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Prologue


Brooke Yeager flopped over on her back, put her hand on her upset stomach, and looked up at the stars on her bedroom ceiling, their iridescent paint catching the glow from the night-light that helped ward off her intense fear of the dark. Her mother had painted the stars on Brooke’s ceiling six months ago. When her grandmother Greta had first viewed them, she’d clucked her tongue and declared she’d never seen such nonsense in an eleven-year-old girl’s room. But Brooke had noticed the twitch of a smile on her grandmother’s round face.


After her many years in the United States, Grossmutter Greta had not lost the German accent Brooke loved, especially when she told bedtime stories. Brooke wished she could hear one of those stories now, but Greta had visited less and less during the last two years after her former daughter-in-law, Brooke’s mother, had married Zachary Tavell.


Brooke rolled on her side and pulled her knees to her stomach. She didn’t blame her grandmother for not wanting to be around Zach. He was always polite, but Brooke felt his coldness toward both her and Greta. Brooke thought maybe he was jealous of her father, who had been handsome, full of joy, and had lots of friends. Zach was quiet, only knew a couple of guys Brooke didn’t like, and seemed to live in a world that included only him and Brooke’s mother. How different Daddy had been! Brooke still missed him terribly, even though he’d died three whole years ago of cancer.


At the time of his death, Brooke had believed her beautiful, gentle mother, Anne, might die, too. Anne didn’t eat, didn’t sleep, and cried all the time. Brooke adored her girlish mother who seemed more like a sister than a parent, and she’d been frightened of losing her, too. Finally, Greta had convinced her daughter-in-law to go to a doctor, who gave Anne a bunch of pills that seemed to make her feel lots better. Then, almost before Brooke realized what was happening, her mother started dating Zachary, who had a tiny photography store where he took their picture at Christmas, and a couple of months later, Zach and Anne had gotten married. Brooke had been surprised, and not too happy, but Zach was fairly nice to her and he made her mother laugh again. At least for a while.


But eighteen months after their marriage, Zach had changed. He watched television most of the time, ignored Brooke, drank beer and whiskey almost constantly, and started bickering with Anne. Their squabbles were small and few at first, then grew louder and more frequent. Lately the arguments had become downright scary, close to physical on Zach’s part, and Brooke had grown afraid of what might happen.


The fight this evening had been extra bad. Zach had thrown a glass figurine against the wall, cursed at Anne, then slammed out of the house. Anne had yelled that she was going to divorce him. Anne never yelled, but tonight her voice had been ragged with grief and anger. That’s when Brooke’s stomach had begun to hurt. She was supposed to go to her friend’s for a sleepover, but Brooke had made up an excuse not to go. She had wanted to stay home and comfort her mother, but the more Anne cried and ranted, the more helpless Brooke had felt and the worse her stomach ached. Finally, defeated and queasy, she had retreated to her bed. With a tearstained face, Brooke’s mother had whispered, “Goodnight, my angel,” but even Mommy’s affection didn’t make her feel much better than she had an hour ago.


Suddenly, Brooke wondered if she might be dying like Daddy, and as much as she missed him and thought she might see him again in Heaven, or Himmel, as Grossmutter called it, she wasn’t ready to die. “Please don’t let me die, God,” Brooke whispered. “I need to stay to take care of Mommy.”


Suddenly, music began playing downstairs. Brooke jerked in surprise, then relaxed when she heard “Cinnamon Girl” by Neil Young. Her father had loved the song, played it almost every day, and often called Brooke his Cinnamon Girl. Neil Young was singing about running in the night and chasing the moonlight. Right now Brooke wished she could run in the night and chase the moonlight with Daddy. She wished she and Daddy and Mommy were all running far away from this small, dark house Brooke had come to hate. The fantasy was so pleasant, Brooke began to feel easier. A tiny hope grew within her that maybe this evening would improve. Maybe Zach would come home—sober—and he and Mommy would kiss and make up and tomorrow would be a brighter day.


Eventually Brooke rolled onto her back again, stared up at the shining painted stars, and fell into a light sleep. She dreamed of one of her grandmother’s tales of a beautiful princess who had once lived in a castle in the Black Forest of Germany. The princess had waited for a handsome prince to come for her, but years went by and she’d nearly given up hope when her father and his servants had carried in a huge stag her father had shot with an arrow. “There is something strange about this deer,” the father had told the princess. “In my heart, I know I should not have shot him. But he isn’t dead. We will care for him until he is well, Daughter, and then we will release him again into the forest.” That night the princess learned what was “strange” about the deer. Under her gentle care, he had gradually turned into a man, explaining to her that he was really a prince who’d been turned into a deer by a witch jealous that he did not love her. For years he had roamed the forests, waiting to meet his princess, but unable to do so until he could enter her castle and show her who he truly was. The deer-turned-prince and the princess had kissed, and then—


Brooke jerked awake. Something was wrong. The atmosphere of the house seemed to jitter and throb with tension. Brooke stiffened as her senses grew more acute. She could hear voices, but they were partially lost beneath the loud tones of “Cinnamon Girl,” which her mother must have been playing over and over. Brooke strained to listen, but all she heard was Mommy’s voice, full of the stridency Brooke hated. On went the music. On went the voices.


Not again, Brooke thought desperately. Please don’t let them have another fight. If they did, something terrible would happen. She didn’t know how she knew this, but she did. She rolled into a ball, battling the dreadful certainty that disaster was stalking a dark path to her house.


She put her hands over her ears. “Stop it; stop it!” she chanted beneath her beautiful, glowing stars, trying to drown out the cacophony of sounds traveling up the stairs. “Stop shouting. Stop fighting!”


Brooke closed her eyes. She willed herself back into her dream of the prince and princess in their castle in the Black Forest, but it didn’t work. She couldn’t escape the commotion downstairs. She couldn’t escape the air of menace taking over the house, creeping into her soul.


And then, although she still covered her ears, she heard it—a loud sound like a firecracker going off. Then another. And another. But it wasn’t the Fourth of July or New Year’s Eve. No one would be setting off firecrackers in early October, especially in this quiet neighborhood. Brooke knew from watching television what she had heard. It was a gun being fired. Once and again and again.


Trembling, she took her hands away from her ears. All she heard was music. Then the music stopped and there was nothing. A terrible nothing.


She slid from her bed and crept to her door. I shouldn’t do this, she thought. If I get back in bed and go to sleep, I’ll wake up in the morning, the sun will be shining, and everything will be all right.


But Brooke couldn’t force herself back into bed. The silence downstairs drew her as irresistibly as the fatal Sirens’ song had drawn sailors in the little bit of ancient Greek stories her grandmother had read to her. Brooke slowly turned the handle and pushed open the door an inch. Still silence. Then another inch. More silence, but not a peaceful silence.


Shivers raced through her although the night was only chilly and she wore flannel pajamas. But she knew she had to see what was happening downstairs, no matter how cold she was, no matter how her hands trembled, no matter how painfully her heart thudded in her chest.


Forcing herself down the hall from her room, Brooke took hold of the mahogany banister and started down the flight of stairs. Usually her mother told Brooke to stop flying up and down those stairs before she fell and broke an arm or a leg, but no one had to give her a warning to slow down tonight. Her dread grew with every step downward, but she went on relentlessly. By the time she reached the last stair, a cold sweat had popped out on her forehead beneath her blond bangs.


Then she saw it, the thing she’d feared, the thing that had caused both the chills and the sweat, the thing too awful to be fully realized with one glance.


Her mother lay sprawled in the front hall washed in cool night air seeping in from the open front door. Her slender body was twisted, the lower half turned to the left, one leg wrenched at the knee and bent outward, her upper body turned right at her waist. Scattered beneath her rested white roses—a dozen delicate long-stemmed roses Zach had brought home for her yesterday, now crushed and garishly splashed with bright, crimson blood. But worst of all, nothing was left of Anne’s beautiful face—nothing except a pulpy red mass pointed right at her daughter.


And above Anne stood her husband, Zachary Tavell, holding a gun aimed at Brooke.










Chapter 1


Fifteen  Years Later


1


“I can’t believe someone is actually thinking of buying this house,” Mia Walters said. “How long has it been since we’ve even shown it?”


“You mean shown it to anyone who was interested, not just someone we dragged there on a tour of other houses?” Brooke Yeager shook her head, grinning. “At least six months. Certainly not since you started at Townsend Realty.”


Mia peered from Brooke’s car at the late-summer dusk falling on the South Hills section of Charleston, West Virginia. “I just wish we didn’t have to be showing the place at night. I had plans.”


“A date?”


“No. To color my hair. My dark roots are showing,” Mia giggled. “And I insist on keeping my hair the same color as yours. Do you realize how lucky you are to have naturally wheat blond hair?”


“It’s my German and Scandinavian heritage.” Brooke paused, forcing herself to say brightly, “Both my parents were blond. They looked like brother and sister.”


Mia, who knew Brooke’s father had died young and her mother had been murdered, clearly didn’t know what to say and began fiddling with the CD player. “You’re listening to a country music CD? I thought you hated country music.”


“Patsy Cline is in a class by herself. Besides, I do a rockin’ version of ‘Walking After Midnight.’ ”


“I’ve heard you singing at your desk, Brooke,” Mia said dryly. “Remind me never to go to a karaoke bar with you.”


Brooke burst into laughter. Mia was twenty-one and had been with Townsend Realty for only two months. The owner of the firm, Aaron Townsend, had assigned Mia to Brooke for training. The two had hit if off immediately. Brooke knew Mia looked up to her—she’d started dressing like Brooke and even bleached her light brown hair to blond—but Brooke liked the girl for her intelligence and sense of humor, not her blatant admiration. Brooke hoped that in a few more months Mia’s confidence would grow and she’d begin to develop her own style.


“Aaron really should be showing this house,” Brooke said of the boss she barely liked. “After all, it is night. Or it will be when we’re trying to tour the place.”


“That’s why he assigned us,” Mia said dismally. “He has plans. Real plans, not like coloring his hair. He and one of his snooty girlfriends are probably entertaining other snooty people, or going to the symphony, or eating snails or raw beef at some fancy restaurant.”


“If I know Aaron, he simply didn’t want to waste time showing this lost cause of a house tonight,” Brooke returned. “Most likely he’s home alone or with his sister watching television and drinking a bottle of those vintage wines he spends a fortune on. I don’t think his life is half as glamorous as he tries to make everyone believe.”


Mia smiled. “That makes me feel better. I hate to think of the rest of the world being out having a good time while I’m—”


“Stuck with me?” Brooke interrupted.


“I didn’t mean—”


“I know,” Brooke laughed. “I’m not stupid, Mia. I’m sure nothing could be more fun than spending your evening showing this nightmare of a house with me.” She slowed her car slightly, peering closely as they passed a lovely one-story stone house on Fitzgerald Lane. White numbers painted on a piece of dark wood jutted from a brick post near the street: 7313.


“That house isn’t up for sale, is it?” Mia asked.


“No, I just remember it fondly. I visited there several times when I was a kid. I thought the house was beautiful and the people who owned it were wonderful, and I wanted desperately to live there. I almost did.”


“You almost lived there? What happened?”


Brooke jerked her mind back to the present. “It was during the awful time after my mother’s death. I won’t bore you with all the details. I’m just glad to see that the house is as pretty as ever.”


They turned right on Sutton Street. Although they had only traveled a block, the area looked run-down and nearly deserted. Mia groaned. “Oh God, there’s our house hulking back in the woods. Who on earth designed that place, anyway?”


“I don’t know. I think the architect obliterated all mention of his name from the blueprints, then killed himself after it was built.”


“Really?” Mia asked innocently.


“No, but he should have.” Brooke turned into the long driveway. “I don’t see a car. Looks like we beat our prospective buyer to the spot.”


“Lucky us.”


Brooke pulled up to the house and they both got out of the car. We look like twins, Brooke thought. She wore a tailored periwinkle blue suit with her long hair pulled up in a French twist. Mia had selected an aqua suit cut the same as Brooke’s, and had pinned up her slightly shorter blond hair. The prospective buyer will think this is the Townsend Realty uniform, Brooke thought, amused. At least Mia wasn’t wearing pearl earrings and stood an inch shorter than Brooke’s five foot six.


“This house is really ugly,” Mia said, gazing at its long, low, tubelike gray lines and tiny windows. “It looks like a submarine. I wonder how the owner’s wife felt about it.”


“He wasn’t married. According to Aaron, he was extremely odd and a recluse. He bought two acres surrounding the house and some land across the street, too, so he could ensure his privacy. That’s why there are no houses near it. He wouldn’t sell the land.”


“I doubt if he had many bids on it, anyway. Who would want to live near the neighborhood submarine? You’d think you were in an amusement park.” Mia shook her head. “I guess there’s no way we can avoid going inside.”


“Not if we want to sell it. And please put a smile on that pretty face and emphasize all the good points to our customer.”


Mia looked glum. “This house doesn’t have any good points.”


“Okay. You just smile, Mia, and I’ll emphasize the good points. The last five years have turned me into an expert at making a disastrous house sound like a jewel.”


“If you can sell this place, Aaron owes you a very big bonus.”


When they entered the musty house, Brooke was glad they had arrived before the client. “Let’s open some of the windows and air out the place,” she told Mia.


“You mean those portholes masquerading as windows? Even on a breezy day not much air could creep through them.”


“Then we’ll open the front and back doors, too. And turn on the air conditioner. It must be eighty-five degrees in here. If Aaron hadn’t just dropped this in my lap, I would have come earlier to prepare the place.”


“It doesn’t matter. It won’t sell.” Mia forced open a small window. “This house is a lost cause.”


“Nonsense, young lady! Every piece of property is just waiting for the right buyer!” Brooke said with gusto.


Mia groaned. “Oh no. When you start quoting our esteemed leader Aaron Townsend, I know we’re in trouble.”


They prowled through the house, turning on lights, checking the cabinets and closets to make sure no vermin had gotten up the nerve to creep in and die. Decaying mice never made a good impression on a buyer, Brooke told Mia solemnly, making the girl giggle. When they’d inspected the entire house, they sat down in an ugly yellow booth in the kitchen.


“It’s still hot in here,” Mia complained.


“I know. We should have stopped for soft drinks on the way, but then we might have spilled them on the beautiful gravel gray carpet.” Brooke glanced at her watch. “The client said nine o’clock. It’s nine twenty.”


“He can’t blame traffic. There’s hardly any at this hour.”


“But he can blame the maze of Charleston’s one-way streets. Or his unfamiliarity with the South Hills region.”


“Or he might say he didn’t know the Kanawha River separates South Hills from the downtown section of Charleston.”


“There you go. He had trouble finding a bridge. We’ll allow him fifteen more minutes for that.”


At quarter to ten, Brooke looked at Mia. “Forty-five minutes late and no call on my cell phone. He’s a no-show.”


“So we’ve sat here all this time for nothing.”


“Nothing! Why, I’ve had an enchanting evening sweating in my good suit and scouring my brain for nice things to say about the house and wishing I could slap Aaron for pushing off this ordeal on us.” Brooke stood up. “I say it’s time to get out of here.”


“No argument from me,” Mia said, then asked almost meekly, “May I drive your car? I love the feel of a new car.”


“Certainly.” Brooke fished in her purse and came up with the keys. “Just don’t bang into anything or run us into the river. River water doesn’t do much for new-car smell.”


“So I’ve heard. I promise not to go over eighty miles an hour.”


“You’ll also pay for the speeding ticket,” Brooke laughed. “Come on, kid. Let’s abandon ship.”


The moist, heavy air of a night late in August descended on them as soon as they stepped from the slightly cooled house. Brooke locked the front door, then turned to see Mia hurrying to the driver’s side of the Buick Regal. Brooke would have preferred a sportier model, but the one she’d chosen was excellent for driving clients around, with its comfortable seats and plenty of legroom.


Brooke walked past the headlights a moment before Mia flashed them on bright. “Just trying to get my bearings in here,” Mia said distractedly. “I don’t want to flip on the windshield wipers when I mean to turn on the blinker.” Brooke climbed into the car and shut the door. “Okay,” Mia said gaily. “I think I’ve got everything located. I’ll be really careful—”


The blast came just as Brooke had bent down to squash a mosquito clinging tenaciously to her ankle. Glass rained on her head. Glass and big wet globs of something. She reached up and dabbed at one.


Why, it’s blood, Brooke thought calmly. Imagine that.


The second shot knocked Mia’s body back. From where she still crouched, Brooke could see Mia’s feet jerk above the car pedals. This isn’t happening, Brooke thought distantly. This just can’t be—


A third shot followed, slamming Mia down on top of her. Brooke’s head crashed on the console between the bucket seats. She remained conscious, but before she could get out a sound, Mia’s blood was pouring over her face, running into her hair, and dripping down the neck of her suit.


Brooke stayed crouched for what seemed an endless time, waiting for the fourth shot, that would finish her. But it didn’t come. And finally, unable to bear not knowing whether Mia was still alive, Brooke gently tried to lift Mia off her. Light tugging didn’t work, though. Finally, Brooke had to give the girl a hard shove that hurled her back against the door.


“I didn’t mean to push you so hard,” Brooke quavered, trying to loosen her leg and back muscles that seemed locked into place. “How bad are you hurt? Can you hear me?”


But now that Mia rested in an upright position, Brooke knew Mia could not hear her. Or see her. The beautiful, laughing girl who had just gotten into the car five minutes ago was now nothing but a lifeless husk, her left shoulder blown off, blood pouring from a wound in her neck, and the left side of her face gone. Gone. Just like Mommy’s, Brooke thought as the world began to spin. Her face is gone just like Mommy’s.


Brooke climbed out of the car, carefully closing the door behind her, walked to a line of shrubbery about thirty feet away, bent down, and threw up. She dropped to her knees and again threw up, this time so hard that the spinning world went dark for a little while. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed before she awakened disoriented. She breathed deeply and touched her lips, which were moist with something the color of blood.


Absently, she wiped her hand across her mouth, tottered to her feet, and started back to the car as her mind began to clear a bit. My purse, my cell phone, she thought hazily. Then she stopped. She could not go near the car again. She tried to force her steps in that direction, but her body simply wouldn’t obey. Mia was in there. Poor, shattered Mia . . .


Brooke’s hands began to shake, and on legs that felt as substantial as water she managed to turn and began walking in the opposite direction. She knew she should do something more resourceful, but she couldn’t think of anything. No other houses sat anywhere near. She saw no one else, but that didn’t mean whoever had shot at the car wasn’t lurking close by. For a moment, she considered turning back and scuttling into the submarine house, but the keys to the house were in the carnage of her Buick. Besides, if someone really wanted to get in that house, they’d find a way. She decided she would probably be almost as vulnerable in there as she was outside.


Brooke’s body trembled. Her mind roiled, her thoughts a whirlpool of grotesque images. Only one clear phrase kept echoing in her head—Fitzgerald Lane. I need to get to Fitzgerald Lane.


And what was on Fitzgerald Lane? For a few moments, she couldn’t imagine why Fitzgerald Lane was important. Then she pictured the lovely stone house and somehow knew that inside lay safety.


But how could she get there without taking a chance on being shot out here in the open? Brooke thought, I can’t. There’s no other way than to walk.


Suddenly, she saw the movement in the bushes to her left. Time seemed to slow and almost stop. She sensed danger so near she could hardly breathe. She closed her eyes and touched a heart-shaped locket given to her long ago by her mother. She didn’t pray. She just waited.


Then a car drove by, headlights on bright, garishly illuminating the street, the shrubbery, Brooke. She was too surprised to move. The car slowed and Brooke stood still and tall, staring at the rough-faced male driver who stared back, then stopped the car and rolled down the window. “Give you a ride there, little lady?” he called.


Brooke shook her head, but he didn’t drive on. He just stared at her, then finally said, “Awful lonely here in this car.” He showed her what he must have thought was an enticing grin, with long, crooked teeth. “It’s nice and cool in here.” He leaned over and began opening the passenger door. “Pretty lady like you don’t need to be wanderin’ around in the dark.” He pushed his door open wider. The interior lights of the car shone on her and his smile abruptly disappeared. “Hey, is that blood on you?” His lips parted in surprise. “How’d you get blood all over you?”


“Someone is trying to kill me,” Brooke said stonily. “Someone with a gun is following me.”


“What the hell?” The man gaped at her. “You’re . . . you must be crazy!” he blustered. Then he looked again at the blood splattered all over her. He slammed the door and roared off so fast he left tire tracks on the street. Should I have said that? Brooke wondered. Should I have gone with him? Then deep inside she knew she was safer on the street with someone possibly following her than she would have been with that man.


She ambled to the corner of Sutton Street and Fitzgerald Lane and stood for a moment, her head pounding, her hair stiffening with Mia’s drying blood. Brooke felt alone and terrified, and she was certain death hovered near, just waiting for an opportunity to snatch her. Terrified but desperate, she closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, and started down Fitzgerald Lane toward a stone house where she remembered that warmth and security had lain a long time ago.
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With every step, Brooke’s head hurt more, and in the humid, almost starless night mosquitoes bit viciously at her face and hands. She realized she’d begun to stumble in her high heels when finally she saw the big white numbers on the dark wood: 7313. She’d found the house on Fitzgerald Lane.


A few small landscape lights led up a curved sidewalk to the home made of wood and natural stones, the wood painted yellow and the shutters slate blue. Pink impatiens lined the sidewalk and the lights inside glowed bright and warm.


She stood outside for a few minutes, waiting to see if anyone familiar passed the windows, but no one walked by them at all. Then she moved a bit closer to the house, abruptly afraid the people who’d once lived here had moved away.


Pain pierced her left temple and she reached up, feeling dried blood. For a moment she thought she was going to faint. She swayed just as the front door of the house opened. The form of a man stood in the doorway.


“Miss, can I help you?” Her throat had gone dry, her dizziness increased, and she couldn’t answer. The man flipped on the porch light and stepped outside, “Miss, are you all right?”


Brooke forced herself to swallow the little bit of saliva left in her mouth. “I need help,” she muttered. She came forward reluctantly, shakily. When the man saw her clothes, his smile morphed into a look of shock. “My God, what happened to you?”


She managed one more word. “Accident . . .”


He peered at her in the light. “You were in an accident? What kind of accident? A car wreck?”


“No. Shooting.”


“Shooting?”


“Someone shot at me, but they killed Mia instead.” Violent trembling overtook her and she began to sob.


Someone came up behind the man. It was another man, much older, with thick gray hair. Brooke could see them muttering. She gained control of the sobbing, lowering it almost into silence, and heard the older man saying, “If she’s hurt, she needs to be brought in.”


The young man looked shocked. “Bring her in! That’s ludicrous! We don’t know anything about her. She’s covered in blood. I’m going to call the police.”


“Come inside, young lady,” the older man said.


“No!” The young one looked both furious and wary. “Dammit, Dad, do you know how dangerous it could be to let her in?”


The older man, however, kept smiling, ignoring the younger one’s angry reluctance. “We want to help you, don’t we, Vincent?”


“We’ll call nine-one-one, but she is not coming in this house!”


The older one suddenly turned on the other. “This is my house, Vincent. You do not give orders here, especially to your father!” He looked at her again, squinting. “We’ll call for an ambulance, miss, but you must come inside. You look like you’re going to collapse.”


Brooke moved toward the older man’s gravelly yet amiable voice. A familiar voice. When she reached the brighter light of the porch, the older man stepped in front of the younger one named Vincent and peered at her from beneath shaggy brows. He frowned and she bit her lower lip, suddenly fearful of his deep scrutiny. She was on the verge of backing away from him, in spite of his kind voice. She didn’t really know him, except that something about him seemed familiar to her, but she stood still, too weak to walk. The man finally stood about two feet away from her, studying her closely, when surprise flashed in his slightly bloodshot blue eyes.


“Dear God,” he exclaimed. “Vincent, I’m almost sure this is Cinnamon Girl!”


“Cinnamon Girl?” the younger one repeated blankly, but Brooke didn’t hear him. She’d finally collapsed from terror and exhaustion into the sweet nothingness of unconsciousness.
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“Dad, who is this woman?”


“I told you. Cinnamon Girl.”


“That’s a nickname. What’s her real name?”


“It’s on the tip of my tongue. Damn, I hate this Alzheimer’s. I’m sundowning, aren’t I?”


“Yes,” the younger one said sternly, then more gently, “I don’t think you really know her, Dad. Maybe she looks like someone you once knew—”


“No! I’m telling you, this is Cinnamon Girl!”


“Okay. Don’t get upset. I’ll call Emergency Services. They’ll know what to do for her. I’ll go in and get a blanket to throw over her.”


“No. We’re taking her in the house.”


“Dad—”


“I do recall that there was trouble involving her . . .”


“All the more reason for not letting her in the house.”


“The trouble was not of her making—it was something she got caught up in.”


“I’ll call for an ambulance and get a blanket. You can watch over her out here.”


“I said no,” the older man commanded. “If you don’t help me carry this poor woman inside, Vincent, so help me I’ll shout and rave—”


The man called Vincent saw the older one’s face getting dangerously red as sweat popped out on his forehead, then began running down his face.


“Okay, Dad,” Vincent said in a softer voice. “I’ll help you carry her inside if you promise to calm down. Your heart—”


“I’m healthy as a horse! You get her legs and I’ll get her shoulders. Be gentle, Vincent, or I swear I’ll—”


“You told me.” The look on Vincent’s face changed from anger to worry. “I’ll be gentle. Just calm down. You know what the doctor said.”


“The doctor is a damned fool! I’m as strong as ever. Now pick up her legs, Vincent.”


“She’s so slender, I can carry her into the house myself. You open the screen door for me, all right?”


The older man gave Vincent a hard look, then grudgingly clambered to his feet and managed to steady himself. Vincent watched his father teeter to the house, then picked up Brooke Yeager in his strong, steady arms.










Chapter 2


1


Brooke lay perfectly still. She’d awakened a couple of minutes ago but still pretended to be unconscious. She could tell she wasn’t outside on the lawn anymore. Maybe the two men had brought her into the house. What she lay on was comfortable—probably a couch—and something soft and warm covered her. A blanket. She was scared, but the men were treating her kindly and one of them seemed to know her. And she knew him. The half-formed memory hovered on the edge of clarity. He’d called her Cinnamon Girl; somehow she knew he’d known her mother; she remembered him and his wife giving her brownies and Kool-Aid and telling her everything would be all right . . .


“Did you call that emergency number?” she heard the older man ask.


“Yeah, I called nine-one-one. An ambulance is on the way.”


Brooke opened her right eye slightly to see the older man leaning over her, his forehead deeply creased, a troubled look in his blue eyes.


“Vincent, she’s awake!” Vincent? I don’t know a Vincent, Brooke thought. The older man leaned closer to her. “Honey, tell us your name. I’m sorry I can’t remember. I’ve got this disease that affects my memory, but you’re safe here. Everything’s going to be all right.”


Everything’s going to be all right. She remembered the voice, the words, the protective expression in the eyes. “Detective Lockhart!” she burst out. “Sam Lockhart!”


The man looked shocked, then smiled. “That’s right. I’m a homicide detective—”


“It’s me, Detective. Brooke Yeager. My mother Anne was killed. Murdered by my stepfather. You were in charge of the case—” She couldn’t seem to stop babbling and tried to rise up on the couch. “Later, I came here. You talked to me. Please, I need you now. He’s out there. He killed Mia . . .”


“Good God,” Sam Lockhart breathed. “Brooke. Yes. I remember now. I haven’t seen you for years. I lost touch. I’m sorry.”


“Dad,” the younger man said sharply, “she said someone’s out there. Someone tried to kill Mina?”


“Mia.” She glared at him. “Who are you?”


“Vincent Lockhart, Detective Lockhart’s son. I thought you knew him,” he seemed to accuse.


“I do. He talked about you, but I forgot your name.” Although Sam tried to push her back down on the couch, she sat bolt upright. “Someone shot at Mia and me at that gray house on Sutton Street. He killed Mia!”


“Who killed Mia?” Vincent demanded.


“I don’t know, dammit! He had a shotgun or a rifle. I didn’t see him. And I’m tired of talking to you. Where’s your mother? Where’s Laura?”


Vincent looked at her unflinchingly for a moment. Finally, he said, “She died of cancer three years ago.”


“Died? She’s dead, too?”


Vincent nodded. “It was very peaceful . . .”


“Peaceful? Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Brooke cried, suddenly feeling as if she couldn’t stand knowing that she’d lost one more person she’d loved. She swallowed convulsively, then, in a flash of wild misery, threw back the blanket. She had to get out of here, away from Vincent’s suspicious eyes and cold attitude, away from images of death and being surrounded by strangers. She swung her legs off the couch before a wave of dizziness hit her again and she half-crumpled, fighting to hold on to consciousness. Vincent caught her and laid her back on the couch, his green gaze so piercing it seemed to hurt. She averted her own eyes and muttered in defeat, “I need help. I just can’t fight anymore.”


“Calm down, Cinnamon Girl. Help is on the way,” Sam said, his own voice abruptly strong and sure. “Vincent, get her some water. She’s passing out again.”


 


Gunshots. White roses. Blood. Her mother bleeding into Brooke’s arms. Then her mother changed to Mia. She knew the difference, even though their faces were gone. Gone . . .


Brooke’s eyes snapped open. She struggled to sit up, but she didn’t have the strength. Trying to relax slightly, she took shallow breaths and heard muttering coming from nearby. Sam and Vincent. In another room? No, close by, but not hovering over her.


In an effort to force the images of her mother and Mia from her mind, Brooke lay still and did a quick scan of her surroundings. She was in a living room with carpet the color of desert sand and a huge hearth with what looked like real logs in it. She remembered that hearth so well. She saw two chairs, both burgundy, and marble-topped end tables, one sporting a Tiffany lamp. It was real—a family heirloom. She recalled Sam’s wife, Laura, telling her so. In one corner sat a curio cabinet filled with delicate pieces of glassware. Brooke had stood in front of that cabinet many years ago, admiring the pieces, but never touching them. She had been so afraid of doing anything to alter the sanctity of this house. The sanctity? She almost smiled at the word. She hadn’t thought of it at age eleven. She’d only thought of the house as her ultimate safe haven.


Suddenly, Vincent leaned over her holding a glass of water. She resisted, but he put a hand under her head and lifted it up. She took a couple of sips before Vincent pulled away the glass.


“I know you want more, but your head is hurt. At the hospital, they may want to give you an anesthetic, which they can’t do if you’ve drunk a lot of water,” Vincent said. His voice was deep and smooth, not rough like his father’s, but it wasn’t friendly, either.


Brooke answered defiantly, “I don’t want more anyway.”


“Sure you do, but you’re too stubborn to say so.”


“Oh, Vincent, pull in your horns,” Sam snapped. Then he, too, leaned over her. “At least your lips don’t look so dry, honey. Vincent, take a look at her head.”


Vincent sighed, clearly not happy with playing caregiver to this stranger, but he lifted a piece of cloth Brooke thought they must have applied when she was unconscious. “Looks like the bleeding has stopped,” he said.


She gazed into his green eyes. She thought they were the prettiest green eyes she’d ever seen, if only they were smiling, too, not looking back at her with near hostility. He didn’t want her to be here, she thought. He didn’t want her here even though she was in danger. Creep, she thought furiously. How could he possibly be Sam Lockhart’s son? But he was and even though she wanted to escape his suspicious gaze and wary attitude, she knew she was physically incapable of making it out of the door.


Especially when a killer might be waiting for her.


2


Vincent saw Brooke jerk under the blanket as paramedics pushed her into the hospital emergency entrance, slamming open the doors with the gurney. He gritted his teeth in annoyance. This rush and shouting as they entered seemed like theatrics. They’d briefly examined her at home and knew she apparently had suffered only a bad bump on the head and some scratches. She wasn’t hanging on to life, making every minute crucial. All they were doing was scaring her.


“Where am I?” she asked groggily, the noise of their arrival having awakened her.


“You’re at the hospital,” a paramedic snapped.


Vincent could see fright streak through her. “I don’t want to be in a hospital!”


At first, no one paid any attention to her. Finally, after shouting out her condition to a nurse not ten feet away, a paramedic asked her, “Back at the house this guy”—he jerked his head at Vincent—“said he doesn’t really know you. Is there anyone you want him to call?”


Brooke looked up at Vincent. “There’s Robert, my boyfriend,” she said vaguely. “Robert.” She frowned, suddenly looking almost panicky. “No, we . . . broke up. Not him! There’s my grandmother, but she’s in a nursing home and I don’t want her to know what happened to me tonight. I have no other relatives.” Brooke’s eyes grew almost wild. “I can’t be left in this place alone, though. He might come after me!” She paused. “I have a friend! She lives in my apartment building. Stacy . . . Corrigan. I can’t remember her phone number. But her husband’s name is Jay!” She glanced imploringly at Vincent. “Please call her. Please.”


“All right.” Vincent noticed that one of the paramedics shot him a doubtful glance. No wonder, Vincent thought. Brooke acted almost afraid of him. “You don’t have to sound so desperate. I wasn’t going to leave you here by yourself anyway, but I’ll look up the number in the phone book and call your friend. Satisfied?”


She nodded, tears in her eyes. Good God, Vincent mused. The paramedic probably thinks I’m a tyrant.


Vincent was stopped at the nurses’ station. Once they learned he wasn’t a family member, they brusquely dismissed him and sent him to the waiting room. Standard procedure, he knew. Besides, he didn’t want to accompany Brooke Yeager in for a full examination. He didn’t even know the woman.


But Brooke had looked so vulnerable and battered that in spite of himself, Vincent felt a slight protectiveness toward her that baffled him, because he didn’t believe anyone had been shooting at her and had killed her friend. Her story was ludicrous. She must have been in a car wreck.


Either that, or she was suffering from some kind of domestic abuse. She’d mentioned a boyfriend named Robert with whom she’d “broken up.” The thought pulled Vincent up short. Had Robert refused to let her go? Had she ended things by stabbing him? Or, more likely, had he moved on to another woman whom Brooke had stabbed to death? Was it the blood of Robert’s new girlfriend all over Brooke’s clothes? Was that why she’d said with such fear, “He might come after me”? Was she referring to Robert?


Sighing, Vincent took a seat in the waiting room, hoping this incident wouldn’t end up with his father learning that his dear “Cinnamon Girl” was using him to set up some kind of cover story for a murder she had committed.
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Brooke lay rigidly beneath a thin blanket, sniffing the room full of unpleasant antiseptic smells. She hated hospitals. She hated the clattering sounds crashing all around her, intensifying her headache. And most of all, she hated feeling helpless.


Why couldn’t she remember everything that had happened this evening? She’d asked herself the question at least fifty times. She, who had been officially declared to have a photographic memory when she was seven, now recalled only flashes and feelings. Jumbles. Hodgepodges. Was there even such a word?


An elderly nurse leaned over her. “What was that, dear?”


“I just wondered if ‘hodgepodge’ was an actual word.”


A professional smile appeared. “Why, I’m sure it is if you want it to be!”


“And if I wish hard enough, Tinker Bell in Peter Pan will live.”


A nice-looking young doctor leaned over Brooke. “What’s this about Tinker Bell?”


“She’s rambling, Doctor,” the nurse said darkly.


“I’m joking,” Brooke replied.


“She’s joking when I didn’t say anything funny,” the nurse whispered portentously to the doctor.


He smiled at Brooke. “Soooo, we have a case of unprovoked joking. They’re very rare. Don’t think I’ve seen one since 1912.” They smiled at each other while the nurse glowered, certain they were making fun of her. She’d decided at least half the people in this hospital made fun of her and she intended to do something about it one day. “Are you going to tell me your head hurts?” the doctor asked Brooke.


“It really hurts.”


“No wonder. Looks like it took a severe thump. How did that happen?”


We were caught in a hail of bullets and my friend’s body crashed onto me, banging my head on the console, Brooke thought. Of course, she couldn’t say that. Not now. It was too fresh, too raw. “I was in a wreck,” she said simply, her eyes beginning to fill with tears.


“Shook you up pretty bad, didn’t it?” he asked kindly. “They always do, even if you’re not seriously hurt.”


“I’m not seriously hurt physically,” Brooke declared. “But there’s something wrong with my memory. Gaps. I couldn’t remember my ex-boyfriend’s name or my best friend’s phone number. What if I stay like this, with only half a memory?”


“You have more than half a memory, but you’ll retrieve those gaps you talk about soon. They’re caused by shock,” the doctor said firmly. “Psychogenic or partial memory loss is common after an upsetting experience. Just stay as calm as possible, Miss Yeager. Don’t try to remember things. That makes the condition worse because you get agitated when you can’t immediately recall something. Think pleasant thoughts—wish Tinker Bell alive or something—and we’ll check you over for other injuries.” The doctor smiled down at her and touched her lightly on the chin.


“Doctor, let’s not forget the rules about inappropriate touching,” the nurse reminded him tartly.


He rolled his eyes and purposely touched Brooke’s chin again. The nurse glared and her face seemed to swell with anger as Brooke burst into nervous, uncontrollable giggles.
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Vincent’s vigil in the waiting room seemed interminable, especially for a restless man. A guy sitting beside him made a point of continually turning his head to cough directly onto Vincent, mouth wide and uncovered, then mutter an insincere, “Sorry.”


After fifteen minutes of this, Vincent moved, sitting down beside a woman with a black eye and a split lip who immediately launched into a diatribe about her jerk of a husband. Loudly she listed all of his misdeeds, which seemed endless. But she’d never leave him, she declared to Vincent, because she’d stood in front of a preacher and vowed to God to stay with him until death do them part and a vow to God meant everything to her. Besides, if she left the jerk, he’d immediately set up housekeeping with the slut he’d been seeing on the sly. Then she’d have to kill him. Kill him dead. That was a promise. Maybe she’d kill the slut, too. She’d have to think on that one. She might not have the stomach for two murders in one night.


Vincent kept nodding at her in pretend sympathy until he felt like one of those bobble-headed dolls. Finally, he excused himself and went to the soft drink machine for a Coke he didn’t really want.


His cell phone went off and he eagerly grabbed for it. Leaning against the drink machine in the relative quiet of the hall, he spoke to his father. “What’s up?”


“That’s my question. How’s Brooke?”


“I don’t know yet. She’s still in an examination room and no one feels obligated to give me any information because I’m not her family.”


“You should have said you were her brother,” Sam reprimanded. “That would have been the smart thing to do.”


“Dad, they wanted her address, insurance information, prior medical history, on and on. There’s no way I could have bluffed them into thinking I was her brother.” Vincent took a sip of his Coke, telling himself he must be patient with his father. An extremely short temper seemed to be accompanying the Alzheimer’s. “Dad, why don’t you tell me who this woman really is and how you know her?”


“This woman is Brooke Yeager,” Sam said sharply. “You already know that.”


“But who is Brooke Yeager? What’s she to you?”


“Good grief, boy, weren’t you listening when she was here?”


“She was babbling—”


“A little, but you’ve heard her name. It was a long time ago, but I’m the one with the bad memory, not you.” Vincent remained silent, not wanting to upset his father any more than he had already. “When she was a child, her mother was shot to death by her stepfather. He shot her mother right in the face. The girl walked in on the scene. He would have killed her, too, if a neighbor hadn’t burst into the house just in time to save her. I was the lead investigator in that case. She was so traumatized that for two days, all she’d say is, ‘I’m Cinnamon Girl.’ It wasn’t until the third or fourth day that she started talking. She remembered every detail of what had happened.” Sam finished with a note of triumph that almost completely assured Vincent that everything his father had just told him was accurate.


“Okay, she was involved in a murder case. But you act like you really know her, Dad.”


“I do. And you would have, too, if you hadn’t been away at that university.”


“Berkeley. In California.”


“I know where you went to school,” Sam said irritably. “Anyway, afterward, the state put her in a foster home right here in South Hills because her grandmother had had a heart attack over the murder. Brooke found out where I lived and came here a few times to talk over the case. That’s what she’d always say. ‘Let’s talk over the case, Detective Lockhart,’ like a little adult. Your mother and I’d call the foster parents and tell them we’d bring her home within the hour. Usually they’d never noticed she was gone. Not much of an excuse for a foster family, if you ask me. Your mother absolutely loved her. We talked about adopting her. Good God, Son, we sent you a letter about her and I think a picture.”


Slowly, memory washed over Vincent. “I remember Mom writing to me about a girl you were thinking of adopting, although she didn’t go into much about her background. I don’t think I even remembered her name was Brooke,” Vincent said. “Mom asked me if I’d like to have a little sister. I think I said, ‘Sure, whatever you want,’ and didn’t give her another thought.” Vincent sighed. “I was pretty into myself back in those days.”


“Yeah, well, most teenagers are,” Sam said grudgingly. “And maybe it’s better you didn’t make a big deal out of it, because when Brooke’s grandmother recovered, she was sent to live with her. I suppose that was best. People should be with family. But it nearly broke Laura’s heart.”


“And she didn’t say a word to me about it.” Vincent suddenly felt ashamed of himself. His mother had been aching with the loss of a child she’d almost had, and she didn’t feel she could bother him with her hurt and disappointment. It had all happened a long time ago, though, and his regret couldn’t help his mother now. But maybe he could help his father. “Listen, Dad, I know as a child Brooke Yeager was close to you, but you haven’t talked to her for years. You don’t know anything about how she’s turned out, and more important, you don’t really know what really happened to her tonight.”


“Oh yes, I do,” Sam announced proudly. “I called Hal Myers. Used to be my partner. You do remember him, don’t you?”


“Of course, Dad. I actually knew him.”


“Well, he’s still on the job and he gave me all the details the police have so far. I hope I can keep it all straight. I wrote most of it down so I could remember.”


“That’s good, Dad. Way to go!”


“More hippie talk. You sound like I didn’t spend a fortune putting you through college.”


“I had part-time jobs—”


“That paid practically nothing. Never mind; that’s not the subject. Okay, here’s what I found out. There was a shooting nearly two hours ago at a vacant house on Sutton Street. That’s only half a mile from here, but I figure between Brooke getting knocked out, then wandering around for a while before she found our house, then all the time that went by before you called me”—Vincent sighed at the jibe but said nothing—“the time lapse is accounted for.” Sam paused and Vincent could picture his father adjusting his reading glasses as he looked at his notes. “Anyway, the shooting took place in a car in the driveway. The victim was a Mia Walters. Shot three times. Brooke Yeager’s purse was found in the car, but there’s no sign that she was the shooter. I could’ve told them that,” Sam said as an aside. “Both women work for Townsend Realty. According to the owner of the business, Brooke and Mia were supposed to be showing the house. He also said they were friends.”


“Hal is certain Brooke was involved in the shooting but wasn’t the shooter?”


“The woman was killed by three shots from a rifle, Vincent, but the rifle was nowhere around.”


“A rifle,” Vincent said thoughtfully. “So this Mia was shot from a distance.”


“Yes. And as for Brooke, if she were the shooter, why would she leave her purse in the car with all her identification? Why would she kill this woman when their boss knew they’d be together?” Sam waited through Vincent’s silence, then demanded, “You’re still suspecting Brooke of something, aren’t you?”


“I just . . .” Vincent knew anything he said against Brooke would either upset his father or make him angry. “I just wondered if they have any idea who the shooter was or what’s going on?”


“No-o-o.”


“You don’t sound so sure, Dad, or like you’re trying to hide something. Tell me all of it.”


Sam hesitated. Then he said reluctantly, “Brooke Yeager’s stepfather—Zachary Tavell, who shot her mother to death—escaped from Mount Olive Correctional Center in the middle of last night. That place is less than two hours from Charleston. Wait a minute. Writing’s a little fuzzy here. Okay! A car was stolen not far from Mount Olive and a gun shop was robbed.” Sam paused, and Vincent knew his father was no longer reading notes. “Son, the police think Tavell is on his way to Charleston. He’s probably already here.”


“How did he get out of prison?”


“Hal gave me a lot of technical information about how he did it, but I’ll be damned if I can remember much of it and he was going too fast for me to write it down. The important thing is that he shot Brooke’s mother to death, for God’s sake, and even that wasn’t his first offense. No doubt he’s the one who stole the car and robbed the gun store.” Sam paused. “Vincent, Brooke is in a terrible position. This jerk could have gotten away with his wife’s murder if it weren’t for her being an eyewitness. Instead, he was put away for forty years without much hope of parole. Hal reminded me that Tavell was just forty-two at the time of the murder.”


“Which means that forty years in prison would probably have been the rest of his life,” Vincent said slowly.


“That’s right. And according to Hal, the prison officials say Tavell’s gotten real strange the last few years. Hardly ever talks. Just reads the Bible and writes all the time.”


“Writes? Writes what? Arguments for an appeal? Stories, a novel?”


“I don’t know. Maybe one of those things, too, but he doesn’t talk to people; he writes them a note. He gives notes to the other prisoners, to the guards, to everyone he comes across about whatever is on his mind.”


“That’s pretty strange. I mean, a lot of prisoners suddenly ‘get religion,’ but I’ve never heard of one communicating mostly through notes.”


“Me, neither,” Sam said. “Listen, Son, I think he wants revenge on Brooke. He’s armed and sure enough a little crazy. The prison officials think he’s extremely dangerous.”


“No shit.”


“Don’t talk like that in a public place! People will hear you and think your mother didn’t teach you better,” Sam reprimanded sharply. “Anyway, there’s only one important thing to remember, Vincent. We can’t take our eyes off that poor girl or Tavell is going to kill her, just like he did her mother.”










Chapter 3
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After Vincent shut off his cell phone, he saw two policemen enter the emergency area of the hospital and speak to a woman at the desk who pointed them in the direction of the examination rooms. He figured they’d arrived to question Brooke. He thought about following them. He knew from being around cops all his life that their interrogation techniques could be less than gentle, especially if they thought that Brooke had killed the other woman in the car. They might be verbally forceful with Brooke, even threaten her. His father certainly wouldn’t like that, considering how much he thought of the girl. But the police hadn’t had time to do a thorough investigation. Besides, Vincent wasn’t Brooke’s family or her lawyer. He didn’t stand a chance of being allowed into the examination room to observe the questioning. He could do nothing, and he wasn’t sure he should try. The information his father had given him seemed to clear Brooke of any wrongdoing, but Vincent still wasn’t satisfied that she was the innocent she claimed to be.


Contacting the woman Brooke had said was her friend might be his only way of finding out more about her, he decided, and he could have kicked himself for not doing so immediately. But what was her name? The drama of hearing that Brooke’s stepfather, a murderer, was on the loose had completely knocked it out of his memory.


Vincent paced up and down the hall, thinking. Was the woman’s name Carrie? No. Casey? No. Stacy! That was it! But Stacy what? Carrington? Something like that. He went to the pay phone and picked up the directory, annoyed as always by all the pages torn out. Why couldn’t people just write down the phone number they wanted instead of ripping out the whole page? He found the section of Cs and began scanning. At last, he came to “Corrigan” and a bell went off in his mind. That was the last name! Luckily, there weren’t many Corrigans. When he quickly came to Jay and Stacy Corrigan, he felt like cheering.


The first time he called, the line was busy. He waited five minutes, then tried again. On the third ring, a woman announced, “Corrigan residence.”


“Mrs. Corrigan? Mrs. Stacy Corrigan, friend of Brooke Yeager?”


The woman laughed lightly, making Vincent realize how ridiculous he’d sounded. Then she said in a slightly deep, sensuous voice, “Yes, this is Stacy, friend of Brooke Yeager. What can I do for you, Mr.—”


“Lockhart. Vincent Lockhart. Look, I don’t know you—I barely know Brooke—but she’s been in . . . well, an accident.” He didn’t feel now was the time to go into details. “She’s at Charleston General and she’s asked for you.”


The sensuousness vanished from the woman’s voice. She spoke louder than necessary, fear edging her voice. “What was it? A car wreck? Is she badly hurt?”


“Not a car wreck. She has a head injury. I don’t think it’s too serious, but they’re still examining her. There could be other things wrong. Internal injuries. I’m not a doctor.”


“What happened?”


“I’ll tell you when you get here,” Vincent said quickly. He felt that the woman was getting angry at his vagueness. “It’s complicated. I’ll be in the waiting room. I’m in my early thirties and I have black hair. No, wait. Go to the receiving desk and I’ll catch you there. Just come as soon as you can. Brooke expected me to call you sooner, but I got busy.”


The woman didn’t even say goodbye. She slammed down the phone, which could mean she was rattled or that she thought he was a lunatic playing a prank. Vincent hoped that Stacy Corrigan had believed him and was on her way.
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Vincent headed back for the waiting room. As soon as he stepped in, the woman with the black eye and split lip motioned vigorously to him. No doubt she wanted to continue her harangue about the jerk. Vincent didn’t want to insult her—not because he cared about her feelings but because she was the type that when incensed would no doubt burst into a raucous tirade. Instead, he pulled out his cell phone, acted as if he’d just received an important call, and made a “back in a minute” gesture to her. Then he ducked into the safety of the hall, and finally out the door so he could smoke a cigarette. He’d been trying to quit, but now he felt his hands begin the slight trembling that indicated an oncoming nicotine withdrawal fit.


Outside, the soothing warm air of an August night washed over him. The air-conditioning inside had been too low for his taste. He liked the heat, which was why for the last ten years he’d been living in Monterey, California. His father’s condition had prompted his unscheduled trip back to West Virginia. Although Sam Lockhart would be the last person to ask for help, his increasingly rambling letters and phone calls had alerted Vincent to the man’s failing memory. Only a week ago, Vincent had learned his father had Alzheimer’s. The news had come as a shocking blow, from which Vincent still hadn’t recovered.


He took a deep draw on his cigarette, wishing he’d never started smoking in the first place, yet gleaning some comfort from it anyway. He’d cut down tomorrow, he promised himself. Or as soon as he figured out how to handle his dad. The man certainly couldn’t go on living by himself. Vincent had arrived home to find bills three months overdue, a refrigerator containing nothing except butter, six packages of cold cuts in various states of decomposition, a loaf of moldy bread, and two paperback books. Every old phonograph album the Lockharts owned lay scattered throughout the living room along with articles of his mother’s clothing and at least thirty travel brochures collected through the years for trips the Lockharts had never taken.


Vincent knew something would have to be done soon. But what? Should he move in with his father for a few months? The idea was unbearable to him. He’d been home for only two weeks and just about all they’d done was argue. Vincent had a book deadline in a month, and he couldn’t possibly finish a book around his father, who wandered and mumbled and constantly demanded attention. He could get an extension on the book deadline, but another month wouldn’t solve Sam’s condition.


And Vincent desperately missed Monterey. He had a house he loved, friends, two dogs, his agent. His whole world existed in Monterey. He didn’t want to leave it. Dammit, he wouldn’t leave it, he thought. Vincent loved his father and intended to help him, but he’d spent too long building his own life to have it all fall apart by his moving back to Charleston to look after a man who might be beyond Vincent’s ability to help in as short as six months or as long as six years.


He tossed down his cigarette in frustration and had started to light another one when he saw a tall woman striding toward him. She had very long curly light brown hair, a lithe and obviously strong body with large breasts that looked too big to be real, and a determined look in her gray eyes. Somehow, he knew this was Stacy Corrigan, and he approached her.


“Mrs. Corrigan?”


She stopped, giving him a steely look from those granite gray eyes. “You’re the man who called me about Brooke?”


“Yes. I’m Vincent Lockhart. I came to the hospital with her.”


“I recognize your voice from the phone.” She looked him up and down almost accusingly. “How is Brooke and what the hell happened? Did you hit her with your car?”


Vincent was taken aback by her hostile tone. “Hell no, I didn’t hit her with my car! What makes you assume I hurt her?”


“You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t done something to her. Apparently, you don’t even know her.”


“If I’d done something to Brooke, I’d be in police custody.” Vincent immediately felt dislike for this attractive but brittle woman. “And I don’t know how she is yet. Shall we go inside and see if we can get some information?”


“Yes, let’s do that,” she said curtly, sweeping past him and almost letting the hospital door fly back and hit him in the face. Bitch, Vincent thought. At least he now knew one thing for himself about Brooke—he sure as hell couldn’t say much for her taste in friends.


Stacy marched toward the admitting desk and asked for Brooke Yeager. As Vincent had anticipated, the middle-aged woman behind the desk said there was no news on Ms. Yeager yet. Stacy then demanded to see a doctor. “He’s busy,” the woman told her dismissively.


“Then tell him to get unbusy and come out here,” Stacy nearly shouted. “I have no idea how my friend is. She could be dead for all I know. Exactly what does it take to get a little common courtesy around here? A scene? Because believe me, Miss Whoever You Are, I’m more than ready to cause one.”


The woman behind the desk abruptly looked alarmed. Vincent almost laughed in spite of his dislike of Stacy. She might be abrasive, but her methods worked. The woman quickly answered, “I’ll get some news to you immediately, Miss—”
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