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Prologue


FRIDAY 9:20 P.M.


His cape swirled dramatically. His piercing eyes looked from beneath the darkness of his hood. “You have joined the dark side,” he intoned. He whipped out his light saber and grandly swept it through the air, electrified as it made its scary-thrilling hum of power. “I am Obi-Wan Kenobi, here to help you fight your way back to the light. Fight!”


His nemesis cringed in front of the awesome power of a Jedi Knight . . .


Suddenly he couldn’t breathe. The light saber dropped from his hand and the face of his frightening adversary disintegrated as he struggled out of the mystical dream of Star Wars. He tried to open his eyes, but they were covered. He opened his mouth to scream and a sickeningly sweet-smelling cloth filled it. His breath rasped in his throat. His legs thrashed. His arms waved, his hand connecting with something solid. He clutched material, wondering if this was a part of the dream that was going so wrong. Mommy had told him there was a secret rhyme to make a bad dream go away. He hadn’t had a bad dream for a long time and he tried to remember: One, two, three, four/Bad dream out the door!


Dizzy with fear and nausea, he didn’t wake up. He couldn’t see the comforting familiarity of his room with its Star Wars poster and the bowl with two sleek goldfish and the sparkling blue Lava lamp Mommy always left on until he went to sleep. He must still be asleep! He needed to try again. One, two, three, four/Bad dream out the door!


Nothing. Horror flamed through his slight seven-year-old body as he realized something awful, something real, was happening outside his dream world. He writhed wildly, although his energy was slipping away. The cloth pressed over his face, making his eyes burn, turning the inside of his nose raw. His tongue felt huge. Where was Mommy? Mommy, please help! He struck out with a hand and heard someone mutter “Damn you!” when he connected with a nose. What kind of nose? Big? Little? A man’s nose? A girl’s?


Fiery panic surged through him. He knew he was going to throw up. He was scared like a baby because his legs would barely move now. He shivered and he thought he might wet his pants. Something was pushed over his head, something like a hood, but not a good kind of hood like the one on Obi-Wan Kenobi’s cape. Something rough and itchy and smothering and moldy that sucked into his mouth when he tried to breathe. And now he was having trouble thinking. Blinding spots of light flashed in front of his eyes.


With the little strength he had left, he closed his fingers around the leg of the stuffed dog he’d loved furless in places. Good, strong, loyal Tramp—forever his protector. Brave Tramp who saved the baby from the rat in the movie Lady and the Tramp. Tramp could help.


And Tramp tried. Someone forced loose his fingers but the dog clung, a hook on its collar caught on his pajamas. Don’t let me go, he begged Tramp mentally. Don’t let go!


“Time to leave,” someone whispered harshly in his ear, into his fuzzy mind. “Say good-bye to all you know. This is the beginning of the end, little boy.”


With a horror he’d never known in his life, he felt his light body being roughly lifted from the bed, the stuffed animal a dangling weight. In a minute the night air washed over him, seeping through his sweat-drenched pajamas, chilling his damp feet, touching his limp fingers.


He heard the distant bark of a dog and the high whine of a mosquito near his ear before he went still, sinking into a dreamless, unnatural sleep.










Chapter 1


FRIDAY, 9:25 P.M.


“This is WCWT in Sinclair, West Virginia, bringing you one of our favorite oldies, ‘Bitter Sweet Symphony’ by the Verve.”


String music soared throughout the car and Rebecca Ryan rolled her eyes. “Since when does a song from 1997 count as a golden oldie?” Her Australian shepherd, Sean, sitting on the bucket seat across from her, looked back alertly. “I wonder what they call songs from the fifties? Prehistoric?”


Rebecca drained the last bit of strong, lukewarm coffee from her Styrofoam cup and stuck it in the plastic trash bag along with two other used cups. Her stomach churned, her eyes burned, and her hands trembled. Too much caffeine and too little sleep. And fear. It had coursed through her since last night, when her cousin Molly had called her in New Orleans and said, “Aunt Esther has cancer.”


“Well, that’s not possible,” Rebecca had said inanely, thinking of the woman who’d radiated health and energy since Rebecca was a little girl. According to Molly, seventy-five-year-old Esther had just told the family she would have surgery and begin radiation therapy in less than two weeks. Esther wanted no sympathy and she wanted no one except immediate family to know of her condition. “She told me not to tell you in particular,” Molly had said late last night on the phone after waiting until her seven-year-old son Todd had gone to sleep because she didn’t want him to get upset. “Esther doesn’t want you coming all the way from New Orleans, especially because Sinclair has such bad memories for you. So you have to think up an excuse for this trip.”


An excuse? Rebecca was still working on that one, her mind having been occupied with the flurry of the hurried trip. She’d been unable to make the earliest flights from New Orleans to Charleston, West Virginia, and had to wait until a mid-afternoon one with a layover in Pittsburgh. She hadn’t had time to make arrangements for boarding her dog, Sean, and getting him unloaded from the plane and renting a car had taken extra time before the 60-mile drive to Sinclair. Through it all Rebecca had been unable to catch up on the sleep she’d lost last night and she was now tired and feeling slow-witted.


Rebecca flipped off the radio. Music that had helped to keep her awake now blurred into irritating noise. She glanced at Sean. “You look fresh as a daisy. No wonder. Thanks to that tranquilizer, you slept through both flights.” The dog gazed at her, panting. “I know you’re not crazy about kids in general, but I hope you like my nephew Todd. He’ll be crazy about you.” A drop of saliva rolled off Sean’s tongue onto the seat. “My mother will like you, too, as long as you don’t drip on any of her beautiful clothes.”


When she was a child, Rebecca had adored her lovely mother Suzanne’s thick, wheat-colored hair, azure eyes, and slender-boned body. She’d had quick, tinkling laughter and a personality that alternated easily between adult and childlike. One evening she could be the gracious, polished hostess at a dinner party. The next morning she could wholeheartedly throw herself into one of Rebecca’s tea parties or a game of hide-and-seek with her and her brother Jonnie.


A sudden pain reamed like a knife in Rebecca’s stomach at the thought of Jonnie. Three years younger than she, Jonathan Patrick Ryan had been a beautiful, happy baby who’d grown into an agile, high-spirited boy with a cap of blond curls and a devilish glint in his bright blue eyes. When he was very small he had allowed Rebecca to dress him up and treat him like her own beloved baby. When he was older, he’d shrugged off her coddling and insisted on being treated as an equal. In later years they’d played together, shared secrets, squabbled, tattled on each other, and managed to always remain best friends. She hadn’t been able to imagine life without him. She hadn’t thought she would ever be without him.


She’d been wrong.


Sean pawed at her arm, sensing her tension. “We’re almost . . . there.” She’d nearly said home, but Sinclair wasn’t home and hadn’t been for the eight years since Jonnie had been murdered. She hadn’t visited since she’d left for Tulane University in New Orleans when she was eighteen. She’d intended never to return.


Her stomach tightened as she drove into the Sinclair city limits. To her right was the huge brick Baptist church that dated to 1870. Molly had told her a few ambitious parishioners had lobbied for an addition, but the historic preservationists had quashed the motion. Ahead, Leland Park overlooked the Ohio River. Rebecca had always loved the park with its tennis courts, rose gardens with brick paths, and two-story River Museum. She noticed that the eight acres of land were as beautifully maintained as always, benches, birdfeeders, and old-fashioned water fountains painted pristine white. Even the bandstand, built in the early 1900s and the site of summer-night concerts, looked brand-new. Long ago, Suzanne had brought her and Jonnie to the concerts. One time Jonnie hid. Certain he’d fallen into the river and drowned, Suzanne had promptly lapsed into hysterics. Rebecca had found him hiding under the bandbox and was deeply disappointed when he didn’t receive the spanking she would have for playing such a trick.


As Rebecca drove through town, she saw that Main Street looked just the same as when she’d left. About ten years ago several merchants had banded together in fury over the business drained by the huge new mall that seemed to erupt overnight on the outskirts of town. Their defense had been to make their establishments appear quaint, thereby charming customers away from the indistinguishable stores in the modern, Muzak-filled mall. The result was three town blocks that looked as if they could have been lifted from a Dickens novel. Rebecca found it unbearably precious. And to the best of her knowledge, business had improved for only a couple of years until the curiosity wore off. But the flagging enthusiasm of the merchants for their brilliant project showed only in the occasional set of faded shutters or rust-edged wrought-iron trim.


Rebecca slowed as she neared the former Vinson Drug Store, now Vinson’s Apothecary Shoppe. She’d packed in a hurry and had spent part of her flight time ticking off a list of toiletries she’d forgotten. The place was still open and stopping here would be much faster than going to the mall. She parked and rolled down the windows a fraction so Sean could have fresh air.


As she emerged from the car, she saw storm clouds billowing against the slate gray sky just turning black. Inside the store the attempt to keep up the Victorian motif continued with Currier & Ives prints on the walls. A few small wrought-iron tables and chairs had been placed in front of a minuscule soda fountain, behind which stood a bored teenage girl chewing gum and flipping through a magazine. At the prescription counter was an array of large, ornate bottles filled with “potions” that were really colored water. She knew the last touch had been the inspiration of Matilda Vinson, the store’s owner and pharmacist.


Rebecca cursed the unlabeled aisles that made it necessary for her to cruise around until she found body lotion, disposable razors, toothpaste, and a bottle of soaking solution for her contact lenses. She picked up an overpriced bag of generic kibble for Sean, promising herself to get something better tomorrow, and headed for the checkout counter.


She paid no attention to the woman behind the register until she noticed the clerk wasn’t ringing up her purchases. Rebecca glanced up to see silvery gray eyes regarding her coldly. The woman was young with short platinum hair, straight dark eyebrows, and thin scarlet lips. Rebecca felt color creep into her face as she realized she was staring into the face of someone who used to be a close friend.


“Hello, Lynn,” she said without false friendliness.


“Rebecca.” Lynn Cochran Hardison flicked her light eyes up and down Rebecca’s slim height. “You’re looking well. Life away from Sinclair must agree with you.”


“I love New Orleans.” Rebecca pushed her items closer to the cash register as she talked. “How have you been?”


“Fine. Very happily married.”


“Good. I’m glad things are working out for you and Doug.”


“Of course they’re working out. We’ve always loved each other,” Lynn announced as if expecting an argument. “I thought you’d come to our wedding. After all, Doug is your stepbrother.”


“I knew you didn’t want me there, Lynn.”


“Why would I? You caused me a lot of pain, Rebecca.”


Rebecca sighed. “Lynn—”


“Is this all you want?” Lynn suddenly looked angry. “We’re having a sale on aspirin. With all those so-called ESP visions rattling around in your head, you must get plenty of headaches.”


Here we go, Rebecca thought dismally. The specter of the extrasensory perception that had first manifested itself when she was nine was still following her, more of a curse than a gift.


“Lynn, we can’t change the past,” Rebecca said evenly. “I’m sorry I’ve hurt you, but we’re family now. Can’t we work at healing old wounds?”


The speech sounded sententious to her own ears and Rebecca wasn’t surprised by Lynn’s scowl. “Forget what happened? That would be convenient for you, wouldn’t it?” Lynn grabbed the toothpaste and jabbed buttons on the register. “Just wreak havoc, then go your merry way, live your good life in New Orleans, forget all the damage you’ve done here.” She swiped at the razors and dog food. “And I heard you’ve written a book. Trying to cash in on your brother’s murder? I’m sure you didn’t mention how your fabulous ESP suddenly went on the fritz and you didn’t save him.”


Rebecca quietly absorbed the sting of hearing how she’d failed Jonnie, looking down so Lynn couldn’t see the pain in her eyes. How hard it was to believe this razor-voiced woman once had been a friend.


“My book isn’t about Jonnie,” Rebecca managed. “It’s a murder mystery but it’s fiction.”


“I wouldn’t know. I sure as hell wouldn’t read it. And you owe twenty-two seventy-three.”


Rebecca handed over thirty dollars, took her change, and picked up the plastic bag in which Lynn had stuffed her purchases. “Good-bye, Lynn.”


“I’ll give your regards to Doug, even though you didn’t even bother to ask about him,” Lynn called tartly as Rebecca headed for the door.


Rebecca closed her eyes when she heard Matilda Vinson utter a sharp “Lynn!” as she descended on her employee for what would surely be a dressing-down. It was deserved, Rebecca thought, but it would only deepen Lynn’s resentment.


“Rebecca!” Miss Vinson called. “Rebecca, dear, please forgive Lynn. She’s had a long day.”


Rebecca smiled at the small, sixty-year-old whirling dervish of a woman who had worked in the drugstore for nearly forty years. “It’s all right. Lynn and I understand each other.”


“I see.” Matilda still looked distressed. “Are you home for a visit or returning to us for good?”


“Just a visit.” Lynn’s silvery gaze seemed to burn through Rebecca and she felt desperate to escape the store. “I’ll be going back to New Orleans in a week or so.”


“That’s a shame. We miss you around here. I remember when you were just a little thing and came in with your father. I always gave you a butterscotch candy and you acted like I’d handed you a piece of gold.” Matilda looked out the front windows. “Good heavens, what a storm is brewing! You can’t go out in this. Go back and have an ice-cream soda and wait it out.”


“It’s closing time,” Lynn announced.


“I will decide when we close!” Color rode high on Matilda Vinson’s cheeks and Rebecca thought that Lynn must not value her job to be so insolent. “Please stay for a few minutes, Rebecca.”


“I can’t,” Rebecca said abruptly, heading for the door. “I left my dog in the car. He’s terrified of storms. Besides, if I hurry, I can get home before it hits.”


“Well, be careful, dear,” Matilda called after her.


Outside the wind had picked up sharply. Tree limbs bent backward and a metal trash can rolled across Main Street. A few raindrops pelted her with stinging force. In the distance Rebecca saw a streak of lightning cast a blue glow against the dark sky. She forgot to count until the thunder rumbled, loud and ominous. If she believed in signs, she would have considered a storm her first night back in Sinclair a bad omen.


Wind snapped her long auburn hair across her face and plastered her slacks against her legs. She opened the car door and jumped in. Sean nearly leaped onto her lap. She grabbed his collar and pushed him back to his seat, speaking soothingly as he panted in agitation. She handed him a rawhide chew stick that he held in his mouth like a cigar, too nervous to eat it.


Slowly she pulled away from the curb and started down the street. She turned up the speed of the windshield wipers. Lightning viciously sliced the sky again and a wave of rain slapped the car hard enough to make her swerve. Main Street was strangely empty at nine-forty. The marquees of the two theaters valiantly tried to glow through the torrent of water. Rebecca doubted if many people had shown up for the second movie showing.


Less than a quarter of a mile ahead, Rebecca sat at what seemed an interminable red light. Across the intersection she noticed a large, white stucco structure with dramatic, sweeping lines. A sign on the front lawn bore the name dormaine’s restaurant in black lettering bold enough for her to see through the rain.


She turned left at the light. An explosion of thunder followed a glittering spear of lightning, making Sean yelp and Rebecca cringe. The lightning had been too close for comfort, although she knew the rubber tires of the car protected them from electric shock. A dull throbbing had started at her right temple. It was a familiar pain, although she hadn’t felt it for quite a while. She would think of something else, forget it, take some aspirin when she got home. Thank goodness it wasn’t too much farther to the Ryan house, she thought, watching the wipers swipe uselessly across the windshield. Back and forth. Back and forth . . .


The rain-smeared windshield slowly blurred, then began to disappear. Rebecca tried to focus, to shut out all that was not tangible, but with dreamlike inevitability, she felt herself drift from her own consciousness into someone else’s . . .


Rough cloth was tied around his face and around his mouth. Blindfolded and gagged, that’s what he was. Beneath him was something hard—wood, probably—and his right hip and arm were numb. Something was tied around his ankles and his hands were pulled behind his back and trapped by rope, the skin beneath it raw from fruitless rubbing. He felt sick, like he wanted to throw up, and his head hurt real bad. He thought he might cry, which would be awful because none of his movie heroes would cry and he’d feel like a complete baby.


He tried inhaling deeply in an effort to stop the crying, but the air was hot and smelled awful. Rotten. And he could hear thunder outside and rain beating against windows. Bright pinpoints of light sparkled in front of his burning eyes. He was afraid. Deathly afraid. Thunder boomed and he shuddered, pulling himself up into a ball. Uttering guttural sobs, he inched across the floor until his face touched something soft. Tramp, his stuffed dog. Tramp who saved the baby from the rat in Lady and the Tramp. Maybe Tramp could save him, too . . .


Slowly Rebecca’s vision faded. The thoughts of the little boy were drowned out by the sound of rain pounding on her windshield. The hood of the car pointed toward something large and looming. Rebecca blinked, aware that she’d returned to her own reality but unfortunately too late. She jerked the steering wheel to the right, but the car plunged at a giant tree trunk. The noise of screeching metal seemed far away as the hood of her car crumpled. Rebecca had worn her seat belt, holding her body in place, but her head snapped violently forward. Her last sensations were of blood running down her face and her vision dimming into darkness.










Chapter 2


FRIDAY, 9:45 P.M.


“She’s waking up.”


Rebecca felt her eyelids fluttering. Then they opened. She was certain they were open. But she couldn’t see anything. Her hands flew to her eyes, delicately touching the open lids as panic surged through her.


“I’m blind,” she whispered. Her voice rose. “I’m blind!”


“Calm down,” a woman said in an expressionless voice.


“But I’m blind.”


“Ma’am, calm down.”


Someone pulled her hands away from her eyes and Rebecca felt herself being lifted and placed prone on the lightly padded surface of a gurney. “How bad is it?” Rebecca asked in the direction of one of the disembodied voices above her.


“We’re going to take care of you.”


“What other injuries do I have?”


“You just calm down and enjoy the ride. We’ll be at the hospital in a few minutes.”


“I want to know how bad it is! Where is my dog? Is he dead?”


No one answered and fear for herself and Sean struck her mute. She’d been in another car wreck, she thought. The last one had killed her father when she was nine.


Rebecca sank into unconsciousness.


 


“Open your eyes.”


Open them to what? Rebecca wondered. Open them to perpetual darkness?


“Open your eyes!”


She automatically responded to the authority in the voice. Her eyelids snapped open. She blinked against the light, then slowly focused on a man’s blue-gray eyes. He grinned. “Is that better?”


“I can see,” Rebecca gasped. “I thought I was blind.”


“You crashed into a perfectly innocent tree, shattered your windshield with a limb, knocked yourself senseless, and got two nice cuts on your forehead. Some of the blood ran under your contact lenses. We took them out, rinsed with saline solution, and now those beautiful green eyes seem to be working just fine again.”


Rebecca took a minute to absorb the information, then breathed, “Thank God.”


“Gave you quite a scare, didn’t it?”


“That’s putting it mildly. What other damage is there?”


“So far all we’ve found are contusions and lacerations. We’ll need to suture your forehead. The cuts are near the hairline and four or five stitches for each should do the trick.”


“My dog. Where is my dog?”


The doctor frowned. “I don’t know anything about a dog. If the paramedics who brought you in are still around, I can have someone ask if they saw a dog at the scene.”


“Yes, please,” Rebecca said urgently. “He was in the front seat. He’s afraid of most people—a case of abuse when he was younger. I took him in as a stray. He means so much to me—”


The doctor placed a hand on her shoulder and she realized she’d been rising. “You lie still.” He turned to a slender young man in hospital scrubs with stooped shoulders and gigantic brown eyes behind thick glasses. “Alvin, will you go out and see if the paramedics know anything about the dog?”


The young man stared at Rebecca for a moment and she realized she must have sounded hysterical, babbling on about the dog being an abused stray. “Alvin?” the doctor repeated.


“Sure, Doc,” the young man said and nearly fled from the room.


The doctor turned back to Rebecca. “Alvin’s one of our best orderlies, but his mind seems to be wandering tonight. Now, how did this wreck happen?”


Rebecca couldn’t imagine saying, “I had a vision and I could only hear and see through the consciousness of a little boy who’s probably been kidnapped.” Instead she improvised. “There was a terrible flash of lightning right in front of me. It startled me and I must have slammed my foot on the brake and then . . .”


“Hydroplaned right into Peter Dormaine’s hundred-year-old oak tree.”


“Peter Dormaine?”


“Yes. You wrecked at Dormaine’s Restaurant.” He frowned. “Didn’t you even know where you were?”


“Oh sure,” she said quickly. “I forgot for a second. I was pretty shaken up.”


“No wonder. If you hadn’t been wearing your seat belt, you would have been a mess, young lady.” He paused. “You don’t recognize me, do you? It’s Clayton Bellamy.”


Clay Bellamy? Her stepbrother Doug’s friend who had sent her teenage heart racing and inspired a hundred ridiculously romantic fantasies?


Rebecca closed her eyes against the strong lights shining down on her. Her head hurt and she felt as if everything inside her was quivering. The rest of her body was remarkably free of pain, but she knew a dozen aches would kick into gear soon. “Hi, Clay,” she managed weakly.


She looked at him again. His gray-blue eyes still had a slight downward tilt of the outer lids, and he still wore his thick golden blond hair a bit longer than most men’s. His even white teeth were wreathed by deep dimples. It could have been a pretty-boy face, with its near-perfect features, but his eyes held a trace of sadness and his face more lines than one would expect of a man barely over thirty. The whiskey-edged voice also added a few years. Clay had aged well, but he was definitely a man now, not the striking boy he’d still been at their last meeting when he was twenty-two and she seventeen.


“How did you end up as my doctor?” Rebecca asked.


“I have my pick of the patients.” Clay smiled. “It’s good to see you, even under these circumstances, Stargazer.”


Rebecca had forgotten the nickname Clay had given her when she was eleven because of her fascination with astronomy. She had never been certain whether or not he was making fun of her.


“Good to see you, too,” she said weakly.


“You’re in remarkably good condition given the seriousness of your wreck. We tried to call your family, but got a busy signal.”


“You know my stepfather is a workaholic. I think he makes calls until midnight. Besides, they didn’t even know I was coming. Molly does, though. You remember my cousin Molly?”


“Sure. First cousins and best friends. She was always at your house when I dropped by with Doug. We’ll call her in a minute. First I have a couple of questions. Who wrote Moby-Dick?”


“Are you kidding?” Clay shook his head. “Herman Melville.”


“Good. When did William Faulkner get the Pulitzer prize for literature?”


“You’re being very strange.” Rebecca scrunched up her forehead in deep thought, then announced, “It was the Nobel Prize in 1949.”


“Nothing wrong with this noggin!” Clay crowed.


“You were testing me?”


“Have to make sure there’s no memory loss.”


“As if he’d know when Faulkner won his prize,” the nurse joked.


“She sounded sure of herself and I do know who wrote Moby-Dick.” Clay stood up and took Rebecca’s hand as if they’d seen each other only yesterday. “You’re as pretty as ever in spite of those cuts on your face.”


He possessed the same easy charm, the tendency to flatter even when she was certain he was giving little thought to his words. In the space of a day he probably told several women they were pretty. “Thanks, Clay. Will I have scars?”


“No. The cuts are small and I’m a master of sutures.”


“And modest.” The nurse laughed.


Clay looked at Rebecca earnestly. “Stargazer, I get appallingly little respect around here. Sometimes my feelings are so hurt I have to go into the restroom and cry it out.”


“You poor thing!” Rebecca giggled. “Your sense of humor hasn’t changed.”


“Certainly not.” Clay grew serious. “Now we need a CAT scan and then to call Molly.”


Rebecca rattled off Molly’s number and the nurse wrote it down. “And please try to find out something about my dog. I know it must seem silly to you, but—”


“It doesn’t seem silly at all,” Clay said briskly. “I have one of my own named Gypsy and I love her like crazy. You try to relax.”


Rebecca felt as if she would scream if she didn’t get out of this place. She was shaken by the wreck, worried about Sean, and most of all rocked by her vision of a little boy being taken from his bed, then held captive in some awful place. Over the past eight years she had worked at suppressing her visions, shutting her mind to them until they had almost disappeared. But she could not have shut out this vision. It was too powerful, too insistent. Rarely in her life had she experienced one of such clarity.


Still, she didn’t dare say anything to these medical people about her experience. She’d just been in a wreck; her tale would sound like rambling. They might decide she’d had some kind of brain injury not shown on the CAT scan and keep her overnight when she desperately wanted to leave and possibly unravel the mystery of what she had seen. Was a little boy in town missing? Was there something she could do? If she were alone would another vision come that might tell her more?


After what seemed an interminable time, the nurse reappeared and said, “Dr. Bellamy, may I talk with you for a moment?”


Clay, who had been frowning in concentration over his stitches, looked up and smiled. “That’s the sweetest tone you’ve ever used with me. What have I done right?”


“Nothing.” Clay raised his eyebrows. “Well, I’m sure you’ve done a few things right today, but I just need to talk to you. Now.”


Clay’s smile wavered a fraction, then came back full force as he gazed down at Rebecca. “Don’t look so apprehensive. This is no doubt about another patient. You’re fine, I promise.”


A dozen thoughts raced through Rebecca’s mind in the two minutes Clay was gone. Something was wrong and it had to do with her. As soon as Clay returned she demanded, “What is it? Did they find my dog? Is he dead?”


“Your dog?” Clay blinked at her. “No, the paramedics said they didn’t see a dog. I told you it was about someone else.”


But his face looked tight and pale as he finished the suturing and he made no small talk. Rebecca’s heart pounded. Where was her ESP when she needed it? Why couldn’t she read his mind? The ESP seemed to have a will of its own and wasn’t something she could command at will. It came and went as it pleased.


Growing more nervous as the minutes ticked by, Rebecca forced herself to sit quietly through the dressing of her two cuts as well as an injection of antibiotics and a tetanus booster. Then she gave an accident report to a policeman, carefully omitting any references to “visions.” It was after eleven-thirty when, dressed in her damp, blood-splattered clothes, she walked out of the hospital with Clay solicitously holding her arm.


“You don’t have to take me home,” she protested.


“The nurse told me Molly isn’t available, so we tried your house. Your stepfather isn’t home, and your mother doesn’t sound up to par.”


Up to par, Rebecca thought. A polite way of saying her mother had been drinking. Rebecca wondered how many people knew Suzanne had become an alcoholic over the past five years. Most of the town? Word traveled fast in small communities.


“Of course, if insurance companies didn’t dictate policy, you’d be staying within the hospital’s hallowed halls tonight,” Clay said.


“I’m glad I don’t have to. I just don’t understand why Molly isn’t around. She knew I was coming. Of course I’m later than I’d expected, but I promised I’d get here sometime today.”


“Well, lucky for you my shift is over, and I have a car.”


“Clay, this is nice of you but unnecessary. We have taxi service in Sinclair.”


“Not a taxi that will drive around and help you find your dog. What did you call him?”


“Sean! Oh Clay, will you really help me find him?”


Clay stopped at a black compact car. “I save lives and I help find lost dogs. I’m a full-service doctor.”


“I’ll say. You can’t tell me you give all your patients this kind of service.”


The remark sounded flirtatious and Rebecca regretted it, then told herself she was being too self-conscious because—much to her surprise—her old attraction to Clayton Bellamy remained intact.


“I’ve known you for years, Rebecca. If I can’t help an old friend find her dog and then drive her home when she’s hurt and without transportation, I’m a sorry specimen.”


Well, so much for my believing he thinks I’m anything special, Rebecca thought with a slight thud of disappointment.


“Now hop in and don’t trip over the Styrofoam cups on the floor. I’m a slob when it comes to the car.”


Rebecca climbed in and immediately snapped on her seat belt. Belts had saved her life twice in auto accidents. She also noted that the car was spotless except for three cups and a candy bar wrapper on the floor.


“Clay, I don’t know how to thank you for doing this,” she said as he started the car. “Sean is an Australian shepherd. They’re usually gentle, good around children, but he was clearly abused because he doesn’t react well to most people. I think he was dumped in my neighborhood; for some reason he picked my house to seek refuge.”


Clay finally looked at her and smiled. “The first time I met you, you were taking care of a tiny bunny. Kept it in a hamster cage. You said the vet had told you it couldn’t live, but you refused to believe him. And it did live. After that you took in every abandoned rabbit and robin you found and never lost one.”


“I can’t believe you remember that.”


“I wanted to be a doctor, so your talent as a healer made a big impression. Besides, I remember quite a bit about you, Stargazer, particularly your sensitivity.” Rebecca felt herself blushing, then felt silly for blushing and blushed some more. “You also had quite an imagination. Of course you ended up writing a book. Murder mystery, isn’t it?”


“That’s what I call it. The publisher calls it ‘psychological suspense.’ I was lucky to get it published, but it only came out a month ago so I don’t know much about sales. That’s why I’m not giving up my job teaching in a private school.”


“That’s great. And I haven’t read the book yet, but I will.”


Rebecca laughed. “You don’t have to.”


“I want to. I also want my copy of the book signed. Deal?”


“Deal.”


The storm had let up, leaving only a slow, dreary rain to fall in its wake. Streets glistened moistly, streets that were nearly deserted, unlike the perpetual busyness of New Orleans. Most of the houses they passed were dark and none bore the security warnings so common in the Garden District where she lived. Sinclair hardly ranked as a high-crime city.


“Are you feeling worse?” Clay asked.


“No. Why?”


“You’re frowning and biting your lower lip.”


“My head has felt better and the seat belt gave me quite a jerk around my middle, but I’m okay. I’m worried about Sean.”


“Well, we’re back at Dormaine’s. There’s your car. Good grief, look at that hood!”


“Do I have to?”


“Not if it’ll make you feel worse.”


“It’s a rental. I have no personal attachment,” Rebecca said in an attempt at lightness. “I just can’t believe the damage I did.”


“Only to a car. When I think of what could have happened to you, when I remember how you looked when they wheeled you into the emergency room and told me who you were and that you might be blind . . .” Clay took a deep breath. “It scared the hell out of me.”


Rebecca was taken aback by the emotion in his voice. She hadn’t seen him for eight years, and at their last meeting, she’d been wraith-thin, all hair and dark-circled eyes, still grief-stricken over the murder of her brother Jonnie. And before that she’d been a giggling, blushing, clumsy thing whose teenage crush glowed in her eyes whenever she looked at him. He probably remembered her, all right—remembered her as a strange being who claimed to have ESP.


“The storm must have slowed down the wrecker service or the car would be gone by now,” Clay said. “Where’s your luggage? Trunk?”


“Yes, but you don’t have to—”


“Why not? We’re here. I’ll bet the keys are still in the ignition.”


Apparently they were because in two minutes Clay had opened the trunk and was carrying Rebecca’s luggage to his own. “Nothing to it, and you’ll have your things with you tonight,” he said. “Now on to find Sean.”


They had the street to themselves and Clay turned the car to face the restaurant, allowing the headlights to sweep the side of Dormaine’s. “No sign of a dog. Of course if he’d been right here, the paramedics would have found him. But Alvin said they claimed not to have seen a dog.”


A thought flashed in Rebecca’s mind. “The orderly. Alvin. It’s an unusual name. And he looked vaguely familiar tome.”


“Alvin Tanner. He’s Earl’s son.”


“Oh God,” Rebecca whispered, remembering. Earl Tanner had been stabbed to death outside a local bar called The Gold Key. Police had immediately arrested a male suspect. Circumstantial evidence piled up against him until twelve-year-old Rebecca had told her uncle Bill Garrett, a deputy on the police force, that Earl had been stabbed to death by a woman named “Slim” who had waited for him in an alley outside the bar. Slim Tanner was Earl’s wife. Just as Rebecca had predicted, police had found a knife stained with Earl’s blood buried beneath a rhododendron bush on the Tanner lawn. Slim had claimed she’d killed Earl because he was beating her and Alvin. Nevertheless, she was doing a life sentence because of Rebecca.


“What’s wrong?” Clay asked.


“You know what I did to Alvin’s mother.”


“I know what Alvin Tanner’s mother did to his father. She wasn’t fending off an attack—she was waiting for him. It was cold, premeditated murder. You saved an innocent man from going to jail for Slim Tanner’s crime.” Rebecca remained silent, lost in her memories. “There’s a vacant lot beside Dormaine’s,” Clay said. “Sean might have gone there if he doesn’t like people.”


Clay pulled to the curb, ordered her to stay inside, and tramped around the damp lot with a flashlight. In a couple of minutes he returned to the car, his blond hair hanging damply over his forehead. “I see a dog behind a pile of wet boxes. I’m not going near him because he doesn’t know me and I don’t want to scare him away. One of Gypsy’s leashes is in the backseat. Grab it and approach him. Be careful, though. It might not be Sean.”


But it was. At the sight of her Sean bounded from behind the soggy mass of boxes, jumped up, and wrapped his front legs around her waist the way he’d done since the second day she’d officially adopted him. “I’ve been so worried about you!” Rebecca cried. “But you look okay. Wet but well.”


She attached the leash and led him back to the car, then hesitated. “He has long hair that’s sopping wet, Clay. I can’t put him in your car.”


“The seats are vinyl,” Clay said. “Any mess he leaves can easily be cleaned. There’s an old blanket in the back. Wrap that around him. He’s shivering.”


Within minutes Sean was warmly ensconced on the backseat. Rebecca was glad Clay had not pursued the dog in the vacant lot. Sean reacted with bared teeth and snarls at any sign of aggression, particularly from men.


“I don’t think he’s hurt,” Rebecca said as they pulled away from the curb. “I could take him to the vet tomorrow, but those trips usually don’t go well. When I get home, I’ll look him over.”


Clay nodded absently and Rebecca suddenly felt as if she’d become a burden, first by being unable to reach any of her family to fetch her from the hospital, then by having Clay haul her around until they found her wet dog, who was now dripping in his backseat. “I so appreciate all you’ve done for me tonight,” she said hastily. “You’ve certainly gone above the call of duty. I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain.”


“You haven’t been a pain.”


“I’ll pay for having your car washed and cleaned inside. In spite of the blanket, I think Sean’s long hair is making quite a mess—”


“Rebecca, there’s something I haven’t told you,” Clay said abruptly. She looked at his face. It was taut, the jaw almost rigid. “You were so shaken up by the wreck, then so worried about the dog . . . I wanted to do as much as I could to calm you down before I gave you bad news.”


“Bad news?” Rebecca echoed faintly, her stomach clenching. “I sensed in the hospital something was wrong. Not with me, though. It’s my family, isn’t it? That’s why no one came to the hospital.”


“Yes, I’m afraid so.” He took a deep breath. “It’s your cousin Molly. Or rather, Molly’s son.”


“Todd? What’s wrong with Todd? Is he sick?”


“No, Rebecca.” Clay slowed the car and looked at her, his voice growing soft. “Todd was kidnapped tonight.”










Chapter 3


“Kidnapped?” Rebecca felt as if her voice were coming from someone else. “What are you talking about?”


“Apparently Molly was out. A babysitter was looking after Todd. Someone got into the house, knocked the babysitter unconscious—”


“And took Todd out the window. He didn’t make a sound because he’d been drugged. But he had his stuffed toy with him. A dog named Tramp.” Clay nearly stopped the car in the middle of the street, staring at her in shock. “And now he’s bound and gagged in a place that’s hot and reeks of something rotten. And he’s terrified and half sick, probably from chloroform.”


After a few beats of silence, Clay asked warily, “Rebecca, what are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about Todd. I’m talking about a vision I had. That’s what made me wreck, not lightning. I saw it all so clearly. Or rather, I felt it. I couldn’t see because I was in Todd’s mind, and Todd was blindfolded. He couldn’t see, so I couldn’t either.” Her voice had taken on a dreamy quality born of horror and the sickening inevitability of her ESP’s return. “He doesn’t know who took him. But he’s not hurt. Not yet, anyway.”


The blast of a car horn behind them jolted Clay back into action. He pressed down on the accelerator and they sped along the rain-slicked street for nearly a mile before he said, “Rebecca, are you trying to tell me you knew all along what had happened to Todd?”


“No. I had a vision but I didn’t know who the child was. And I’d forgotten Todd had a stuffed dog named Tramp. How could I have forgotten that? When Molly brought him to visit me in New Orleans last summer, he had it with him. He was such a joy, so bright and inquisitive. And he had a wonderful time. We went to the French Quarter and the aquarium and horseback riding in Audubon Park and—”


“Rebecca!” Clay’s voice was sharp. “Stop rambling. What are you saying? That you had a psychic vision?”


“Yes.” She turned to him. “You don’t believe in it, do you?”


Clay raised his shoulders and shook his head, as if trying to clear it. “I don’t know. I don’t understand it. I guess the scientist in me wants to see proof, statistics, test results . . .”


“There are statistics and test results, Clay. Lots of them collated by respected psychologists, not a bunch of New Age quacks. Besides, Doug must have told you about some of the things I did when I was younger. You saw some of it for yourself. What about the lost children I knew were in that abandoned well? What about Slim Tanner, for God’s sake? I didn’t even know the woman, had never heard of her. How could I have known she killed her husband?” Clay remained silent and anger surged in Rebecca, then ebbed just as quickly. “I don’t care if you believe I have extrasensory perception or not. What we both know is that Todd is missing. He’s only seven years old. Molly must be out of her mind with worry. Please take me to her house. Then you can go your own way and I won’t bother you anymore.”


“Rebecca—”


“I don’t want to talk. My head hurts. Just please take me to Molly’s.”


Clay honored her request and said nothing else, but she stole a couple of glances at his face. She couldn’t quite read the expression but it looked like a mixture of worry and regret. At the moment, though, Clay Bellamy’s emotions were the least of her concern.


She thought of Todd as she’d last seen him, a slight boy with brown hair like his mother’s, cinnamon-colored eyes, and a quick and slightly crooked smile. No one knew who Todd’s father was. Molly had become pregnant when she was 19 and refused to tell even Rebecca the identity of the father. She’d spent her pregnancy in New Orleans with Rebecca, then surprised everyone by keeping the baby and returning to Sinclair. After his birth she had finished her college degree in West Virginia and went to work at the headquarters of Rebecca’s family’s business, Grace Healthcare, a national chain of nursing homes. During the next few years she’d devoted herself to Todd. As far as Rebecca knew, she rarely even dated.


And now that sweet boy, the center of Molly’s world, was gone. He’d been taken just like Jonnie. History was repeating itself. Or was it? When Jonnie had vanished at age fourteen on a Boy Scout camping trip, Rebecca had “seen” nothing. During the week when everyone had been scouring the area for him, when the local and state police and even the FBI had searched for him in vain, she had seen nothing. Finally his battered body had been discovered in a vacant lot downtown, dumped like a load of trash. No one ever knew who took him. No one ever knew where he’d been kept for a week. And most of the people who’d had faith in Rebecca’s powers began to doubt her. She doubted herself. She had failed her own brother. Would she fail Todd, too?


No, this time would be different, she vowed. It was already different. She’d experienced Todd’s thoughts after his abduction. And if she’d done it once, surely she could do it again.


Molly’s house was about three miles from Rebecca’s family’s home, situated in an attractive yet definitely less prosperous neighborhood. Although Rebecca had never visited the house, Molly had sent her photos and even by streetlight Rebecca immediately recognized the tan ranch-style home with dark brown trim and shutters.


As they drew near the house, a policeman flagged them down. “No unauthorized visitors,” he said. “Please move along.”


“I’m Dr. Clayton Bellamy and this is Rebecca Ryan, Molly Ryan’s cousin. Chief Garrett is Rebecca’s uncle. If they’re here, they will want to see Rebecca.”


The deputy looked at them suspiciously, then spoke into a walkie-talkie. A voice crackled back and his manner relaxed. “Chief Garrett says for you to park in the driveway, Dr. Bellamy. He’s inside with the other Miss Ryan.”


Clay dutifully pulled into the driveway. “Thank you,” Rebecca said formally. “May I keep Gypsy’s leash for the evening? I’ll have to tie Sean to the porch.”


“I’m going in, too,” Clay said. “This is going to be hard on you after the trauma you’ve just suffered. Also, Molly might need some sedation. I brought my bag.”


Hurt pride over his skepticism concerning her vision made Rebecca want to insist that he not come in. Good sense told her a doctor was definitely needed in this situation. Molly was probably near hysteria.


Silently they emerged from the car, Sean in tow. Before they had climbed the three steps to the porch, Molly flung open the front door. “Oh God, you’re here at last!” She almost fell down the porch steps, then threw herself into Rebecca’s arms.


Rebecca held Molly tightly. Molly looked remarkably like Rebecca’s father, Patrick, who had died when Rebecca was nine, complete with reddish-brown hair, freckles, and the cinnamon-colored eyes that she’d passed on to her own son Todd. Molly’s sturdy body was hot and trembling.


“I just heard about Todd,” Rebecca said softly.


Molly let out a choking sob. “He can’t have been kidnapped, Becky. He just can’t. He’s run off or something. And on this horrible night. He’s probably wet and cold and . . .” Another wrenching sob tore at her throat.


“Molly, calm down.” Rebecca looked up to see her mother’s brother, Bill Garrett, standing tall and lean on the porch. “Hi, Becky. You and Clay and Molly come in now. Bring the dog, too.”


Bill’s accent had always sounded southwestern to Rebecca. At forty-five he was tall and lanky with rough sandy hair and light blue eyes, a dozen crow’s-feet fanning onto weathered temples. Rarely was he without a cigarette in hand, although often he lit one and let it burn to the butt without taking more than one or two drags. Rebecca hadn’t seen her Uncle Bill for eight years, but he looked and sounded just the same—soft-spoken and uncannily composed, a sharp contrast to his elegant, nervous sister Suzanne.


Rebecca entered Molly’s home and took a quick survey. The house was comfortably furnished, although it lacked some of the finer touches of Rebecca’s. Rebecca had always been careful with the money that had been held in trust for her until she was twenty-one, but now and then she indulged in a nice painting or an expensive crystal ornament. Molly made a good salary at Grace Healthcare, but with a child and no convenient trust fund like Rebecca’s, she couldn’t afford luxuries.


Sean, still shivering, lay down near the door. Clay set his medical bag close to the dog, then took a seat across the room, seeming as if he wanted to be as unobtrusive as possible. Bill looked at Rebecca closely. “That nurse who called said you’d been in a wreck.”


“You didn’t tell me!” Molly gasped accusingly at Bill.


“I’m not seriously hurt,” Rebecca said quickly. “Just a couple of cuts. I was taken to the emergency room. Clay took care of me. When the nurse called Molly to come pick me up, she found out about Todd.”


“Are you sure you’re all right?” Molly asked anxiously.


“As her doctor, I can assure you that in a couple of days she’ll be good as new,” Clay said. “She was lucky.”


Another police officer walked through the room, nodding to Bill before he went out. Bill looked at Rebecca. “We’re tapping the phone lines.”


Rebecca nodded, feeling cold inside. She remembered the same routine eight years ago, when a frantic Boy Scout leader had called to tell them Jonnie had been missing for hours from a campsite in the hills. Less than twenty-four hours after that call had come the ransom demand. Then the FBI entered the scene, the ransom drop had been bungled, and Jonnie had been killed. And now Todd, Rebecca thought with a shudder. This just couldn’t be happening again.


She looked at Molly. She wore jeans and a red plaid cotton blouse. Her shoulder-length hair was skimmed back with a blue headband and her brown eyes were red-rimmed and swollen. She’d never been a beauty, but her sparkling eyes and brilliant smile usually made her radiant. Now she looked plain and older than her twenty-seven years. Her wire-rimmed glasses rode low on her button nose, pink from crying.


“Please tell me what’s going on,” Rebecca said, determined not to say anything about her vision yet. “All I know is that Todd is missing.”


Clay shot her a narrow look, but Rebecca ignored him. Molly closed her eyes. “I had to work late tonight. Well, I didn’t have to, but I knew the work needed to be done as soon as possible and I thought I could be home before you got here because of all your flight delays.”


“Was Todd angry with you for going out?” Rebecca interrupted.


Molly shook her head. “I keep trying to convince myself that he was mad because I deserted him on a Saturday night and he ran away. But he wasn’t. Oh, he did seem disappointed until I told him Sonia could sit with him. Sonia Ellis. She’s seventeen and beautiful and he adores her.”


“And you feel she’s reliable?”


“Goodness, yes.” Molly tried to smile. “She’s our high school valedictorian. She’s headed for the University of Virginia in the fall but she’s already taking classes this summer through an extension program. She works at The Jewelry Box downtown during the day. Very ambitious. Her mother works at Grace Healthcare. She’s Frank’s secretary.”


Frank Hardison, Rebecca’s stepfather, had taken over running Grace Healthcare shortly after the death of Rebecca’s father, Patrick. Her mother had married him a year after Patrick had been killed in the wreck that had almost claimed Rebecca’s life, too. If not for Frank, Rebecca felt the family and the business would have fallen apart.


“Frank was here earlier,” Molly said. “After Bill had finished questioning Sonia, he took her to the hospital.”


“We missed them somehow,” Clay said. “It was a busy night with the storm.”


Bill nodded. “The girl had been hit on the head. She said it happened a little after nine. She was watching TV. She was still unconscious when Molly got home.”


Rebecca leaned forward, looking at Molly intensely. “You haven’t come in contact lately with anyone who seems odd, have you? Someone who pays too much attention to Todd, someone who says things like they’d love to have a boy like him?”


“Bill has already asked me all of this.” Molly shook her head. “Since school is out, Todd has been staying at Mrs. Lomax’s during the day, but then so do about six other kids. We’ve been to the movies a few times and last Saturday we went to one of the concerts at the park. But I didn’t see him talking to any adults or anyone watching him with particular interest.”


“Well, I see I’m just covering the same ground as Bill,” Rebecca said. Of course she knew all the questions to ask. The same ones had been asked about Jonnie. “But what about the neighbors?” she couldn’t help continuing. “Did they see anything?”


“People in the house on the right are on vacation,” Bill answered. “Couple across the street say they didn’t see anything unusual. A nurse lives next door. She does some private-duty work at nights looking after an elderly lady. She leaves about seven.”


“And the babysitter, Sonia, saw and heard nothing?”


Bill answered again. “Said she looked in on Todd just before nine. He was asleep. Molly’s told me he can be a pill about going to sleep—wants some special light on, keeps asking for glasses of water—but I guess he’d played pretty hard today and wore out early. Sonia claims she was lying on the couch watching something on TV. All at once she was aware that someone was in the room and then she felt a pain in her head before she could even sit up. She does have a nasty bump.”


Molly stared at a framed eight-by-ten photo of Todd prominently displayed on the mantle, clearly not paying attention to the exchange between Rebecca and Bill. Her fingers knotted and unknotted a couple of times before she finally asked almost timidly, “Becky, will you do something for me?”


“Anything.”


“Go into Todd’s room. Spend some time and tell me what you see.”


A tingle of discomfort rippled through Rebecca. So often in the past she’d been asked to perform this feat of “seeing” what others couldn’t. She’d already “seen” something, but she didn’t want to mention it in front of Molly, who was clearly fragile. First she wanted to discuss with Bill her vision of Todd being chloroformed and carried out the window. But at the moment Molly was looking at her with both hope and desperation in her eyes. As much as Rebecca disliked trying to stir her drowsing ESP back to full wakefulness, she couldn’t turn down Molly.


“Okay. But you realize I haven’t done this sort of thing for years. I’m not like I was when I was sixteen. The visions don’t come—”


“Rebecca, anything you can do will be a help,” Molly said beseechingly. “Please try. For me.”


Only someone with a heart of stone could have turned down the frantic mother, Rebecca thought. All of her life she’d loved Molly. She’d waited in the hospital while Molly gave birth to Todd by Cesarean section. She’d begged Molly to stay in New Orleans, but Molly had insisted on returning to Sinclair. She stood up. “Show me his bedroom.”


Bill rose with Molly. As they walked down the hall, Rebecca felt her chest tightening with stress. The exhilaration that had once accompanied ESP insight now triggered dread so strong she was near nausea. Still, she managed a tight smile for Molly as she entered the bedroom.


In her vision she’d known only what Todd knew and his eyes had been covered by a cloth. Her knowledge of the room came from Todd’s thoughts—the blue Lava lamp Molly left on at night for comfort, the goldfish in a large, sparkling-clean bowl. Her gaze went to the window set only two feet above the floor, nothing in front of it except a red and blue throw rug. How easy it would have been for someone to climb through it holding a slight, limp seven-year-old. “Could he have left prints beneath the window?” she asked.


“We haven’t had rain for two weeks until tonight,” Bill said. “The ground was hard. But no one said he came in through the window.”


“I just assumed the doors were locked,” Rebecca said to Bill, who was looking at her suspiciously. He’d been the first person to accept her extrasensory abilities when she was a child, and now he’d already guessed she knew more than she was saying.


“But I might have left the window unlocked!” Molly blurted. “I should have checked it before I left, but I didn’t! Oh, God.”


Rebecca put her arms around Molly. She was trembling violently. “Molly, if someone was out to kidnap Todd, they would have just forced the window open even if it was locked. It’s not your fault.” She leaned back and smiled into Molly’s blotchy face and wide eyes. “Now you and Bill go back to the living room and leave me alone. Maybe I’ll come up with something.”


“Oh, Becky, thank you,” Molly said.


“I can only try. I can’t promise anything. You know how this works, or doesn’t work most of the time . . .”


Bill put his hand on Molly’s shoulder, steering her away from the room. “Take your time, Becky. And relax.”


Rebecca had rarely felt less relaxed. Her nerves thrummed and her shoulders ached from the weight of everyone’s expectations. She walked around the small room, trying to concentrate on her surroundings but instead replaying every negative remark that had been made over the years about her “magic powers” and her “hocus-pocus.” Usually she had been able to shrug the gibes off because she had a degree of faith in herself. Her mother’s mother, Ava, had had the same power. She had never suffered an insecure day in her life and she’d tried to instill the same unshakable self-faith in Rebecca. Ava had never been entirely successful. But now Rebecca had to dig deep for some of her old confidence and try, for Molly’s sake.


Rebecca trailed her fingers over the red, white, and blue patchwork quilt covering Todd’s bed, a bed she knew police had already searched for fingerprints, errant objects, torn clothing, and blood. Above the bed on the north wall hung a Star Wars poster. On the east wall was a magnificent framed photo of a wolf standing in snow taken by Todd’s grandfather, Molly’s father, who had abandoned the running of Grace Healthcare to become a wildlife photographer, leaving the company in the hands of his brother Patrick.


Rebecca walked to the maple dresser. At one corner sat a globe. In the center two goldfish swam peacefully in their bowl with blue gravel and a castle in the bottom. On the edge of the mirror hung a medallion on a red ribbon reading, “First Place, Junior Swimmers.” Last year’s trophy for Todd’s performance in swimming class. Rebecca smiled. After years of lessons, she still could not swim although she wasn’t afraid of water.


Dimly Rebecca heard a roll of thunder. Was the storm coming back? She shivered, not for herself but for Todd. She knew he was terrified of storms. She scanned the room again. She could almost feel Molly and Bill vibrating with anticipation in the living room. She wanted desperately to tell them she’d seen something beyond the ordinary in the room, but there was nothing.


When she walked into the living room, Molly took one look at her face before her tears began to stream. “I’m sorry,” Rebecca said awkwardly. “I didn’t see anything . . .”


In the bedroom, she wanted to add, but she knew it was best to keep Molly in the dark for now; she’d tell Bill about her vision in the car as quickly as possible, though. Not that it would be all that helpful. She couldn’t give him a description of Todd’s abductor or where he’d been taken.


“It’s all right,” Molly said hollowly, wiping at her face with a tattered tissue. “I really didn’t expect anything.”


But of course she had and the sobs that tore at her throat a minute later said so. Rebecca rushed to her and held her shuddering body close. Clay rose. “I think Molly needs something to help her relax,” he said gently.


Molly shook her head. “No! I have to stay alert so I can help Todd.”


“You can’t help Todd in this condition,” Bill said. “Let Clay give you something. Then you’ll think more clearly.”


Molly didn’t argue. She simply cried raggedly on Rebecca’s shoulder as Rebecca’s own tears began. It had been Molly who had cradled her when she’d cried over her father’s death when she was nine, Molly who had comforted her after Jonnie’s death when she was seventeen. Now their positions were reversed, although Todd wasn’t dead. Rebecca knew this, but she couldn’t say anything yet, she couldn’t raise false hopes with a vision so vague.


Molly didn’t flinch as Clay injected her. “Ativan,” he said. “You’ll feel drowsy in a bit.”


“Drowsy? I don’t want to be drowsy,” Molly protested. “I want to be alert.”


“You’ve had a bad shock, Molly. You need to sleep it off. When you wake up, you’ll be calmer and better able to help your son.”


Rebecca helped Molly into her bedroom, into her pajamas, and into bed. “Will you stay with me for a minute?” Molly asked after Rebecca had tucked her in like a child.


“Sure.” Rebecca sat down on the bed and gently smoothed Molly’s brown hair back from her face. “Remember when you used to spend the night with me when we were kids?”
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