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Prologue


Renée Eastman stared through the window at the October night. The moon shone sharp and harshly metallic against an empty black sky. She loved nights filled with bright lights, people, and revelry. Quiet nights spent alone made her uneasy.


She refused to give in to her anxiety and close the curtains. Instead, Renée shut her eyes. The area was so quiet she caught the sound of Aurora Falls. Hearing water rushing to plummet almost a hundred and fifty feet into the Orenda River thrilled her as much as it had when she’d arrived in this city named for the waterfall. Renée smiled wryly. How ironic, she thought. She was not a nature lover, but the natural wonder of the falls was the only thing she liked about the place she’d come to as a bride.


Thinking of her marriage sent Renée’s spirits into a dive. Marrying James Eastman—handsome, intelligent, accomplished, a true gentleman—had been the biggest mistake of her life, Renée silently mourned. What had she been thinking?


She had been thinking of getting away from home, she reminded herself. She had been thinking of escaping her family, spiteful ex-boyfriends, jealous girlfriends, the trouble she always attracted, and, most of all, bad memories.


Marriage to James hadn’t turned out as she’d expected, though, and neither had life in Aurora Falls, the city where James had grown up, the city where he had returned after law school at Tulane University in New Orleans to share his father’s firm, the city where so many citizens respected and admired him. She, Renée Moreau Eastman, had been born and lived in the thrill and animation of New Orleans. Its excitement had burned itself into her soul. Here, in this lovely but quiet city of only about forty-five thousand people, she had always been an outsider.


No, worse than an outsider. She became an outcast, because before long people decided she was unworthy of James. She hadn’t been hurt, but she hadn’t been surprised, either. Renée had decided that James was no different from most people she’d known—people who acted honorable and earnest but in reality were full of suppressed hungers, anger, hatred, and violence. She, on the other hand, suppressed nothing, denied herself nothing, and therefore wanted for nothing. She’d shown her true colors to the world; James had not.


So she had left two years ago and never looked back. Everyone—especially James—must have thought she had just disappeared off the face of the earth.


But now she was back in this town where it all started. And she wasn’t sure it had been the best idea to return.


Renée shivered. The high winds of a storm earlier in the evening had torn down power lines, cutting off electric in this area. She’d found only two plastic flashlights, one flawed by a cracked lens. She’d been lucky to find a few candles. Candles set a sensual mood, Renée thought, but they were lousy at providing ordinary illumination. Maybe the quivering light they cast on the walls caused her edginess tonight. The rooms looked surreal and crawled with shadows. She couldn’t see down the dark hall or into the oversized kitchen and she didn’t like the unknown.


To make matters worse, Renée heard the repeated whip-or-eeeo call of a whip-poor-will. Hadn’t the damned things migrated south by now? The night her beloved grandfather had been taking his last breaths, she’d first heard a whip-poor-will calling. When a heartbroken five-year-old Renée had kissed Grandpapa for the last time and been dismissed from his room, her spiteful nanny forced her outside to hear a whip-poor-will singing loudly near the house. She’d told Renée the whip-poor-will always knew when Death came to claim someone and the bird called to signal the departing soul—in this case, Grandpapa’s. Renée had rolled her dark eyes and given the woman a little-girl scoff, but secretly she’d been terrified. Even now, the haunting song gave her the creeps. Tonight she couldn’t bear to hear the bird’s call.


Renée had found a boom box with charged batteries and her CD by Queen. She loved music and clicked to a favorite song, “Who Wants to Live Forever.” For a minute, she was able to lose herself in the voice of Freddy Mercury.


But the music did nothing for the chill she felt, even though she wore a cashmere sweater. The temperature had dropped below fifty degrees and the furnace wasn’t working. She’d always been overly sensitive to cold. What a night this was turning out to be, she fumed inwardly. She decided she needed a drink. Badly.


Renée snatched up one of the flashlights and went into the large kitchen, cautiously stepping around scattered boxes loaded with household junk. She’d set a bottle of single-malt Scotch on a countertop and didn’t need much light to find the liquor and the glass next to it, pour a shot, and down it. She poured another shot, forced herself to take just a sip, then gave up the pretense and emptied the glass. Renée decided to postpone sipping until her third shot.


She carried her drink back to the living room and sat on the couch. The Scotch had warmed her body, but she was frustrated at becoming too dependent on alcohol. She didn’t like to be dependent on anything. Oh well, she was not an alcoholic, Renée thought reassuringly. She could cut back when she didn’t need so much liquor to soothe her nerves.


What most concerned her was that her nerves didn’t used to need so much soothing.


Renée took two more sips of Scotch as she sat in the silent near darkness, her anger growing. She looked at her watch. Ten ten. Their appointment had been for nine. She stood so abruptly she swayed, stalked to the window, and shone her flashlight through the slightly parted curtains.


She took another sip of her drink and peered into the night. She had no nearby neighbors, but usually she could see bulbs burning by distant front doors. No lights shone tonight, though. The absence of all electric lighting jarred her. Renée felt alone in the world and her apprehension heightened. From childhood, she’d hated solitude. She craved the company of at least one lively, admiring person. Now the craving had turned into a need.


Renée started the CD again and returned to the couch. A fat candle placed in a glass holder sat on the end table beside her, sending up a weak flame. After a minute, she sighed gustily. Music couldn’t calm her. She couldn’t take much more of this, but she wouldn’t make a call to find out what was going on. Calling might not be wise. Besides, she was tired, she was cold, and she was getting drunk.


With abrupt anger, Renée decided to leave. In her car, she had three pieces of luggage filled with everything she needed. She longed to stay at the beautiful Larke Inn overlooking the waterfall, but the Larke Inn dining room was a focal point for Aurora Falls society and she didn’t want people to spot her tonight. For days, she hadn’t wanted people to see her, but she knew she’d been careless, which wasn’t good. She wouldn’t make things worse by checking into the inn, but she wanted to go somewhere nice, somewhere welcoming, somewhere she could cuddle up in a cozy, comfortable bed and stop this foolish waiting. Dammit, Renée Moreau Eastman didn’t wait for anyone.


No matter how many times she told herself she was simply indignant, though, Renée knew that beneath her resentment lay raw fear. Something about this evening felt wrong—very wrong. Maybe it was just the Scotch, for once making her paranoid instead of mellow, but she wasn’t able to shake the feeling. In fact, the whole day had felt wrong and so had the previous day. She’d never let herself give in to fear or dread or dark fancies, believing them to be the hallmarks of cowards, but now she wondered if they might possibly be warnings—warnings perhaps she had foolishly ignored.


Renée shuddered. The involuntary reaction of her own body stunned her, making her feel as if she were losing control. Badly rattled, she fumbled for the flashlight she’d left lying on the couch, and when she couldn’t find it she snatched up the fat candle and headed for the bedroom. Her stiletto heels tapped smartly on the hardwood floors. She entered the room, placed the candle on a small bedside table, grabbed her light coat thrown across the bed, and froze.


One of the sliding glass doors leading to an overgrown patio stood open a couple of inches, allowing a chill breeze to creep through the room. Just over an hour ago, the door had been closed. Or had it? She’d been repelled by the dank, unwelcoming atmosphere of the empty house. The opening was so small, could she not have noticed it?


No. The mind fog created by the Scotch lifted as abruptly as it had descended. She remembered clearly that the temperature had already dropped considerably by nine o’clock when she’d been in this room. Why would she open a sizable window in an already-cold room? She wouldn’t.


The window had been unlocked and somebody had opened it within the last hour—somebody who now waited in this house with her.


The certainty turned Renée’s heart to ice, froze it into skipping a beat. For a moment, she couldn’t move. Then she fought the sudden desire to run. Some primal instinct told her that whoever had sneaked in wanted her to panic, to fall apart, to lose the essential brashness that was Renée Moreau. She wouldn’t give anyone that pleasure, though. She would not crumble, no matter how much she’d begun to tremble inside.


Besides, she was prepared. She was always prepared.


Renée hadn’t eaten since morning and she’d sent too much Scotch down to an empty stomach. She felt nauseated from alcohol and fear. Still, she must act calm, she told herself. If she didn’t want someone to know her insides quivered, she must maintain the appearance of bravado. She slipped on her coat without rushing. When she picked up her large handbag, though, Renée’s confidence shattered. The bag was too light.


Someone had removed her .22-caliber revolver.


The candle flame flickered before it died. Renée turned toward the doorway and stood still in the room lit only by moonlight filtering through the lightweight curtains.


“Something missing from your purse?”


Renée recognized the voice although she’d never heard it so toneless. She was proud that she sounded merely irritated when she asked, “What the hell are you doing?”


“I wanted to surprise you. And you are surprised. Drunk but surprised.”


Renée’s eyes had adjusted to the dimness and she saw moonlight glinting off the stainless-steel barrel of the upraised gun. “I think you’re drunk. What idiotic behavior.” She paused. “I was just leaving.”


“For the night?”


“I’m leaving Aurora Falls forever. I’ve realized there’s nothing here for me.”


“You made up your mind so quickly?”


“I came on a whim, but for some time I’ve had my doubts. Now I know this isn’t what I want. I never want to see this town or anyone in it ever again.”


A beat of silence passed. Finally, the almost unrecognizable voice chuckled. “Beautiful Renée—still lying.”


“I’m not lying. I’m absolutely serious. Sincere.”


“You never were sincere and you aren’t sincere now. You don’t know the meaning of sincerity. Or faithfulness. Or simple human decency.”


The voice sounded as unemotional and final as a judge delivering a death sentence. In the other room, Freddy Mercury wailed, “Who wants to live forever?” Renée did. Although she had a feeling of doom, she wouldn’t stop trying to survive this horror. She decided to try another tack. She didn’t have to force the quiver in her voice. “I’ve changed.”


“Then why aren’t you already gone?”


“I just wanted to explain myself. And I wanted to say good-bye.”


“Here. You wanted to explain yourself here, in this little cottage, when you just said you never wanted to see anyone in this town again.” Soft, mirthless laughter. “You can’t stop lying even with a gun pointed at you.”


“I mean it. I know now that coming here was a mistake and I’ll never come back to this place or to Aurora Falls.”


“We both know that’s not true. You never stop pursuing what you want.”


Renée hated the desperation that made her voice shake. “Well, maybe I’ve changed my mind about what I want.”


“No . . . you . . . haven’t.”


Now Renée’s heart beat so hard she thought it might crack a rib. “Are you threatening to murder me?” Silence. A gaze burning into hers, an eerily inhuman smile, a gun pointed at her face. Inspiration struck her. “He knows where I am.”


“Of course he does. Do you think I’m stupid? Do you think I don’t realize things aren’t always as they seem?”


“If you’re so smart, you know this won’t be the end.” Renée’s voice turned shrill. “It will only be the beginning, the beginning of a life of anxiety, of suspicion, of knowing you can’t keep a secret forever—”


Renée did not have time to hear the sound of a .22-caliber gun firing with a sharp ping, or to feel the bullet pierce her right eye. Renée’s head snapped back, then forward. She remained standing for a few seconds, blood beginning to stream down her cheek, over her lips, her chin, and onto her cashmere sweater. Finally, she fell forward, her face smashing against a rough hooked rug.


Her attacker watched until Renée went still with a last twitch of her manicured fingers. A booted foot slid beneath Renée’s shoulder and gave it a hard flip, rolling her body on its back.


Renée wasn’t beautiful anymore.










Chapter 1


Catherine Gray positioned herself on the front lawn, held up her camera, and called for her sister to hurry. As soon as Marissa walked out the front door, Catherine yelled, “Smile!” and snapped her picture.


“Catherine, you are driving me nuts with that camera!” Marissa spluttered. “Besides, you took me by surprise!”


Catherine looked at the LCD display of her last shot. “Not great, Marissa—you’re pop-eyed and your mouth is open. I’ll take another one.”


“I don’t want—”


“Now this time don’t look like you’ve just seen aliens landing. Smile and one, two, three . . .” Click. Catherine checked the display and nodded. “Great!”


Marissa shook her head. “Did James know he was creating a monster when he decided to buy that expensive camera for your birthday?”


Catherine grinned sheepishly. “Probably not. And the camera wasn’t his inspiration—I’d dropped hints for weeks.”


Marissa joined her sister and glanced at the picture. “Wonderful. Hair in a very sloppy ponytail, no makeup, and the denim jacket I sewed butterflies all over when I was sixteen. I look pathetic.”


“You look great—not a day over twenty-five.”


“I’m twenty-six,” Marissa said dryly.


“And you look twenty-five. You’re aging gracefully.”


“You are, too, for a woman who’s almost thirty.”


“Not for another ten months, and my thirties don’t scare me at all,” Catherine said lightly. “After all, Mom was as beautiful at thirty-five as she was at twenty-five. I’ve seen her photographs. In fact, looking through family albums is what made me want to become a good photographer. I want to leave a record of our lives, just like Mom and Dad left for us. And we’ll want a whole separate album for baby pictures.”


Marissa raised an eyebrow. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”


“No, but someday I will, and someday you’ll have something to tell me, and then I’ll take hundreds of pictures of our children.”


Marissa laughed. “Pictures that will mortify them when they’re teenagers and we drag out the albums and show the photos to their dates.”


“I won’t. I’ll make a point of never embarrassing my children.”


“Catherine, all parents embarrass their teenagers sometimes.”


“I’ll prove you wrong.” Catherine gazed up at the crystalline blue sky, smiled, and headed for her white sedan. “It’s an absolutely beautiful day. Come on before we lose the whole afternoon.”


“Uh, how about taking my car?” Marissa watched her sister’s smile fade. “I know you aren’t crazy about convertibles, but like you said, this is a beautiful day. We won’t have many more until winter.” Catherine’s gaze grew stubborn. Marissa walked behind her and started pushing her gently and relentlessly like a tugboat nudging a steamship into port. “This is the kind of day God made for rides in candy apple red Mustang convertibles! It’ll be fun.”


Catherine sighed. “Okay, but don’t drive like a bat out of hell like usual.”


“I won’t,” Marissa said solemnly. “I don’t want to wreck my car and destroy your wonderful camera. I’ll drive just like you do.”


Marissa put on her large sunglasses and started out at a snail’s pace, looking vigilant as she hunched over the steering wheel she clutched with both hands, not reaching for a CD, and braking with exaggeration at every stop sign.


Catherine finally burst into laughter. “I feel like I’m with a hundred-year-old chauffeur. I don’t drive like this.” Marissa said nothing. “Okay, maybe I do sometimes, but I can’t stand it when you do. Put on some music and pick up the pace!”


Marissa grinned, slipped in a Natasha Bedingfield CD, and pressed her foot harder on the accelerator. Catherine tipped back her head, letting the wind lift her long, honey brown hair. She closed her heather green eyes, listening to “Pocketful of Sunshine” and letting the gentle late October sun warm her face.


Catherine knew family and friends considered her the sensible, cautious sister versus free-spirited Marissa, and during her late childhood she’d started trying to live up to their image. Few people realized how often Catherine had wanted to give in to her own devil-may-care impulses, but after years of constant levelheaded behavior letting go was hard. Ever since she’d moved into the Gray family home left to the sisters after their mother’s death, though, Catherine had felt her restraints loosening and a different side of her personality creeping out to greet the sun.


“I told you it would be fun!” Marissa shouted over the loud music.


Catherine merely smiled and then raised her arms, swaying them in time with the music as if she were at a rock concert. Marissa laughed.


They drove south, away from the city and the Aurora waterfall. Catherine remembered that when Marissa was eight she’d begun telling the story of Sebastian Larke, who’d discovered the falls in 1770, which she’d called ancient times. Sebastian had named the waterfall for a Greek goddess, she’d explained. Catherine had listened patiently to Marissa’s remarkably accurate lectures about the wide, horseshoe-shaped falls that measured 124 feet high and cascaded into the Orenda River, the third-largest river in the “United States of America,” Marissa had always announced proudly. Then, with her brilliantly blue eyes cast down, her voice beyond sad, she’d ended, “And he never, ever got married and had kids, the poor, lonely guy.”


“Remember when you used to make Mom, Dad, and me listen to your account of Sebastian Larke finding the falls?” Catherine asked suddenly. “You got so carried away one time, you announced that you were meant to be Sebastian’s wife—God just got mixed-up and you were born too late.”


Marissa laughed. “I was a weird kid.”


“You were a smart, imaginative kid. I always felt like you could really see Sebastian Larke work during the day building the town, and then go back to his lonely cabin at night. You were wrong about one thing, though. God didn’t mean for you to be with Sebastian. He meant for you to be with Eric Montgomery.”


“Oh, really? Did God tell you that in person?”


“He told me in a dream,” Catherine returned in a soft, undulating voice, her eyes closed. “He said, ‘Eric will become master of Sebastian’s creation, the city of Aurora Falls, and rule it with Marissa by his side. It is meant to be.’ ”


“Have you been calling those psychic hotlines? Or do you believe you can see the future?” Marissa returned with mock solemnity. “You’ll have to tell Eric about your dream. He’s afraid he’ll lose the election for sheriff and then he won’t become the master of Aurora Falls. Oh, you can leave out the part about me being by his side.”


Catherine’s eyes snapped open. “What? Are you and Eric breaking up?”


“No, but I don’t want him getting too confident.” Marissa grinned. “Got to keep him on his toes, make him think he must still woo me with flowers and candy and give me an impressive engagement ring for Christmas.”


“I think you’re awful for plotting to get a specific gift.”


“I know. I feel extremely guilty about it. I guess I’m just like my sister.”


“I wanted a camera, not an engagement ring.”


Marissa grinned. “Sure, Catherine. I guess if James Eastman had proposed on your birthday and given you a ring instead of a camera you’d have told him to jump over the falls.”


Catherine ignored her sister and closed her eyes again, thinking that just last year at this time she couldn’t have imagined herself riding in Marissa’s car as they went to look at land owned by the Eastmans. When she’d left Aurora Falls at seventeen to attend the University of California at Berkeley, she’d known she wanted to be a clinical psychologist, which would require a Ph.D. Somewhere in a hazy future, Catherine had thought, she’d be married to a man she had yet to meet and have a child. She’d never dreamed she’d end up right where she started and dating a guy she’d loved for years.


“You’re smiling,” Marissa said. “Thinking of James?”


“Why don’t you watch the road instead of staring at me?”


“Oh, I can do both,” Marissa returned airily. “Were you thinking of James?”


“You’ll never leave me alone until I give in and tell you.” Catherine opened her eyes. “Ten years ago I would never have pictured myself coming back to Aurora Falls to live with my sister.”


“I know the thought of living with me would bring a smile to anyone’s face,” Marissa said dryly, “but I believe you were also thinking about James.”


“Okay, I was thinking of him. I remember hoping he’d notice me someday.”


“And he did. Therefore, the smile.”


“Yeah.” Catherine’s thoughts spun over all the years she’d loved James Eastman; then slowly her smile faded. “Do you ever feel like things are too good to be true?”


“Do you mean like things that happen to me are too good to be true?”


“Well, maybe sometimes.” After a moment she said, “When Eric and I got back together after five years I felt at first that it was too good to be true. Maybe that’s why I kept pushing him away.” She paused. “Are you feeling like you being with James is too good to be true?”


“Well, being with James is wonderful. I guess sometimes I feel it’s too wonderful because he was married.”


“Oh no.” Marissa grimaced. “You’ve been thinking about Renée. Why?”


“Mrs. Paralon mentioned her to me the other day.”


“Mrs. Paralon rehashes forty-year-old gossip as if it’s hot off the press. No one pays any attention to her.”


“Maybe. But it made me think of Renée, especially when Dad insisted that all of us attend James’s wedding to her in New Orleans.”


“Jeez, Catherine, that was years ago!”


“Yes, but I’ll always remember it as one of the worst experiences of my life.”


“Well, don’t get mad at Dad about it now. He and James’s father had been friends forever and the families were friends—we couldn’t skip the wedding.”


“I didn’t have to go.”


“I know Dad kept pestering you about it, but since you and I weren’t little girls anymore he thought it would be our last trip as a family. And it was.”


“I’ve never been mad at Dad for guilting me into going to the wedding. How could I be? He didn’t know how I felt about James.”


“No, I don’t believe he had a clue. Only Mom and I knew.”


Catherine’s gaze snapped toward her sister. “You and Mom? I told her I cared about James in strictest confidence and she promised she wouldn’t tell anyone else!”


“She didn’t tell me, but I could tell you were crazy about James.”


“Oh no,” Catherine groaned. “If you could, other people probably could, too. What if guests at the wedding were laughing about the girl gazing at James with big cow eyes full of love?” Catherine could feel her face growing hot. “I shouldn’t have looked at him at all!”


“Relax. You did a great job of hiding your feelings. Dad didn’t notice. You were cool and composed, even when James introduced you to the bride.”


“Oh God. Renée. I’ll never forget all the thick, gleaming black hair cascading down her back, those huge, doe-like eyes, her porcelain skin. No wonder he married her barely three months after meeting her. She was so beautiful.”


“She was striking in a flashy, sexy way. You are beautiful,” Marissa said firmly.


Catherine went on as if Marissa hadn’t spoken. “You say no one knew how I felt about James, but she did. I could tell when she looked at me. She was amused by my love and my misery and I hated her, Marissa. I don’t think I’ve ever hated anyone, but I hated her.”


“So did everyone who knew her in Aurora Falls by the time she vanished.”


Catherine glared at her sister. “Why did you say ‘vanished’?”


“I don’t know. I guess because that’s what so many people say.”


“People who think James killed her say ‘she vanished’ because it sounds creepy.”


“Yeah, well a lot of people love drama and Renée gave it to them. For years, she stirred up trouble in Aurora Falls, broke up at least two marriages, pushed James to what everyone thought was the breaking point; then suddenly she was gone. No one saw her leave and no one has heard from her again.” Catherine sighed. “James could have saved himself a lot of grief if he’d divorced her a few months after marrying her, before she had so much time to become a . . . a legend.”


“A legend! Oh, that’s just great.”


“It’s true.”


“You’re certainly creative today, but your memory is terrible, Marissa. I’ve told you at least twenty times that in this state James couldn’t divorce her on the grounds of irreconcilable differences unless she agreed and they lived apart for a year. Fat chance of her going along with that plan.”


“Then he should have charged her with adultery. She didn’t make a secret of her affairs.”


“James is too much of a gentleman to do that!” Catherine snapped.


“There are times for being a gentleman and times to act like a man.”


Catherine looked at Marissa furiously. “How dare you imply James is a . . . a . . .”


“Wimp?” Catherine’s glare didn’t stop Marissa. “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought it, too.”


Catherine went silent for a moment, clenching her jaw. Then she said slowly and distinctly, “He is not a wimp, a coward, or a weakling, Marissa. He just should have taken action sooner to end the marriage.”


“He never took any action to end the marriage until she . . . left.”


Catherine felt her breath come faster in anger. “What are you saying?”


“That I’ve just never understood why he held on to Renée for so long.”


After a pause, Catherine said, “I never told you this, but after James married her, he found out she was a really troubled woman. He’s never gone into details, but her past wasn’t what you would expect after briefly seeing her life in New Orleans. Anyway, he thought with enough time and understanding and love she’d change. When he saw that she either couldn’t or didn’t want to change, he still hesitated because divorcing her for adultery would humiliate his parents.”


“He didn’t think she humiliated them, too?” Marissa asked incredulously.


“I don’t know exactly what he thought at the time. He just says for some reason he can’t understand, she loved tormenting him and his family. He thinks that’s why she left the way she did—to create suspicion about him by making it look like he’d killed her.” Catherine’s voice rose. “Even if I’m a psychologist, I don’t give a damn if she was troubled! She was a bitch!”


“Finally we agree on something,” Marissa said evenly, “but the best way she could have hurt him would have been to stay. She’s been gone for ages, though, James got his divorce on the grounds of desertion, and people have moved on to new topics of gossip.” After a moment of silence, Marissa said softly, “If all of the past gossip—if James’s marriage to Renée—upsets you so much, Catherine, you should stop seeing him.”


Catherine looked sharply at her sister. “Stop seeing James? Marissa, I love him!”


“Does he love you?”


“What? Of course. He tells me so all the time.”


“Then concentrate on the present and stop being so touchy about the past. Stop even thinking about it.”


Catherine’s anger drained, leaving her feeling foolish and mean. “You’re right. I should think about now and quit being so overly sensitive about James and Renée. They’re history.” She paused. “Sorry I lashed out at you. But if you ever call James a wimp again—”


“I didn’t say ‘wimp.’ You did.”


Oh hell, I did, Catherine thought, her mind scrambling for a quick save. “I just said what you were implying.”


“Whatever.”


The sisters rode in silence for a couple of minutes. Then Marissa asked as if there hadn’t been a harsh word between them, “And now for the age-old child’s question: ‘How much farther is it?’ ”


“About five or six miles. Why do you care? I thought you love to drive.”


“I do, but not for the whole afternoon. It’s Saturday and we both have dates tonight. Last weekend you missed your dinner out with James because he went alone to that conference in Pittsburgh, so I’m sure he’ll take you somewhere special tonight as compensation. Anyway, we have hair to be curled, nails to be painted, eye shadow to choose, and a dozen lipsticks and glosses to be tried before we reach perfection.”


“Like teenagers?”


“Like females with the romantic spirit of teenagers and the wisdom of women.”


“Yeah, sure.” They’d left the city and Catherine turned her gaze to the countryside, wondering if, even at twenty-nine, she was still more romantic than wise. She was in love with a man she’d known most of her life and loved nearly half of her life. At least, she thought she’d loved him that long. She was a clinical psychologist, though, and she knew how easy it was for an adolescent to mistake attraction for love.


Then, last Christmas when she’d come home for her college break and her first Christmas at home without her mother, who’d died the previous summer, James Eastman had finally entered her life as a romantic interest, not just a family friend. That holiday had been both bizarre and wonderful, and she’d known that as a woman, not a teenager, she passionately loved James.


Afterward, they’d traveled between Aurora Falls and California to see each other and when she’d passed her tests and earned her license as a clinical psychologist in June she had made the decision to live in Aurora Falls. She’d joined the practice of an older, more established psychologist just over four months ago—not long, really, Catherine told herself. Maybe hoping that James would propose by spring was like a child’s fairy-tale wish, especially after what he’d been through with Renée.


Catherine and James didn’t live together. She didn’t want to move into his town house, but James had never asked. Maybe he knew she’d refuse. She wondered if he thought such an arrangement in a city of around forty-five thousand would damage her new position in the psychology practice or even his established law practice. He must realize, though, this was the twenty-first century. More likely, she’d reluctantly decided, James didn’t want her to become a permanent part of his life any time soon. Maybe ever. An immediate feeling of rejection hit Catherine, unnerving her. Idly guessing about James’s possible feelings shouldn’t affect her so much, Catherine thought in concern. She was already too emotionally dependent on him, too—


Absently looking at a browned soybean field and another field full of faded cornstalks, Catherine suddenly emerged from her reverie and almost shouted, “Turn right!”


Marissa hit the brakes, throwing them both forward against their seat belts. “What are you yelling about?” she demanded loudly. “You want me to turn right? Right into that cornfield?”


“I meant just past the cornfield,” Catherine said meekly. “I’m sorry I startled you.”


“You said the cottage was five or six miles away. We’ve only gone three.” Marissa picked up speed again while muttering absently, “You are a driver’s nightmare, Catherine. I don’t know how you ever got a driver’s license. Of course, at the speed you drive, you hardly need one. A horse and buggy would serve you just fine—”


“There’s the road,” Catherine interrupted, still embarrassed over her outburst but determined not to apologize again. “Perry Lane. Isn’t that the name of a Beatles song?”


Marissa said irritably, “Not Perry Lane—‘Penny Lane’ on the Magical Mystery Tour. We have the actual vinyl album, which you’ve heard a hundred times. The CD version, which we also have, was released in 1987 and . . .”


She’ll go on like this for another couple of minutes, Catherine thought in relief, having known “Perry Lane” wasn’t a Beatles song. She also knew her sister was nearly a walking archive of Rolling Stone magazine and making a blunder to Marissa about a Beatles song was the perfect way to change the subject.


Perry Lane curved left about twenty feet ahead. Marissa soared around the gentle coil and followed Perry Lane nearly a quarter of a mile. Almost twice the normal amount of rain had fallen so far this October, and two inches had doused the area three days earlier. The grass was greener than usual for this time of year, and the dirt on either side of the asphalt road looked damp.


Catherine looked to the right in search of the Eastman cottage. The sun shone brightly and the air smelled fresh, as if both had just gone through the wash, she thought whimsically before pointing and saying, “I think that’s it!”


Marissa came to a slow stop. Catherine stared at a small, shabby, dark gray-green cottage with a covered porch running half the length of the building, a wide front window, and two smaller windows toward the southern end. Paint peeled all over the building and a few roof shingles lay on what passed for a front lawn. The limbs of large trees crowded in from the sides, overhanging the patchy roof and giving the little cottage an air of huddling in on itself, crouching.


Marissa frowned. “Are you certain this place belongs to James’s family?”


“I’m not absolutely certain, but his mother mentioned that it’s gray.”


“It’s not gray.”


“It is gray. I think the green is mildew from all the moisture and shade.”


“Mildew! Ugh!”


“Oh, don’t be so prissy. Just pull up in that little driveway.”


Marissa’s hands dropped to her lap. “I can’t even see a little driveway, Catherine.”


“It’s right there.” Catherine pointed. “The evergreen branches are hanging over it. The Eastmans only have the grounds mown four or five times a year. No wonder the yard is a disgrace.”


“The yard isn’t the only disgrace.” Marissa turned to her sister and said seriously, “Catherine, I’m getting a bad vibe from this place.”


Catherine made herself smile teasingly. “I thought I was the one sensitive to ‘bad vibes.’ You’ve always said you’re too smart to believe in all that illogical, sixth-sense stuff.”


“I’ve suddenly realized I’m not as smart as I thought,” Marissa returned. “I mean it.”


Catherine felt a tingle of uneasiness, but she didn’t want to argue. “The place is depressing because it’s neglected,” she said with bright determination. “It’s just an old summer cottage. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of it.”


“Only because it looks like a serial killer’s lair. Even those evergreen trees look diseased.”


Catherine snapped, “Marissa, you’ve watched too many movies. A serial killer’s lair? That’s—”


“True?”


Catherine looked around, surprised by feeling insulted, and softened her tone. “The place doesn’t look great, but you’re being silly.” She forced another smile. “Pull into the front yard near the cottage.”


Marissa squinted at the scrappy land in front of the cottage and sighed. “Here goes.”


She drove carefully, dodging shingles and a fallen tree limb, and then stopped her Mustang near the cottage. “So much for the obstacle course. Is there a reason James’s father won’t take care of his property?”


“He hates the cottage,” Catherine said. “He told me even though he couldn’t swim and he detested fishing, when he was a kid his father used to drag him out here every weekend to fish. Even during his teenage years.” Catherine stepped out of the car and glanced around. “James’s great-grandfather built this place in the forties.”


“That would be the seventeen-forties?” Marissa asked sarcastically as she emerged from the car.


“Right after World War Two, smart-ass, although it looks as if it’s stood here abandoned for at least a century.” Catherine looked at the desolate cottage and surrounding grounds. “James’s mother wants to sell the property—three acres of land that could be beautiful with proper care. James’s father was an only child and inherited everything, so ownership isn’t a problem.”


“What is the problem?”


“Probably Peter’s guilt about selling family land to strangers. Selling the land to James would keep it in the family, though.”


“Is James interested in buying it?”


“His mother usually brings up the topic of selling. James doesn’t say anything.”


“Then what makes you think he wants to buy the land?”


“It’s only an idea.”


“I see,” Marissa said knowingly. “You think James could buy the land as a site for a new house.”


“As I said, it’s only an idea,” Catherine evaded. “Today I just wanted to show you the land and get your thoughts about how well it would suit a nice house for James. You know how he hates living in a town house.”


“Why, no, I didn’t know,” Marissa drawled. “He hasn’t discussed the matter with me.”


“Well, he does,” Catherine maintained, ignoring Marissa’s grin. “He sold his house after Renée left. I’m sure he wants another one.”


“But he doesn’t know you’re looking at this place as a potential site for his new home,” Marissa said as Catherine smiled serenely. “Okay, let’s explore.” Marissa looked at the cottage. “Can we go inside?”


“No. I don’t have the key, but we can look through the windows.”


The boards of the long, uneven porch creaked as the women walked across it to the large front window with curtains parted less than a foot. They made tunnels of their hands and looked into a dim room lit only by sunlight coming through a back window to show a sagging couch, an oval coffee table, a hooked rug, and one lamp topped by a crooked shade.


Marissa made a face. “Obviously the cottage wasn’t decorated to impress anyone.”


“They probably kept things simple so they didn’t have to worry about anyone breaking in to steal nice furnishings. It’s better than I’d have expected from looking at the outside. I think someone cleans a couple of times a year and the Eastmans maintain the utilities—water, electricity, and gas for a furnace so they can keep the place warm enough in the winter that the pipes don’t burst.”


Catherine gazed around a large, raggedy flower bed filled with bright sunflowers, purple wild asters, and goldenrod. Several yards beyond the flower bed stretched a line of oak and maple trees shedding their brilliant, late October leaves. When she took a deep breath, she picked up the bitingly sweet scent of apples. James once told her his grandmother had planted a small grouping of apple trees, which she’d called her orchard.


“Forget the cottage,” Catherine said. “Look at this three-acre lot. It could be beautiful with a little tender loving care.” She grinned. “Let’s go look at the river!”


The grass stood tall, some weeds as high as their knees. As they walked around the cottage, Catherine was glad she’d suggested they wear jeans and sneakers with socks. Behind the building, untrimmed trees had blocked most of the sun and the grass grew in patches. She and Marissa linked arms and began down the gentle slope to the river and the old dock.


“How far would you say it is between the house and the river?” Marissa asked.


“I’m not good with distances.” Catherine frowned in thought. “Maybe eighty yards before it drops onto that steep bank leading down to the river. I’d put a fence in front of the bank.”


“Especially if you don’t want your toddlers rolling down into the river. How many are you planning on having? Toddlers, I mean.”


“A dozen,” Catherine answered, seemingly oblivious to Marissa’s teasing. “I think this would make a great backyard.”


“It sure would. You were right about this place. It’s a nice spot for a house.”


“What about your bad vibe?”


“I think it came from that dreadful cottage. The rest of this area is great. There’s plenty of room for a nice, sizable house for all of those children you’re planning to have, a big lawn for them and their little friends, and you’d even have room to build a large boathouse. You could keep the Annemarie here,” Marissa said, referring to the Gray family’s cabin cruiser that their father had named for his wife and the sisters now jointly owned. “And doesn’t James also want a motorboat?”


“Yes.”


“Well, there you go. It’s perfect.” Marissa raised her eyebrows. “What I wonder is why you’re showing this place to your sister as if you’re trying to persuade me it would be a great site for a new house? Why aren’t you talking to James? Do you think he really doesn’t want another house, a real home for a wife and children?”


Catherine sighed. “Here’s my problem. James has talked about wanting a house. He hasn’t asked me to marry him, although he says he loves me. Does he never want to marry again because of the way things went with Renée? Because I won’t be a live-in girlfriend who maybe gives him the couple of kids I think he wants, Marissa. I know a lot of people would consider me old-fashioned, but I want commitment.”


Marissa looked at her seriously. “You should just come out and ask James if he ever plans to remarry. After all, you’re the psychologist and I thought you people believed in talking about your feelings.”


“We do, except—”


“Except this matter concerns you and also you’re afraid of what you’ll hear. In that case, I’ll give you my opinion. I think James wants to marry you, but he’s someone who plans everything and who won’t move ahead with a project until he thinks he has ironed out every wrinkle. The two of you deciding where you would like to live is a wrinkle he wants gone when he asks you to marry him. He’s not impetuous, which is good, because neither are you. You’d have a nervous breakdown if you were married to an impetuous man.”


Catherine stood still for a moment, looking out over the Orenda River. The breeze created ripples that sparkled in the sun. The water lapped softly against the thick layer of granite riprap neatly piled along the shoreline to prevent erosion. Off to her left, she heard a robin singing and she saw a squirrel running back to the trees with a nut in its mouth, storing food for the coming winter. Yes, this place could be beautiful, Catherine thought. What a perfect place for a house to share with James and the children both Marissa and she thought James wanted.


She turned back to Marissa. “This would be a wonderful spot for a house!”


“So give James a little push, silly, and tell him, not me. Don’t be shy about making suggestions to the man you love. I’m certainly not.”


“I know,” Catherine said drolly. “So does your Eric.”


“Eric appreciates my candor.” Marissa paused. “Most of the time. Occasionally he gets stubborn and I don’t think he listens to me. Just because he hasn’t asked for my opinion, though, doesn’t mean he shouldn’t hear it—” Marissa frowned. “Are you even listening to me?”


Catherine had wandered away and was snapping a photo of bright leaves sailing toward the river on a crisp, buoyant breeze. Whimsy swept over her and she whipped around to face Marissa. “More pictures! Just a few more pictures before we go!”


Marissa beamed. “You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you?”


“I’ve decided to give it a try, but if James doesn’t go for it I want memories of seeing this gorgeous spot on this gorgeous day with my gorgeous sister.”


Catherine took several photographs, her smile never fading. She heard herself giggling and felt as if she were listening to someone else—Marissa or her mother, Annemarie, both with their unadulterated joie de vivre. The feeling was foreign and heady.


When they’d worked their way to the front of the cottage again, Catherine insisted Marissa shed her denim jacket and sit on the hood of her red convertible Mustang.


“You’re not going to sell James on this place by showing him a picture of me sitting on the hood of a car,” Marissa protested.


“This is for Eric. He can frame it and put it on his desk when he’s elected sheriff next month,” Catherine said as Marissa slid onto the hood. “Let down your ponytail.”


Marissa pulled the rubber band from her long ash-blond hair with its sunny highlights and shook it free around her shoulders. “How’s that?”


“Great. Now slip your sunglasses on top of your head for that carefree, beach-girl look.”


Marissa laughed but obeyed.


“Wonderful!” Catherine crowed. “Now put your right hand slightly behind you and lean on it. I’ll take a few more steps back . . .”


“Do you have to keep backing up to make me look good?”


“No, you look great, but you could look even better. Thrust your left shoulder forward slightly and—”


Catherine’s heel banged against something hard. She looked behind her and saw old, widely spaced wooden planks cut into a circular shape and set on a low, round concrete rim. She took a step up onto the planks and looked back into her viewfinder.


“Perfect! Eric will love this picture.”


Marissa’s eyes widened. “Be careful! You’re standing on a cistern—”


Suddenly Catherine heard the boards groaning. Old wood splintered and snapped beneath her feet, and with stunning shock she plunged into a vat of cold water. Deeper, deeper, deeper she fell until her feet touched a hard surface. She’d swallowed water and fought the reflex to open her mouth and cough. Terrified, Catherine thrust upward, flailing arms weighed down by the sleeves of her sopping-wet flannel-lined corduroy jacket until she collided with something large, something soft yet with a hard core she instinctively knew was a body. She thrashed wildly, panicked, and gulped more water. Then she tried to calm herself. It’s an animal, she thought. It’s just a large animal—


With arms just like mine, Catherine’s stunned mind registered as her own arms slipped beneath the others and slid up to where they joined a torso. She tried to shake loose, but her right hand had tangled in what seemed like thousands of long threads attached to her limp companion. She couldn’t keep writhing to jerk free of them without losing the momentum of her upward surge, though. Her feet paddling frantically, her lungs nearly bursting from the struggle to hold her breath while handling the extra weight, she finally rose to the surface, gasped for air, and opened her eyes.


Catherine shrieked as she looked into the mutilated, bloated face of a dead woman.










Chapter 2
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In her shock, Catherine’s feet went limp and her head slipped underwater. Then pain shot through her scalp. She rose once more to see Marissa lying on the ground and reaching forward over the cistern. Catherine realized her pain came from Marissa grasping a sizable hank of her hair and using it to pull Catherine’s body back to the water’s surface.


Catherine looked at the corpse she still clutched and screamed, “Oh my God!”


“Let go of it!” Marissa shouted. “Let loose of the body!”


Catherine looked at the atrocity in front of her, opened her mouth to scream again, and then raised her right hand tightly tangled in long, thick black hair. “Caught!” Water splashed into her mouth, but she managed to spew it out before swallowing. “I’m caught!”


Marissa pulled on Catherine’s hair, dragging her closer to the cistern’s side. “Help me, Catherine. Reach for the concrete edge!”


Concrete edge? Catherine went blank. Concrete edge of what? She couldn’t see anything except for a horribly swollen face only inches from hers.


“Catherine, snap out of it!” Marissa shrieked. “Now!”


Catherine coughed, blinked, looked around, and finally focused on a rim of concrete. She tried to stretch her arm, but the mass of hair tangled in her fingers wouldn’t allow enough extension for her to reach the rim. She sobbed and tried to propel both herself and her dark companion closer to the edge of the cistern, seeing the strain on Marissa’s face and knowing she couldn’t keep her grip on Catherine much longer.


Marissa ordered, “Pull the hair out of the head!”


Catherine cringed as she tugged. “Can’t! Too much hair!”


“Dammit, the skin’s spongy. Just rip out the hair with all your might!” Marissa yelled with brutal desperation.


With Catherine losing her strength and panicking, her squeamishness vanished. She slid her left arm from beneath the corpse’s armpit and braced her hand against the chest. She stopped paddling, raised her legs until her feet made contact with the body, and pushed backward as hard as possible until her hand jerked loose from the head.


Catherine sank for a moment until she began using her feet again. As she surfaced, the corpse lowered into the water. She moved closer to the concrete rim of the cistern, grabbed it, and then reached for her sister’s grasping left hand. Marissa let go of Catherine’s hair and with both hands began pulling her by the upper arms.


After what seemed like an eternity, Catherine completely emerged from the water and collapsed. Marissa lay crumpled beside her. Both women gasped loudly from exertion and Catherine shook violently. Finally, she glanced at the fingers of her right hand—fingers twined with long, black hair and pulpy roots. “Oh God,” Catherine moaned, almost retching.


“Stop looking at your hand,” Marissa said flatly. Then, “We have to call nine-one-one.”


“I can’t. Not now.” Catherine shuddered. “Marissa, I think that was—” She rolled on her side, wanting to cry, but she had no tears. Instead, she emitted an agonized bleat that sounded hardly human.


After a moment, Marissa asked just above a whisper, “Are you all right?”


“No.” At last, Catherine began sobbing. “Marissa, I think that’s Renée.”


2


After Marissa called 911 on her cell phone, time crawled for Catherine. She felt as if an hour passed before sirens shredded the cool, peaceful ambience of the October afternoon. Marissa had retrieved a blanket from the trunk of her car, and after demanding Catherine unwind from her fetal position and stand up she had removed Catherine’s jacket, wrapped her in the blanket, and made her rest on a reclining bucket seat of the Mustang. As soon as the EMS ambulance stopped, two paramedics spilled out and led Catherine to the vehicle. She sat inside the open rear doors as they checked her heartbeat, blood pressure, temperature, and flipped a small, sharp light back and forth into her eyes. She felt tender and hypersensitive and didn’t want to be touched. She told them three times she was fine—only cold and filthy—but they merely gave her patient, empty smiles and continued their examination.


The first police officer to arrive was Deputy Roberta “Robbie” Landers, a tall, slender young woman with a fine-boned, serious face, glossy brown hair, and steady dark blue eyes. Catherine and Marissa had met her the previous Christmas when she was a new deputy. Her father, Hank Landers, worked with Marissa at the Aurora Falls Gazette. While the paramedics continued checking out Catherine, Deputy Landers approached, notebook in hand. I can’t talk to her, Catherine thought, her muscles tensing. I can’t answer questions sensibly. I can’t tell Robbie I think someone murdered James’s ex-wife and stuffed her in that cistern.


Catherine could have kissed Marissa, who intervened. “Hi, Robbie,” Marissa said in a steady voice. “I’m glad you got here first. I’ll give you the details while the paramedics finish examining Catherine, if that’s all right.”


“Of course.” Robbie offered a small smile and encouraging nod to Catherine before she stepped aside with Marissa. Catherine could still hear their conversation.


“This cottage belongs to the Eastman family,” Marissa explained. “Catherine and I decided to take a look at it. Even though the cistern is big, the place is so overgrown, I didn’t even notice the wooden lid at first—not until Catherine stepped on it. The boards were weak, rotting, and they broke.”


Robbie took notes. “Didn’t the Eastmans warn you about the cistern, Miss Gray?”


“Please, Robbie, you’ve known me for a year. It’s ‘Marissa.’ And no, the Eastmans didn’t warn us about the cistern because they didn’t know we were coming here. Anyway, when the lid broke, Catherine fell in. There’s a lot of water in the cistern because of all the rain we’ve had lately. She didn’t surface immediately and when she finally did”—Marissa swallowed hard—“when she finally did, she’d caught the body under its arms and tangled her hand in its hair. At first she couldn’t get loose and the body kept dragging her down—” Marissa’s voice broke. “It was awful.”


Robbie continued to write, although even from a slight distance Catherine noticed her face tensing. “Could you estimate the level of decomposition? I mean, when you say a body, I don’t think you’re referring to a skeleton. Is flesh clinging on the bones or—” Robbie raised her shoulders. “I don’t know how to phrase this like the medical examiner would.”


“The body has most or all of its flesh and hair. I only got a glimpse, but the face looked dreadful—not just bloated but also . . . damaged.” After a moment, Marissa said, “It’s definitely a woman.”


“I see.” Robbie’s voice seemed carefully toneless. “Can you tell me in what way the face is damaged?”


“Well, not really. There’s something about the right side—maybe a hole where the eye should have been?”


“A hole? Like a puncture wound? Or a bullet hole?”


“I only got a glimpse, but I’d say either.”


“About how old is the woman?”


“It’s hard to tell because of the water damage to the body and I only got a quick look. If I had to guess, I’d say less than forty.”


“Hair color?”


“Black. Long, thick, and black. I’ll never forget it.” Marissa drew a shaky breath. “I don’t know anything else, Robbie, and I’d really like to check on Catherine.”


The deputy nodded and followed Marissa to Catherine and the paramedics. “How’s my sister?” Marissa asked.


“She’s scared and cold, but she’s not going into shock. No broken bones, no cuts, no contusions,” one young, red-haired man said jauntily, addressing himself to Robbie. Catherine wondered if he was trying to flirt with the pretty deputy. “She doesn’t seem confused.” He stooped and looked into Catherine’s eyes. “Are you confused, honey?”


“I don’t think so,” Catherine muttered.


The older paramedic looked at his partner, obviously annoyed. “Her name isn’t Honey.”


The younger paramedic flushed and then flashed a tight smile. “Just tryin’ to lighten things up some.” He looked at Catherine. “No offense, ma’am.” Then he looked back at Robbie, still smiling, now engagingly.


Robbie ignored the young paramedic but lingered closely as Marissa turned to Catherine. “Are you really all right?”


Catherine nodded. “I guess I’m okay, considering.”


“Dr. Gray, your sister told me the corpse is that of a woman,” Robbie said. “Do you have any idea who she is?”


Catherine and Marissa exchanged quick glances. “The face was bloated and I was terrified and choking,” Catherine answered, and saw Marissa’s anxious expression lighten. Catherine knew her sister had been afraid she’d blurt out something about the woman being Renée. “We haven’t seen another car since we’ve been here.”


“How long is that?”


“Uh, maybe twenty minutes. Thirty at the most.” Robbie nodded. “Maybe someone dropped her off or she came in a taxi, but I don’t know why,” Catherine went on. “The area is nearly deserted at this time of year. I can’t think of anyone she would have been coming to visit, especially the Eastmans. They never come here. They aren’t even home. They’re on a trip—”


Marissa shot a warning glance and Catherine realized she was going too far in her effort to hide any suspicion that she might know the woman. Even Robbie had stopped writing, staring at her. Catherine nervously looked away from them at the sheriff’s car pulling near. “Oh, thank God! Here’s Eric!”


As Eric Montgomery, dressed in jeans and a heavy sweatshirt, stepped from the car, sunlight brightened his wavy blond hair and played over the planes of his young face. Less than a year ago, he’d taken over for Mitch Farrell when cancer had forced him to leave the elected position of sheriff he’d held for over twenty years. The election in two weeks would reveal if Chief Deputy Eric Montgomery would become the next official sheriff. Catherine had no doubt he was the best man for the job. Although he was only thirty, he’d had several years of exemplary experience with the police force of Pittsburgh until he resigned and came home to Aurora Falls, where he’d lived most of his life and long ago fallen in love with her sister.


Catherine watched Marissa rush toward Eric, love and relief in her expression. In fact, Marissa clearly almost hugged him before she hesitated and instead began animatedly chattering. Eric nodded solemnly, his concentration obviously intense, until Marissa finally seemed to run out of details. When she fell silent, Eric walked toward Catherine.


“Having a rough day, girl?” he asked in a relaxing, casual manner accompanied by a sympathetic smile.


“I’ve had better.” Catherine still shivered, although the paramedics had thrown a dry blanket over her shoulders. Her soaking-wet tennis shoes felt like lead weights and tension drew her scalp so tight she thought her ears must be pulling back.


“What are you doing here?” Marissa asked. “You have the day off.”


“My people knew I’d want to be here and called. I was nearby.”


“I suppose Marissa has filled you in on the details of my . . . discovery,” Catherine said.


Eric nodded. “She said you two were having a nice afternoon sightseeing until this happened.” Eric’s deep voice remained easy and his brown eyes kind yet keen. As they quickly traveled over her, they dodged away from her right hand. Catherine looked down to see long dark hairs still trapped under her fingernails and trailing from her hand. Repulsed, she immediately began rubbing her fingers against the rough weave of the blanket. “The paramedics say you’re okay, physically at least.” Eric smiled encouragingly.


“Yeah. They said I should go to the hospital for a more thorough checkup, but I had a feeling I was getting the standard recommendation. I think I’m just fine.”
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