy’s side. Teresa had decided she’d rather wake up Wendy than Hugh, who would start yelling at her again, so she’d put out her left hand, gently touching Wendy’s leg beneath the blanket. Wendy didn’t move.


Downstairs, the big grandfather clock tolled three times. The clock had belonged to Teresa’s mother, and Teresa had always loved its exquisite workmanship and the unusually deep timbre of its chimes, but that night they’d sounded strangely ominous. She’d taken a deep breath and forced herself to step forward, her foot squishing into a wet spot in the carpet just as her hand brushed over Wendy’s slick abdomen, almost sliding into a deep slit.


At last, Teresa had screamed. She’d jerked her hand away from Wendy’s stomach, slapped it over her mouth, realized it dripped blood, let it drop, and screamed again. Then, without thought, she had run toward the wall and groped for the overhead light switch. Wendy had chosen one of the largest chandeliers she could find for her boudoir, and Teresa might as well have turned on a floodlight. The room had flashed into dazzling view, temporarily blinding Teresa. She’d closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them to see the bed and the people in it garishly splashed with rich, shimmering red.


Teresa was unaware of her own voice tearing open the silence of night. She’d felt oddly removed from the whole gory scene as she’d run to her father’s side of the bed to find him splayed like an insect ready for mounting, his throat slashed, his abdomen oozing blood. His left arm seemed to reach for Wendy, whose once-pretty face had been reduced to an unrecognizable mass of rips and gouges. Her blond hair snaked across the white satin pillowcase in wet, red strands.


Teresa had backed away, heaving as she tried not to throw up, and slowly realized she was shrieking. She could hear the next-door neighbors’ Great Dane begin to bark and howl frantically. Teresa glanced up, and through one of the bedroom windows, she saw bright lights flashing on in the house next door, lights in what she knew was the master bedroom directly across from Hugh and Wendy’s bedroom. Her screaming and the dog’s barking had awakened the neighbors, she thought in relief. She had forced herself to stop screaming long enough to take a deep breath and fill her air-starved lungs. Then the image of eight-year-old Celeste had burst in her mind like a firework.


Without thought, Teresa had turned off the overhead light as if it might disturb someone and dashed from her father’s bedroom, running down the hall and banging into a small antique table in the darkness. She’d cried out and stumbled sideways against the sturdy, erect body of an adult.


“No. Please,” Teresa had managed before pain coursed down her left arm, the razor-sharp pain of a knife blade slashing flesh. Oh, God, now it’s my turn to die, she’d thought wildly.


As Teresa clutched at the gash in her arm, the person pressed closer to her and she’d caught a familiar scent. Sandalwood. Her mother always wore a perfume containing sandalwood, Teresa had thought distantly as she squinted at the shadowy form beside her—the form of someone taller than she, of someone wearing a coat slick like plastic or vinyl, of someone whose head was covered with what seemed to be a large hood and the face turned downward.


Gripped by terror, Teresa had gone motionless like an animal waiting for the inevitable, fatal attack. She’d even stopped breathing, but her gaze slid sideways. She saw a latex-gloved hand move to the area beneath the hood and two fingers rise to hidden lips from which emerged a gentle, prolonged “Shhhh.” The soothing sound echoing eerily in Teri’s mind, she watched as the figure drifted away like an image in a dream—away, down the stairs, and out of the house.


Teresa had stood still for a moment, too surprised to move, too shocked to be anything but vaguely aware of the pain in her arm. Then several drops of warm blood had fallen onto her bare foot, startling her back to life. The figure had been coming from the front of the house—Celeste’s room.


“Celeste,” Teresa had murmured, her voice thin as it squeezed through her tightened throat. She’d swallowed, flying down the hallway now, and finally managed to scream, “Celeste!”


When Teresa reached the child’s bedroom, she had stopped abruptly. She’d begun to hyperventilate and her heart had seemed to be crashing hard enough to crack her ribs. The pain in her slashed arm had dulled to nothingness. I can’t do this, she’d thought for a frozen moment. I cannot go into this room.


Her body had not listened to her mind, though, and she’d tiptoed in, although she couldn’t make herself turn on the overhead light. Moonlight had shown her the rumpled bed. Slowly, filled with dread, Teresa had followed the subdued radiance of Celeste’s bedroom night-light—the light shaped like a white horse Teresa had given her at Christmas, a light the child had loved and had named Snowflake.


Teresa moved to the bed. She murmured, “Celeste.” Silence. But the night-light revealed no spots of blood. Teresa put her hands on the tumble of sheet and blanket. Nothing. The bed was empty.


She’d looked up and beside the glow of the night-light Teresa spotted Celeste’s nearly empty toy chest. Finally beginning to tremble almost uncontrollably, Teresa had forced herself to walk straight to the box, lift the lid, then look to see Celeste curled into a motionless ball in the bottom of the toy chest. Teresa had also caught sight of the blood splotches she’d expected to see on the bed. The child had tried to hide—tried and apparently failed.


“No,” Teresa had moaned, desolation washing through her like a cold wave as she lifted the little girl’s rigid body from the coffinlike box. “Celeste,” she’d muttered raggedly. “Don’t be dead. Oh, God, sweetie, please don’t be dead!”


“I’m not,” the child had rasped in a flat, gritty voice. “I’m . . . not . . . dead.”


Teresa, shaking violently, had burst into a torrent of relieved tears, unaware that Celeste would not speak again for the next eight years.










Chapter 1


Eight Years Later


1


“Did you leave room for dessert?”


The pretty waitress at Bennigan’s smiled into the face of Celeste Warner. Celeste looked back placidly, her aqua eyes wide, her perfect lips almost smiling, her long blond hair held back from her smooth forehead by a narrow pink velvet ribbon.


“I think we’re full, aren’t we?” Jason Warner asked brightly, looking at his sixteen-year-old daughter as if he expected an answer. He didn’t. She hadn’t spoken since her mother had been murdered and Celeste had been stabbed in the abdomen eight years ago when she lived in the Farr home. Jason glanced back at the waitress, who gave no sign she noticed Celeste’s silence or immobility. She’d waited on Jason and his daughter before. “I guess we’ll just take the check,” he said. “The food was great, by the way.”


“Thanks!” The waitress sounded as pleased as if she’d prepared the meal herself. “I’ll leave the check here and pick it up in a couple of minutes. You two take your time.”


Jason couldn’t help noticing the hard stare the manager threw the waitress. It was 12:55 at Bennigan’s on Saturday and the place was jammed. Jason knew the manager didn’t want the help urging customers to take their time. He quickly opened the discreet black vinyl envelope, glanced at the check, slipped in a twenty and a ten, then looked back at his daughter. “I left enough for the food and a tip so our waitress won’t have to waste time bringing back change,” he explained.


Celeste merely blinked. What I’d give to see her smile, Jason thought. Hell, I wouldn’t even care if she threw a temper tantrum. He’d once overheard someone describe Celeste’s expression as “bovine” and he’d been furious, both because of the insult and because the person had spoken the truth. Although beautiful, Celeste showed no more emotion than a contented cow.


Jason glanced around, trying to look lively to hide his dark thoughts. “Boy, this place is even more crowded than usual, isn’t it, honey?” Nothing. A group of people passed them, all laughing and chattering, their animation striking Jason as almost cruel compared to his daughter’s eerie self-containment. Determined not to give in to depression, though, Jason patted his slim abdomen and smiled. “I ate too much, Celeste. How about you?” Nothing. “Well, ready to go to the park?”


Jason waited until several people passed their booth, then stood up. Instead of getting up, and walking slightly behind him with her head down as she usually did, Celeste sat perfectly still. Jason was so used to her immediately rising from the table, he’d already begun striding toward the door before he noticed Celeste was still in the booth. He rushed back to her. She sat uncannily motionless, her forehead furrowed. Then she tilted back her head and her nose twitched slightly, as if she was sniffing something. Surprised by the slightest sign of reaction from her, Jason abruptly scooted into the booth and looked closely at Celeste.


“Is something wrong, honey?”


Celeste frowned harder as she drew in a deep breath and held it. He hadn’t seen her frown for eight years. Jason sat mesmerized. Then annoyance flowed over him. Bennigan’s was always busy on Saturdays, but today it felt as if half of Point Pleasant had come for lunch. The place was noisy and people jostled beside their booth. I should have taken Celeste somewhere quieter, less crowded, he thought. “You push her too hard,” his mother sometimes told him, making his teeth grind.


At such times, though, Jason reminded himself that what his mother, Fay, lacked in tact, she made up for in love and ever-vigilant care. Without hesitation, she’d taken in Celeste after Wendy’s murder. “You can’t care for her—you have to work,” she’d told Jason reasonably when Celeste had been released from the hospital and rehabilitation after her stabbing.


Celeste had made a full physical recovery, but her emotional wounds had not seemed to heal. Two psychiatrists and two psychologists agreed that her silence and emotional withdrawal were the result of shock. Two years later, they said they were almost certain her muteness had become voluntary and she was now feigning a lack of emotion. “Celeste suffered no brain damage. She is choosing to be silent and to act detached,” one of them had told Jason. “I’m not certain why—maybe she simply doesn’t want to discuss the murders and the attack on her. She won’t continue this behavior forever, though. Be patient, Mr. Warner. Celeste will talk when she’s ready.” So Jason had taken Celeste home to Fay, who’d abruptly begun quashing his arguments that caring for Celeste by herself would be too much of a strain and that they needed professional help.


“Don’t be silly,” she’d stated. “Those so-called professionals haven’t helped Celeste one bit. Besides, you’d be doing me a favor to let me look after her. And you. I’m home alone all day now that your daddy’s dead and I’m going stir-crazy. I’m strong as a horse and I want to be useful. You both need me and I need you. Mark my words—the situation will work out fine.”


And it had, except that right now, Fay Warner would be unhappy with him, Jason thought morosely. She would point out that he should have known the restaurant was packed because of the full parking lot. She would tell him he shouldn’t have gone there just because he liked the cheerful atmosphere. She would—


Suddenly Celeste leaned toward Jason, fixed him with a penetrating stare, and said in a voice rusty from disuse, “The moon was bright that night but I turned on my nightlight anyway—my horse nightlight Snowflake that Teri gave me. I loved that light, partly ’cause it was a horse and partly ’cause it was a gift from Teri.”


Jason stared at his daughter, his gray eyes wide, his mouth slightly open. At first, he was stunned only by the fact that after eight long years she’d finally spoken. Then, he felt a brief wave of joy that the doctors had been right—the moment had come when she had finally decided to speak. Finally, with an unpleasant jolt, Jason realized Celeste was describing the night her mother had been murdered.


Celeste’s frown deepened, her eyes narrowed, and she went on unemotionally in a flinty voice, “I was comin’ out of the bathroom when someone opened Mommy’s bedroom door, all soft and sneaky.”


Jason’s tongue touched his dry lips, and after a moment he managed to ask, “Who was coming out of Mommy’s bedroom?”


Celeste looked puzzled. “All I could see was somethin’ in a hood.”


“A hood?” Celeste nodded. “You couldn’t tell anything about the person?”


“It wore somethin’ long and black—it seemed like a cape but maybe it was just a big coat. And its eyes . . . they were big with dark shadows all around ’em.” Celeste shivered. “I couldn’t move. I just held on to Yogi.” Yogi, Jason remembered, was her big stuffed bear. “It made a loud, surprised noise. It didn’t know I was there. Then it jabbed at me with a knife so fast I didn’t know what was goin’ on. The knife went through Yogi. I know I got stabbed, too, but I didn’t feel it. Lots of my blood ran into Yogi. A nurse told me that’s why he had to get thrown away.” Celeste’s eyes filled with tears. “I loved Yogi and he just got thrown away!”


Damn babbling nurse, Jason thought furiously. Hadn’t she realized she was dealing with a traumatized child?


Celeste wiped at a tear running down her face. “After we got stabbed, I held Yogi tight and ran back to my room.”


Jason forced himself to shut his mouth. His daughter was looking at him with big eyes suddenly filled with both horror and hurt, the first expression he’d seen in them for what seemed like an eternity. He reached across, touched her hand, and her fingers curled around his as a baby’s would. He said softly, “I’m sorry about Yogi, but he probably saved your life. That would have made him happy.” Another tear trickled over Celeste’s cheek. “Honey, did the person stab you in your room?”


“No. I told you I got stabbed in the hall. Then I ran to my room.”


Police had assumed Celeste had heard someone in the house, and hidden in her toy chest where the killer stabbed her. They thought Celeste’s blood in the hall had dripped from the killer’s knife as he’d made his way to the Farrs’ bedroom from Celeste’s. Now it seemed that the blood had actually come directly from Celeste when she’d run back to her own room.


“But it was gonna stab me some more. It came after me,” Celeste went on urgently, her voice rising, as if she might suddenly lose the ability to talk again. “One time Teri and me were playing and she told me my toy chest was a good hidin’ place ’cause I didn’t have that many toys in there. I got in to hide.


“But when I was closin’ the lid, I heard somethin’ comin’ to my room. I knew I was gonna get killed this time. Then I heard screamin’. And the big dog next door was barkin’ and snarlin’ and it woke up other dogs ’cause they were all barkin’.” Celeste stopped as if the air had run out of her and said in an exhausted voice, “And I didn’t get killed.”


Jason knew he shouldn’t keep questioning Celeste in a restaurant full of people, but he was afraid if he made her leave, the break in her concentration would cause her to stop talking again. Maybe for months or even years. He took a sip of water, cleared his throat, and asked barely above a whisper, “Sweetie, are you sure you don’t know who stabbed you?”


“I don’t think so . . .” Her lips trembled. “No.”


Jason’s eyes narrowed. “You meant what you said first. I don’t think so. Celeste, who did you see?”


“No one,” Celeste said obstinately. “But I smelled something kind of sweet.” She rushed on as if she wanted to stop further questions. “I smelled it a few minutes ago.”


“In here?” Jason gasped.


Celeste nodded reluctantly. Jason’s head snapped around, then jerked back to his daughter as he prayed no one had heard Celeste or noticed his quick scrutiny of the patrons.


“Celeste, why did you start talking right now?”


The girl looked as if the words were being dragged from her. “The smell. And a noise. And a voice. All at once I felt like it was that night again and the words just came out even though I didn’t mean to talk. I was just real surprised. And scared,” Celeste finished meekly.


“I see.” Jason spoke to her gently. “Honey, you’ve been able to speak for quite a while, haven’t you?”


Celeste looked defeated. “Yeah. I really couldn’t talk after I got stabbed and Mommy got killed. I don’t know why I couldn’t talk. And I was scared all the time, really, really scared. And I was so . . .”


She was obviously floundering for a word. “Shocked?” Jason supplied. “Horrified by what had happened to you and Mommy?”


“Yeah. Shocked. Horrified. I wanted to be in a dark, secret place where no one could hurt me, so I went there. In my head, not to a real place. Later I came out of the secret place, but I just tried to think of nothing. I tried to look like I wasn’t thinking of anything. And I wouldn’t talk because I didn’t want to talk.” Celeste gave her father a small smile. “I can write, too, Daddy. I could already write when I got hurt and I’ve been practicin’ ever since I came out of my secret place. When I took classes in the hospital and when you had teachers come to give me lessons at home, I’d write a little bit, but I never showed how good I could write because I knew people would ask questions about that awful night and want me to write the answers. That was just as bad as talkin’ about what happened.


“I don’t want to talk about what happened, Daddy. Please don’t make me talk about it,” Celeste beseeched Jason. “If you ask lots of questions, I’ll go back into my secret place where I’m safe. Maybe I won’t come out again because I’m still so scared, Daddy. Maybe I’ll always be scared. It was so awful . . . so awful . . .”


Celeste began to shake all over. Jason squeezed her delicate hand, but she pulled it away, grabbing at her other hand and beginning to twist them together nervously. She turned slightly and glanced around the room. Jason watched closely as her gaze seemed to grow far away. Either that, or it had turned in upon itself, remembering. He thought he had lost her again, that she wasn’t going to utter another word. Finally, though, her expression seemed to harden, to morph into one of impish malice. She looked at him with an amused, almost cocky gaze before she tilted her head and began to chant loudly:


 


“The clock struck three,


 And Death came for me.


 When I opened my eyes,


 There was Teri!”


 


People around them had begun to stop talking, everyone turning to stare at the lovely teenager. Somewhere a glass crashed to the floor. To Jason’s horror, Celeste repeated piercingly, “The clock struck three, and Death came for me. When I opened my eyes, there was Teri!” As complete silence fell all around them, the color drained from Jason’s slender face and he realized he was gawking at his daughter just like the other patrons of the restaurant. At last, Celeste took a deep breath, leaned back, gave her father a wide, charming smile, and said sweetly, “I’m a very lucky girl.”


2


“Frozen margarita, piña colada, brandy Alexander,” the waiter repeated to the three women sitting near the stage at Club Rendezvous.


“And I want three cherries with the piña colada,” Teresa Farr said, raising her voice above the music of the live band.


The waiter looked at her in feigned shock. “An extra cherry? Miss Farr, do you want to break the club’s budget this month?”


“I’ll pay for the third cherry.”


“Okay, it’s your money,” the waiter sighed as if in despair. Then he winked at Teresa. “Be right back, ladies.”


The woman with layered strawberry blond hair sitting next to Teresa gave her a nudge. “He winked at you, Teri. And he’s cute.”


“He’s also barely old enough to be working here, Sharon.” Teresa laughed at her sister-in-law, then tucked long, silky black hair behind her ears to expose large silver hoops and adjusted a shimmering silver tank top she wore with black slacks. “He took three lessons right after I started the riding school, but he was too scared to continue. I never date guys who are afraid of horses.”


“You never date at all anymore,” said the third woman at the table, Carmen, the eldest. She had high cheekbones, a narrow nose, smoky blue-gray eyes, and shoulder-length brown hair enhanced by bronze highlights. Teresa knew that in Carmen’s late teens and early twenties she had modeled. “Just catalogue stuff,” she always said dismissively. “I never made it in the couture lines—I was a couple of inches too short for industry standards.” “We’re celebrating your twenty-sixth birthday, Teri,” she now teased. “Have you already sworn off men?”


“No, Carmen, I’ve just been busy getting the riding school started, but I could ask you the same question. Have you sworn off men?”


Carmen laughed. “I’m twenty years older than you.”


“And you look about ten years older.”


Carmen rolled her eyes. “I wish. Anyway, I get credit for having been married. I’m a widow and I’m expected to spend the rest of my life alone, being the sedate woman I am.”


“Sedate!” Teri laughed. “Good heavens, you’re anything except sedate, Carmen. You’re lively, upbeat, fun—that’s why you were such a wonderful friend for my mother. And if you don’t realize you are still quite the stunner, then you didn’t notice how many men were looking at you with lust in their eyes when you walked in.”


Carmen grinned. “I think you need glasses.”


“I have twenty-twenty vision. Seriously, though, you’ve been a widow for nine years and you’ve hardly dated anyone, at least that I know of.”


“Anyone that you know of.” Carmen’s eyes twinkled. “Besides, I like being strong and independent, like you, Teri.”


“Don’t count Teresa out of the game so soon, Carmen,” interrupted Sharon, who always seemed preoccupied with finding a husband for Teresa. Her own life revolved around her husband—Teresa’s brother, Kent—and their son, Daniel, who had Sharon’s heart-shaped face, short nose, velvety brown eyes, and spattering of freckles. “And Teri, you can’t possibly believe Carmen has given up on men. I’m sure there’s someone. In fact, I know there is.”


Carmen raised a perfectly arched eyebrow at Sharon. “Oh really? And who is this mystery man?”


“Does the name Herman Riggs ring a bell?”


“Oh, God,” Carmen moaned. “Him? He’s history.”


Teresa pretended to look horrified. “Carmen, you only had a few dates with him and you’ve already dumped him like a hot potato? You didn’t even give the poor guy a chance!”


“That’s because the ‘poor guy’ still lives with his mother, talks about her constantly, and on our third date was terribly excited because she’d promised to teach him how to knit a sweater.” Teri and Sharon burst into laughter. “If I ever say the marriage vows again, I think I can do better than Herman.”


Teresa looked regretful. “I guess Herman will have to look elsewhere for his true love.”


“He’s already found her,” Carmen said dourly. “His mother.”


The three women were laughing as the waiter came back with their drinks, pointing out to Teresa that he’d given her four cherries, but she was forbidden to mention this largesse to his boss or he’d be fired immediately. “I don’t think you’ll get in trouble if the extra cherries are for Teresa,” Carmen assured him. “The owner of Club Rendezvous used to be engaged to Teri until she ended things and broke his heart. He’s still pining for her.”


“No kidding!” the young waiter burst out. “Mr. MacKenzie is in love with Miss Farr?”


Teresa’s slender face reddened beneath the tawny skin she owed to her Shawnee heritage. “No, he is not. We were involved a long time ago.” She glared at Carmen. “I’d appreciate you lowering your voice. Half of the people in here now know Mac and I were engaged.”


“Half of the people in here already knew it.” Carmen grinned as their waiter hurried away, clearly eager to spread the hot newsflash to other young waiters and waitresses rushing back and forth to the bar.


Teresa watched the quick verbal exchanges, then the furtive glances thrown her way. “Now look what you’ve done!”


“I’m only telling the truth,” Carmen said innocently, winking at Sharon. “Aren’t I?”


“Yes.” Sharon was smiling and looking uncomfortable at the same time. Her posture had stiffened and the lightness left her voice. “Kent doesn’t like people talking about it, though.”


“Well, they were engaged and even if Teri gave him the heave-ho, I don’t think she’s as blasé about Mac as she pretends to be.”


“You really should write a column for the lovelorn, Carmen.” Teresa picked up her cherry-laden drink. “I’ll speak to the newspaper editor on Monday morning about hiring you.”


“Good,” Carmen replied jauntily. “I’m sick of working at Trinkets and Treasures. As you pointed out, I’m not at all sedate. I’m far too lively to own and manage a gift shop. It’s boring.”


“Mac and I were engaged ages ago,” Teri went on relentlessly, taking a gulp of her drink. “I was twenty. Just a kid, really, and extremely romantic and impressionable. It was a passing fancy. A crush. I never even think about Mac anymore. Not at all. And I’m absolutely sure he never thinks about me.”


“Is that so?” Carmen slanted a look at Mac. “Well, for someone who never thinks about you, he certainly has his gaze locked on you tonight.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Carmen.”


“I’m telling you, he’s been wandering around the bar, ostensibly talking to customers but really staring at you all evening,” Carmen went on, then smiled in satisfaction. “And now he’s finally headed this way.”


“Oh no!” Teri exclaimed.


“Oh yes!” Carmen touched Teresa’s hand. “Put your drink down. You’ve drained the glass dry. And don’t look so flustered.”


“I’m not flustered.” Teresa banged down the glass on the table. “Why would I be flustered? I’m just—”


“Good evening, ladies.” The man stood casually beside them. He looked about thirty, with sun-warmed skin, a dimple in his chin, and a few horizontal lines in the forehead below his slightly wavy mahogany brown hair. His drop-dead grin flashed over all three while his hazel eyes with their intriguing flecks of gold fastened on Teresa. “Enjoying yourselves?”


“It’s my birthday,” Teresa blurted out.


“And you’re not having a traditional party with your relatives and close friends?”


“We did the traditional stuff earlier,” Carmen told him. “Then we got rid of everyone, left Kent to babysit his son, and came out to have some real fun.”


“I’m glad you think coming to Club Rendezvous is fun, Ms. Norris,” Mac said.


“Please, it’s Carmen. And I—we—love this place. Don’t we, Teri?”


“Uh, yes. It’s . . . nice.” Teresa felt color warming her face and she almost knocked over her near-empty glass. Damn, she thought as she caught it just in time. Why was she acting like a teenager? And why did Mac still have that devastating dimpled smile that used to set her heart pounding? “The club is quite pleasant,” she added.


“That’s a ringing endorsement, Teri,” Mac said dryly. He looked at Sharon. “I haven’t seen you for ages. The club opened eight months ago and you and Kent have never been here.”


“Kent’s always busy in the evenings.” Sharon sounded impatient. “Paperwork, phone calls. Always off in his study like his child and I don’t even exist. Besides, he says he isn’t the club type. I think he believes he should behave like a pillar of the community. He even belongs to all those do-gooder clubs his father did.”


“The ones he used to make fun of?” Mac laughed. “Well, I believe the part owner and president of Farr Coal Company is still allowed to go clubbing, especially with his wife.”


“So I tell him, but he doesn’t pay any attention to me.” Sharon forced her lips into the semblance of a good-natured smile, although Teri knew Kent’s preoccupation with work and community activities was getting on Sharon’s nerves. “I guess he’s trying to set a good example for our son.”


“Can’t blame a guy for that. I wish my father had done the same.” Mac looked at Teri and gave her that maddeningly sexy grin. “You need another drink, young lady.”


“No, I—”


“Yes, you do.” He motioned to her waiter, then glanced at the band onstage that had just finished a number. He nodded to the blond lead singer. “I hope you don’t mind, Teri, but I took the liberty of requesting a song for your birthday. Will you do me the honor of dancing with me?”


Teresa suddenly felt angry with him and panicked at the same time. “You shouldn’t have taken the liberty,” she answered stiffly. He held out his hand to her. “Mac, no. It was a nice gesture, but I haven’t danced for years and—”


Seeming not to hear a word she said, Mac took Teresa’s hand. In spite of her determination not to dance with him, she rose from her chair and followed him to the dance floor as if mesmerized. The blond singer smiled and spoke into the microphone. “This song is for Teresa Farr from Mac MacKenzie. Happy birthday, Teresa.”


Many people clapped; a few men whistled and yelled, “Happy birthday, Teresa!” Other dancers cleared a circle for them as Mac’s arm closed around Teresa’s shoulders and he pulled her close to him. He was strong and warm, she thought, just like in the days when they were in love, and almost against her will she felt herself melting into his embrace. The first notes of “Take My Breath Away” began. It had been their song, hers and Mac’s.


“You remembered,” she said.


“Did you think I’d ever forget? We danced to it for the first time one summer evening in your backyard,” Mac said, his breath tantalizingly warm on her neck. “I’d just finished mowing your lawn and you and your mother were sitting on the porch with the music playing. You were only sixteen, but you looked so carried away by the song, I couldn’t help asking if you’d dance with me.”


“I think I remember that evening,” Teresa said casually. Actually, she’d had a mad crush on the much older Mac and had felt almost dizzy being so close to him.


“Your mother watched us. At the end, she clapped and said we danced beautifully. She looked genuinely happy.”


“And she so rarely looked happy. Poor Mom.” Teresa felt tears stinging in her eyes, resulting from painful old memories—memories of her first love, memories of what had seemed a magic evening a lifetime ago, memories of a mother who’d simply vanished one day. Teri didn’t even know if the woman was alive. With a catch in her voice, she said, “Mom was fond of you, Mac.”


“As opposed to your father. I was the son of the Farrs’ housekeeper, the guy with no prospects who mowed his grass. Hubert W. Farr. What a jerk he was.” Mac almost stopped dancing. “I’m sorry.”


“Just because he was murdered doesn’t mean he became a saint. He was a jerk.” Mac’s body had tightened and Teri had an impulse to hold him closer, to make him forget how horrible her father had been to Mac and to his mother, but she caught herself in time. She knew she must always watch her step with Mac. He still held so much attraction for her that she dared never to sound warm, tender, vulnerable. “Let’s change the subject,” she forced herself to say lightly.


“I think that would be a great idea.”


“My riding school is coming along slowly but surely.” Teri knew she sounded falsely cheerful. “It’s doing surprisingly well, actually, considering how new it is.”


“Great. Farr Fields? Isn’t that what you named it?”


“You know I did.”


“I’m glad you’re doing something you love. You always were crazy about horses and you were an excellent rider, or so everyone told me. I wasn’t much of an equestrian, if you remember.”


“You did take a few spills when I bullied you into getting on my horse.” Teresa couldn’t help giggling. “Remember when that bee stung the horse’s nose and it took off like a rocket? You were yelling your head off, scaring the horse even more, as you slid off the right side and hung on for dear life about two feet above the ground.”


Mac grimaced. “Don’t laugh. My life was flashing through my eyes.”


“But you lived to tell the tale.” Teresa shook her head. “I wish I had a video of that incident.”


“Thank God you don’t. You’d show it to everyone and make a laughingstock of me.”


“No, I’d use it as an instructional video of what not to do if your horse panics.”


Mac’s arms tightened slightly around her, and Teresa’s heart beat a bit faster as the singer poured out the romantic words of the song with an intense, seemingly heartfelt passion. Teresa briefly closed her eyes, drinking in the soap and water smell of Mac, masculine and fresh, unmarred by cloying cologne. His warm hand on her back felt as if it were burning through the thin fabric of her top. She felt herself slowly slipping deeper into his embrace that felt so natural, so comforting, so seductive, then caught herself and almost jerked away from him. His arms tensed, as if he was determined to hold on to her, which was exactly what she wanted and exactly what she wouldn’t let happen.


“Daniel is going to start taking lessons tomorrow,” Teresa blurted loudly, trying to cover her physical response that had been a dead giveaway of her emotions. “He’s almost eight now.”


Mac drew back, looking at her with a mixture of rue and humor. He’d felt her desire and he wasn’t going to make a pretense of not noticing it. The man had always refused to act as if they had no past, no matter what Teresa wanted. “Who’s Daniel?” he asked casually.


“My nephew! For heaven’s sake, Mac, don’t you even know the name of Kent’s son?”


“Kent and I aren’t the best of friends anymore. He barely speaks to me on the street. I’m sure he didn’t want his wife or you to come here. He seems more like your father every day.”


“I think Kent is trying to make everyone forget the scandal caused by the murders. Maybe he’s overcompensating a little.” Teresa’s defense sounded weak because she also guiltily thought her brother was turning into a sanctimonious stuffed shirt. “He’s a very good husband and father.”


“I don’t know how he is as a father, but Sharon doesn’t seem thrilled with her marriage.”


“Oh, I don’t know about that . . .” Teresa trailed off because, once again, she had to agree with Mac, although she’d never let him know it. “What makes you think she’s unhappy?”


“Her expression. She used to laugh a lot and always seemed to be having a good time. Now—”


“Now she is a wife and mother with important responsibilities.” Teresa realized she sounded prim and unnatural. She told herself she must act relaxed even if she didn’t feel it. “Listen, Mac, I was stiff as a board back at the table,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry. Your nightclub isn’t just quite pleasant—it’s beautiful.”


Mac leaned back and raised his eyebrows. “Well, thanks, Teri! I admit I was a little disappointed by your earlier glowing remarks.” Mac’s face slowly relaxed and he smiled into her eyes. “Remember when I used to talk about building it? A lot of people laughed at me. They said I’d never settle down and probably end up jobless and homeless. You never doubted that I could do it, though. You even helped me plan this place.”


“I offered a few ideas,” Teresa said casually, although she vividly recalled sitting huddled over Mac’s sketches of the proposed club and making many suggestions about lighting and color palettes.


“I was going for a disco theme, but you insisted the place should be classier, more timeless,” Mac went on. “You’re the one who suggested the Art Deco look. I didn’t even know what Art Deco was.”


Teresa glanced around at the interior of Mac’s club—the stark lines, generous use of glass and chrome, the predominantly ivory color scheme dramatized with touches of black and vibrant azure. High on the walls were large mosaic tiles, each done in an intricate Middle Eastern pattern of sea blue, lavender, and willow green ceramic squares. The place was striking and elegant. “You thought my ideas were strange.”


“I wasn’t exactly an interior design expert,” Mac laughed. “It took me a while to give up my dream of miles of bright red shag carpet and strobe lights.”


Teresa grinned. “I think you’d seen Saturday Night Fever a few too many times.”


“Exactly. It was Mom’s favorite movie. A long time ago, she and my dad won a dance contest in a disco club. I think Dad wore a white polyester suit like Travolta’s. That’s why she watched the movie over and over, remembering happier times before Dad left and she had to support all three of us kids.”


“I can’t imagine Emma MacKenzie dancing in a disco club.” Teresa laughed. “I’m sure back then she never dreamed she’d end up as the Farr housekeeper. What an awful fate.”


“She liked her job when your mother was there. Mom thought the world of her.” He paused. “And then Wendy came along.”


“Well, now your mother doesn’t have to work as anyone’s housekeeper, thanks to you.” Teresa hated the rush of tenderness she felt toward Mac when she remembered how much he used to talk about wanting to give his mother and two younger twin sisters a better life. “How are those siblings of yours?”


“They’re seniors at Marshall, both education majors and taking summer classes so they can graduate early.”


“Wonderful! And your mother?”


“She has a small apartment downtown. She also finally let me teach her to drive and I bought her a car. A used car—she wouldn’t stand for me buying a new one. And after all those years of her refusing to drive, I now have a hard time keeping her out of the car and under the speed limit.” Mac laughed. “She bakes muffins, cookies, brownies, and she’s developed quite a little business for herself supplying local restaurants. You could never turn Emma MacKenzie into a lady of leisure.”


“Mac, what you’ve done for your family is fantastic.” Teresa was aware of the tiny quiver in her voice, the quiver of proud, unshed tears.


Mac’s tone grew soft and warm. “I’ve had a lot of luck and I never forget for an instant the part you played in causing that luck. I remember our early times together like they were—”


“Yesterday?” Teri interrupted crisply, furiously blinking away a slight sheen of tears, maddeningly aware of treacherous old feelings beginning to resurface.


“Too long ago, Teri,” Mac said with husky emotion.


Teresa looked up into his face, which had only gotten more handsome as time sharpened its planes and strengthened his chin. And those eyes . . .


“What is it?” Mac asked, gazing deep into her own ebony gaze. “Thinking about what it was like when we used to be a couple?”


The singer’s beautiful voice seemed to fill Teresa’s mind and heart. Then a picture flashed in front of her—an old picture of a younger Mac working as a bartender, and the bar’s stunning redheaded owner Teresa had been so jealous of even though Mac had reassured her repeatedly that he didn’t even like the woman. Then had come the crushing day Teresa had walked into a storage room and found Mac holding the redhead tightly as he deeply kissed her. Teresa would forget neither the redhead’s glance of glinting-eyed triumph nor the guilt and embarrassment of Mac’s expression when he’d caught sight of Teresa. Now, on the dance floor, Teresa abruptly stiffened and moved away from him.


“I know what you just remembered, Teri,” Mac said mildly.


“Oh? Are you a mind reader as well as a businessman now?”


“Not at all. I just know you. I know your body language and your expressions. You were remembering—”


“The song’s coming to an end.” Teresa took her arm off his shoulder and gave him a polite smile. “Thank you for requesting this number,” she said woodenly. “It was very considerate of you.”


“Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” Mac had immediately switched his demeanor. He’s making fun of me by tossing my discomfort in my face, Teresa thought angrily. “We try to please here at Club Rendezvous, ma’am.”


Teresa ignored his jibe at her formality. “I believe I have a fresh drink waiting for me at the table.”


“You do indeed, with four cherries in it. The two extra cherries are on the house in honor of your birthday.” He gave her that maddeningly dazzling smile and made a slight movement that resembled a bow. “Thank you kindly for the dance. Shall I walk you to your table?”


“It’s only a few feet away. I think I can make it by myself.”


She fled back to the safety of the table and immediately turned on Carmen. “You told him we were coming tonight and it’s my birthday!”


“I told him we were coming. He already remembered your birthday.” Carmen propped her elbows on the table, cupping her chin in her hands, and grinned. “For a while you two looked pretty cozy out there.”


“We were just dancing,” Teresa snapped, grabbing her fresh drink.


“Barely. Mostly you were clinging, gazing romantically into each other’s eyes.”


“Oh, Carmen, don’t be absurd!”


“You were. Not that I blame you. God, they invented the word ‘rakish’ to describe Mac MacKenzie’s smile. It could stop a heart. And those dimples . . .” She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. “I thought for certain there would be a lingering kiss at the end of the song.”


Teresa glowered at Carmen, then stared straight ahead, embarrassed although she knew Carmen was only teasing.


Sharon, obviously realizing Teresa was in no mood for what could be considered mockery, tossed a hard look at Carmen. Teresa knew that although her sister-in-law tolerated Carmen, she thought the older woman tactless, even brash. “I can’t imagine that Carmen was your mother’s best friend. My mother would have had nothing to do with her,” Sharon had huffed once to Teresa, and remembering that Sharon considered her deceased mother the perfect woman, Teresa had merely smiled.


“I know that’s your favorite song, Teri. It was nice of Mac to request it for you on your birthday, but you didn’t look to me as if he were sweeping you off your feet. I’m sure not to anyone else, either. Some people just enjoy making others feel uncomfortable.” Sharon flung the words defiantly at Carmen.


Although Carmen clearly had gotten Sharon’s message, she relaxed in her chair and said casually, “I love that song, too. I used to have a cassette tape of it, but the tape snapped. I think I’ll order a CD tomorrow.” She paused, grinning without malice at Sharon. “When it comes in, I’ll ask Herman over to dance to it with me if he isn’t too busy with his knitting. Would you and Kent like to join us?”


Teri laughed and even Sharon smiled, breaking the strain at the table. A couple of minutes later, Sharon had begun talking about getting her son, Daniel, started on his riding lessons at Teresa’s school, reminding her of the family’s planned tour tomorrow afternoon, although the child had been to Farr Fields many times. “Teri, you do have a nice, gentle horse for him to train on, don’t you?” Sharon anxiously asked.


“I have one that’s perfect for him.” Teresa pictured the pony she’d chosen for the little boy who was becoming skittish because of Sharon’s constant hovering.


“I want your most gentle one,” Sharon ordered.


Carmen frowned in barely concealed annoyance. “Sharon, you act like Teri’s going to put Daniel on a raging stallion.”


Sharon’s cheeks grew scarlet under her freckles. “Horses can be dangerous, Carmen, or didn’t you know that?”


“Hey, girls, let’s not have a chick fight here in front of everyone,” Teresa said with artificial ease, trying to cut the sudden flashing hostility between the two women. “Sharon, I have students even younger than Daniel. I know how to train children and so do my employees, Gus and Josh.” She patted Sharon’s hand. “We’ll be extra careful with him. After all, he’s my nephew!”


Sharon gave Teri a weak smile, said nothing else, took two sips of her drink, and after ten minutes glanced at her watch. “It’s almost eleven,” she announced. “Time for me to go home.”


“But the party’s just beginning,” Carmen protested.


“I’ve been gone for hours. I need to check on Daniel. Teri, you and Carmen stay. Don’t let me interrupt your evening.”


“I think I should be leaving, too,” Teresa said in support of her sister-in-law, whose tension she saw growing. Sharon really just wanted to escape Carmen’s company. “I have to get up early in the morning.”


“Me, too.” Carmen was suddenly taking a last sip of her drink and reaching for her purse. “None of us need to be driving after more than two drinks anyway.”


Out in the parking lot, Sharon rushed for her car, but Carmen lingered near Teri’s. “I hope I didn’t offend you tonight, teasing you about Mac.”


Carmen’s tendency to tease about sensitive matters often irritated Teresa, but she always reminded herself what a good friend the woman had been to her mother. Carmen had befriended the lonely Marielle when Teri was thirteen and she’d been able to lift Marielle’s spirits like no one else could. After the murders, Carmen had taken in Teri and offered her reassurance and safe haven during that nightmare time, fending off reporters like a pit bull. Carmen had comforted her and never said, “I told you so,” after Teri’s breakup with Mac. Carmen still offered Teri emotional support and friendship without trying to act like a mother.


Suddenly, Teresa hugged Carmen. “You didn’t offend me with your teasing about Mac. I’m used to you.”


“Well there’s a compliment for you.” Carmen laughed. “I really did want you to see the club, Teri. It turned out beautifully. But I wasn’t trying to make history repeat itself. I can’t forget how you came crying to me when you caught him with that other woman.”


“I never told anyone except you why I ended our engagement,” Teri said.


“And I kept the secret, too. So, Mac aside, did you have a good time?”


“Mac aside, I had a great time except for you digging at Sharon.”


“Sharon needs a stern talking-to about her absurd overprotectiveness.”


“She’s the same way about Kent and about her father now that he’s a widower. I think the protectiveness is really a mask for possessiveness.”


“Goodness, my Teri is a psychologist now!” Carmen laughed. “Well, whatever it is, I chose the wrong time to call her on it, although there’s no good time to criticize Sharon. She doesn’t like criticism.”


“Who does?”


“You’re right. Anyway, I’m sorry. I’ll apologize to Sharon if it’ll make you happy.”


“It will.” Teri smiled in relief. “I’m glad you suggested we come to the club.”


“I thought a visit was due because you’ve never been here and you did the lion’s share of designing it. I wanted you to see the finished product. Sure you’re all right to drive?”


“My drinks were mostly cherries, so I think there’s very little alcohol in my system.”


Carmen laughed. “You and sweets. I’ll never know how you can eat so many of them and stay so thin. You have your mother’s slender frame. And her beauty. Except for your dark eyes, you look so much like Marielle, it’s almost uncanny.” Sadness shone in Carmen’s gaze for a moment. Then she smiled and began walking away, throwing a cheerful, “Happy birthday, kiddo,” over her shoulder.


The club had been busy and the parking lot was still almost full. Teresa glanced at all the cars, thinking that most of them wouldn’t be leaving for another hour, then opened the door of her white Buick Lucerne. As soon as the interior lights came on, she saw papers lying on the driver’s seat. She wondered if Mac had left a note in her car until she saw that the top sheet was a newspaper clipping dating from eight years ago. The headline seemed to scream at her:


 


OWNER OF FARR COAL COMPANY AND WIFE MURDERED


 


“Oh no,” Teresa murmured, a chill running over her in spite of the warmth of the June night. She picked up the papers and glanced at the article, a few phrases jumping out at her about Hugh’s and Wendy’s deaths by stabbing and the injury of little Celeste, who according to the newspaper was in stable condition in spite of a knife wound to her abdomen. The paper also emphasized that Teresa had sustained only “a superficial wound to the left arm,” a fact that had fueled some people’s belief that Teresa had wielded the knife the night of the murders.


Feeling slightly dizzy, Teri let the newspaper clipping flutter to the asphalt. Then she read the computer-printed note:


 


Dear Teresa,


Roscoe Lee Byrnes meets his maker this week. Will you finally feel safe? I don’t think so now that Celeste Warner is talking again. Or have you been too busy celebrating your birthday to hear the latest breaking news? It seems she remembers the night you murdered her mother and tried to kill her too. She’s scared now—not telling everything—but she will soon and then your nightmare will really begin.










Chapter 2


1


Teresa awakened heavy-eyed and sluggish. She wondered what was wrong. She’d only had two drinks at Club Rendezvous last night and been in bed before midnight. Then the memory of the parking lot flooded back to her. Finding the newspaper clipping and the note. No wonder she hadn’t slept well, Teresa thought.


She groaned and rolled onto her side. At the bottom of the bed slept her dog, Sierra, a fifty-pound mixed breed with short, gleaming chocolate brown hair, white hind paws, and pointed ears a bit too large for her delicate face. Teri smiled as she looked at the dog deep in sleep, untroubled by old tragedies and frightening new threats.


Teresa’s gaze slowly drifted away from the peaceful dog to the rest of her bedroom. Sunlight poured through the window facing east, highlighting her pale buttercup walls and shining on the simple engraved pine furniture she’d placed throughout the large bedroom. Some people told her the room looked almost Spartan—she needed more than a dresser, a nightstand, a cedar chest, and an overstuffed chair covered in ivory linen striped with moss green.


Teresa loved the room, though. The unfussy furnishings did not detract from the fireplace across from her bed with its creamy tiles hand-painted with green ferns and a few small butterflies and hummingbirds. She especially liked the décor so radically different from the garish pink and cerise room in which her father and Wendy had been murdered, a room that still appeared in Teri’s recurring nightmare.


She’d had it last night—the same nightmare she’d had a hundred times of walking into her father’s darkened room, of slowly approaching Wendy’s side of the bed and stepping on soaking-wet carpet, of turning on the light and seeing her father’s and Wendy’s dead bodies, their many stab wounds oozing blood. Her screams. That’s where the nightmare mercifully ended. For years she’d become accustomed to having the nightmare at least once a week. Then, when she was twenty-two, it had abruptly stopped. She was disheartened by its return.


Teresa realized the note had prompted the dream. Almost against her will, she rolled over, opened the drawer of her bedside table, and withdrew the half page of typing paper left in her car last night. The words seemed to jump out at her in the bright morning light:


 


Dear Teresa,


Roscoe Lee Byrnes meets his maker this week. Will you finally feel safe? . . .


 


Teri laid down the paper and stared across the room into the fireplace. Roscoe Lee Byrnes. The serial killer the police had apprehended attempting to escape a grisly crime scene in Pennsylvania just two weeks after the Farr murders. The man scheduled for lethal injection in a few days who had confessed to killing Hugh and Wendy Farr and twenty other people. Teresa thought of how easily Byrnes could have added two more victims to his list if he’d murdered her and Celeste.


But he couldn’t possibly have been trying to kill me, Teresa admitted reluctantly to herself as she had hundreds of times. That awful night, amid all the carnage he’d wrought, why had he been content just to cut her arm? Teresa glanced down at the narrow nine-inch scar stretching from her biceps almost to her wrist. The wound had been so shallow the scar now was barely visible. Her attacker’s action didn’t make sense, and for eight years Teresa had obsessed over why her life had been spared when the other people in the household had been so viciously torn and gashed.


After Byrnes’s confession, local police and the FBI decided Teresa’s screaming had saved her life that night. The neighbors said that through their open bedroom windows facing the Farr home, they had heard her wild shrieks. The husband had immediately turned on a bright bedside light and called 911. Meanwhile their Great Dane, spending the night on the porch, had begun howling and set off every other dog near the Farr house.


From the Farr bedroom, the police reasoned, Byrnes must have seen the neighbor’s glaring bedside light and guessed someone was reaching for a phone. He had also heard the strident howls of at least five dogs and he’d been frantic to escape the house. He’d probably thought the police would answer alarm calls quicker or that maybe they even made routine passes around the homes of the affluent. That was the answer, most of them decided. Byrnes had been too intent on flight to waste time killing Teresa. He’d merely slashed at this unexpected impediment between him and escape.


Still, the Farr house security alarm hadn’t gone off and none of the locks had been picked. That fact the police couldn’t understand until Teresa told them that her father had been “upset” with her when she’d come in late. He’d lectured her, sent her to bed, and almost immediately she’d heard his heavy footsteps climbing the stairs. He often forgot to turn on the alarm when he was distracted, she’d told them, and had no qualms about giving the police this expurgated version of the scene that night because her conscience was clear when it came to Hugh’s death. Actually, she’d been terrified that if the police knew about the violence between her and Hugh that day, both before and after her night excursion, she’d be an even more likely murder suspect.


After his apprehension in a small Pennsylvania town, police had presented a scenario of the Farr murders to Byrnes, one in which he’d perhaps seen a pretty girl, followed her home, waited a couple of hours, decided to go in after her and whomever else he could find, and luckily discovered the front door unlocked. They went on to add that because of all the noise and the lights next door, he’d been in such a hurry to escape, he hadn’t taken time to kill a teenage girl who might put up a struggle.


Later the cops had allowed Teresa to see a video of them presenting Byrnes with their theory of the crime, then waiting anxiously for his reaction. Byrnes had stared expressionlessly at them for almost a full minute with his pale, yellow-tinged blue eyes, then nodded his unusually big head with its sparse hair, fat red cheeks, and receding chin. Finally, he’d said, “Yeah, that’s what happened,” in the rumbling monotone that was his voice. The police had been satisfied. Teresa hadn’t. They had not seen the killer calmly descend the stairs, open the front door, and close it behind him. To her, that escape didn’t seem to be one of a man frantic with fear, frenziedly trying to flee.


She had never described the killer’s unhurried “getaway” to anyone, though, because too many people already believed her unstable mother had killed her callous ex-husband and his new, pregnant wife. Nor had Teresa mentioned the whiff of sandalwood she’d caught that night when the killer bumped against her. She’d read that sandalwood was used in both women’s and men’s colognes, but she was certain someone would mention that Marielle Farr always wore the scent of sandalwood, pointing toward her as the possible murderer.


Teresa sighed and muttered in frustration, “It was eight years and two months ago. Enough of the tragic replay.”


She climbed out of bed, managing not to disturb a snoring Sierra. Teresa went into the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. Her complexion was paler than usual and she had dark shadows beneath her eyes. “You have one birthday and you look ten years older,” she told her reflection, but she knew she didn’t look tired because she was officially a year older than the day before yesterday. She’d had a bad night because of the chilling note left on her car, a night torn with nightmares of the murders, and a heartbreaking dream about her lost mother.


Teresa turned on the radio she kept in the bathroom. Steve Winwood’s “Back in the High Life Again” came on, an upbeat song that for once did nothing for Teri’s downbeat mood. She couldn’t stop thinking about her mother, Marielle. After a breakdown and stint in a psychiatric clinic precipitated by the divorce, Marielle had gone to stay with her Aunt Beulah who lived just north of town. Doctors had pronounced Marielle unfit to care for a teenage girl, causing her to lose not only Hugh but also custody of Teresa.


Marielle’s aunt told police that on the day of the Farr deaths Marielle had seemed calm, even somewhat cheerful, and said she was going for an afternoon walk on her favorite path in the woods. Encouraged by her improved mood and unusual energy, Beulah claimed that for the first time since Marielle’s release from the hospital, she had let the younger woman go out of the house alone.


Teresa’s eyes filled with tears. Her beautiful, gentle mother had never returned to Beulah’s house. There had been a massive police search for Marielle, especially because of the murders, but the investigation had revealed absolutely nothing. As far as Teresa knew, no one had seen or heard from her mother for eight years. Marielle Farr simply seemed to have fallen off the face of the earth the beautiful day in April that had ended so grotesquely for Hugh, Wendy, and Celeste.
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