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  To my dear friend Maureen Egen,
May the days be long and the seas calm.
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  There are four acknowledged ways of meeting your maker: You can die by natural causes including illness; you can die by accident; you can die by another’s hand; and you

  can die by your own hand. However, if you live in Washington, D.C., there is a fifth way of kicking the bucket: the political death. It can spring from many sources: frolicking in a public fountain

  with an exotic dancer who is not your wife; stuffing bags of money in your pants when the payer unfortunately happens to be the FBI; or covering up a bungled burglary when you call 1600

  Pennsylvania Avenue home.




  Michelle Maxwell was currently stalking the pavement in the nation’s capital, but because she wasn’t a politician, that fifth choice of mortal exit was not available to her. In fact,

  the lady was focused only on getting so wasted she’d wake up the next morning with a chunk of her memory gone. There was much she wanted to forget; much that she had to forget.




  Michelle crossed the street, pushed open the bullet-pocked door of the bar and stepped inside. The smoke hit her first, some of it actually from cigarettes. The other aromas were rising off

  substances that kept the DEA jacked up and in business.




  Brain-piercing music crushed all other sounds and would provide an army of hearing specialists with lucrative business in a few years. While glasses and bottles clinked, a trio of ladies ground

  it out on the dance floor. Meanwhile, a pair of waitresses juggled trays and bad attitudes, all the while prepared to slug anyone attempting to grab their ass.




  The bar’s collective attention turned to Michelle, the only WASP in the house this or probably any other night. She looked back at them with enough defiance that they returned to their

  drinks and talk. That status could change because Michelle Maxwell was tall and very attractive. What they didn’t realize was that she could be nearly as dangerous as a bomb-wrapped terrorist

  and was looking for any reason to put her foot through someone’s front teeth.




  Michelle found a corner table in the back and wedged in, nursing her first drink of the night. An hour and more drinks later, the woman’s rage began to swell. Her pupils seemed to grow dry

  and harden, while the rest of the eyeball eased to a blood red. She lifted a finger at the passing waitress who satisfied her thirst one last time. Now all Michelle wanted was a target for the fury

  that had laid claim to every square inch of her.




  She swallowed the last drop of alcohol, stood and whipped her long dark hair out of her face. Michelle’s gaze zoned the room grid-by-grid looking for the lucky one. It was a technique the

  Secret Service had pounded into her head until that instinct of observation became the only way she could look at anything or anyone ever again.




  It didn’t take long for Michelle to find the man of her crystallizing nightmare. He was easily a head taller than anyone else in the place. And that head was chocolate brown, bald and

  beautifully smooth with a column of gold rings stacked in each thick earlobe. His shoulders spanned about a mile. He wore baggie camouflage pants, black military boots and an Army green shirt that

  showed bare arms full of knotted muscles. He stood there sipping his beer, swaying that big head to the beat of the music, mouthing trash lyrics it was impossible even to hear. Definitely her kind

  of guy.




  Michelle shoved aside a man who stepped in front of her, walked up to this living mountain and tapped him on the shoulder. It felt like she was touching a block of granite; he would do very

  nicely. Tonight, Michelle Maxwell was going to kill a man. This man, in fact.




  He turned, slipped the cigarette from his lips and took a swig of beer, the mug barely visible in his bear paw of a hand.




  Size did matter, she reminded herself.




  “What’s up, baby?” he said, idly blowing a smoke ring to the ceiling and taking his gaze off her.




  Wrong move, baby. Her foot connected with his chin, and he staggered backward, knocking down two smaller men. The impact sent a shock wave of pain from Michelle’s toes to her

  pelvis, so hard was his chin.




  He tossed the mug at her; it missed, but her slashing front kick didn’t. He bent over as air was torn from his gut. Michelle next slammed a vicious kick to his skull with such force she

  could almost hear his vertebrae screaming over the apocalypse of the music. He fell back, one hand pressed against his bloody head, eyes wide in panic at her raw power, at her speed and precision

  of attack.




  Michelle calmly eyed both sides of his thick, quivering neck. Where to hit now? The trembling jugular? The pencil-thick carotid? Or perhaps the chest cavity, throwing his heartbeat into a fatal

  misfire? And yet it looked like the fight had gone out of the man.




  Come on, big boy, don’t disappoint me. I came all this way.




  The crowd had cleared back except for one woman who streaked off the dance floor, screaming her man’s name. She aimed a meaty fist at Michelle’s head, but Michelle deftly sidestepped

  the charge, grabbed her attacker’s arm, bent it behind her and gave her a push. The lady kept right on going, taking down a table and two patrons sitting there.




  Michelle turned back to confront the boyfriend, who was doubled over, breathing hard and clutching his gut. He suddenly made a bull run at her. That charge was halted by a crushing kick to his

  face, followed by an elbow thudding against his ribs. Michelle finished this off with a neatly executed side-kick that disrupted a good bit of the cartilage in his left knee. Screaming in pain, the

  big man dropped to the floor. The fight had now turned into a slaughter. The silent crowd took one collective step back, unable to believe David really was kicking the crap out of Goliath.




  The bartender had already called the cops. In a place like this, 911 was the only number on the speed dial besides the lawyer’s. From the looks of things it was doubtful they would be in

  time, though.




  The big man managed to stand straight up on his one good wheel, blood running down his face. The swells of hatred in his eyes said everything that needed to be said: Either Michelle had to kill

  him or he was going to kill her.




  Michelle had seen that same look on the face of every son of a bitch she had ever kicked the male ego out of and that list was impressively long. She’d never started one of these fights

  before. They usually resulted from a thick-headed slob hitting on her and not reading the not-so-subtle cues she sent back. Then she would stand up to defend herself and the men would fall down,

  with an imprint of her boot on their knuckled heads.




  The blade whipped at Michelle after being pulled from the mountain’s back pocket. She was disappointed by both the choice of weapon and the feeble thrust. She sent the knife sailing away

  with a well-aimed kick that broke one of the man’s fingers.




  He retreated until his back touched the bar. He didn’t seem so big now. She was too fast, too skilled, his superior size and muscle were useless.




  Michelle knew that with one more shot she could kill him: a snap of the spine, a crushed artery; either way he was six feet under. And from the look on his face, he knew it too. Yes, Michelle

  could kill him and maybe vanquish the demons inside her.




  And that’s when something snapped inside Michelle’s brain with such ferocity that she almost deposited all the booze in her belly on the heel-scarred floor. For perhaps the first

  time in years Michelle was seeing things as they were really meant to be seen. It was startling how fast the decision was reached. And once she made it, she did not revisit the issue. She fell back

  on what had dominated her life: Michelle Maxwell acted on impulse.




  He threw a weary punch and Michelle easily sidestepped it. Then she aimed another kick, this time at his groin, but he managed to clamp a big hand on her thigh. Reenergized at having finally

  seized his elusive quarry, he lifted her up and threw her over the bar and into a shelf of wine and liquor bottles. The crowd, delighted at this change of events, started chanting, “Kill the

  bitch. Kill the bitch.”




  The bartender screamed in fury as his inventory spilled over the floor, but he stopped when the big man came over the bar and laid him out with a wicked uppercut. Next, he picked Michelle up and

  twice slammed her headfirst into the mirror that was hanging over the demolished booze, cracking the glass and maybe her skull too. Still enraged, he drove a massive knee right into her gut, and

  then threw her to the masses on the other side of the bar. She hit the floor hard and lay there, her face bloody, her body going into spasms.




  The crowd jumped back when the big man’s size sixteen boots landed next to Michelle’s head. He grabbed her by the hair and lifted her straight up, her body dangling like a spent

  yo-yo. He studied Michelle’s limp form, apparently deciding where next to hurt her.




  “In the face. In the damn face, Rodney. You mess it up good,” screamed his lady, who’d picked herself off the floor and was dabbing at the beer, wine and other crap staining

  her dress.




  Rodney nodded and swung a big fist back.




  “Right in the damn face, Rodney!” his lady screamed again.




  “Kill the bitch!” barked the crowd a little less enthusiastically, sensing the fight was just about over and they could return to their drinking and smoking.




  Michelle’s arm moved so fast Rodney didn’t even seem to realize he’d been struck in the kidney until his brain told him he was in awful pain. His scream of fury actually

  drowned out the music still ripping from the bar’s sound system. Then his fist connected to her head, once, knocking a tooth out; and then he hit her again; blood gushed from her nose and

  mouth. Big Rodney was hauling back for the crusher when the cops kicked down the door, guns out, looking for any reason to start shooting.




  Michelle never heard them come in, save her life and then arrest her. Right after the second blow landed she started to fade into unconsciousness and didn’t expect to be coming back.




  Before she blacked out completely Michelle’s final thought was simple: Goodbye, Sean.
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  Sean King stared out across the calm wedge of river in the rapidly fading light. Something was going on with Michelle Maxwell and he didn’t know how to deal with it. His

  partner was growing more depressed each day and this melancholy was becoming entrenched.




  In the face of this troubling development he’d suggested that they move back to the Washington, D.C., area and start anew. Yet, the change of scenery had not helped. And with funds low and

  work scarce in the highly competitive D.C. area, Sean had been forced to accept some largesse from a buddy who’d scored big in the world of private security consulting, selling his company to

  one of the global players.




  Sean and Michelle were currently staying in the guesthouse of the friend’s large river estate south of Washington. At least Sean was; Michelle had not been around for several days now. And

  she was no longer answering her cell phone. The last night she had come home she’d been so wasted he’d laid into her for getting behind the wheel in that condition. By the time he got

  up the next morning, she was gone.




  He ran his finger over Michelle’s racing scull that was tied to a cleat on the dock he was sitting on. Michelle Maxwell was a natural athlete, an Olympic medalist in rowing, an exercise

  fanatic beyond all reason, and held various martial arts black belts enabling her to kick other people’s butts in multiple and painful ways. Yet the scull had lain untouched since

  they’d arrived here. And she didn’t go running on the nearby bike path and showed no interest in any other physical activity. At last Sean had pressed her to get professional help.




  “I’m out of options,” she’d replied with a grimness that had startled him. He knew her to be impetuous, often acting on gut instincts. That sometimes ended up getting you

  killed.




  And so now he was watching the day end and wondering if she was okay.




  Hours later, while he was still sitting on the dock, the screams reached Sean’s ears. He wasn’t startled by it; he was pissed. He slowly rose and headed up the planked steps away

  from the calm of the river.




  He stopped at the guesthouse near the large swimming pool to grab a baseball bat and some cotton balls, which he stuffed in his ears. Sean King was a big man, six-two, over two hundred fairly

  trim pounds, but he was pushing forty-five and his knees were gimpy and his right shoulder suspect from a long-ago injury. So he always took the damn bat. And the cotton balls. On the way up he

  looked across the privacy fence and noted the older woman staring back at him in the dark, arms crossed and scowling.




  “I’m going up, Mrs. Morrison,” he said, raising his wooden weapon.




  “Third time this month,” she said angrily. “Next time I call the police right away.”




  “Don’t let me stop you. It’s not like I’m getting paid to do this.”




  He approached the big house from the rear. The home was only two years old, one of those mansions that had sprung from a knockdown of a rancher a quarter the size. The owners were rarely here,

  preferring instead to ride their private jet up to their estate in the Hamptons in summer or to their oceanside palace in Palm Beach in winter. But that didn’t stop their college-age son and

  his nose-in-the-air friends from regularly trashing the place.




  Sean passed by the Porsches, baby Beemers and hand-me-down Mercedes and marched up the stone steps and into the sprawling kitchen. Even with the cotton balls buffering the sounds, the music was

  so loud he could feel his heart cringe with every smack of the overloaded bass.




  “Hey!” he shouted over the music as he pushed his way through the gyrating nineteen-year-olds. “Hey!” he screamed again. No one paid him any attention, which was why

  he’d brought the bat. He walked over to the makeshift bar set up on the kitchen island, raised his trusty wooden Louisville Slugger behind his shoulder, assumed his stance and pretended he

  was taking his cuts at Yankee Stadium. He cleared out half the bar with one swing and finished the rest off with a second sweep.




  The music stopped and the kids finally started focusing on him, though half seemed too stoned to take too much of an interest. Some of the underdressed ladies started giggling while a couple of

  shirtless guys stared grimly at Sean, their fists clenched.




  Another kid, tall and chunky with wavy hair, stormed into the kitchen.




  “What the hell’s going on?” He stopped as his gaze settled on the ruined bar. The kid shouted, “Damn it! You’re gonna pay for this, King.”




  “No, I’m not, Albert.”




  “My name’s Burt!”




  “Okay, Burt, let’s call your dad and find out what he thinks.”




  “You can’t come in here and pull this shit all the time.”




  “You mean saving your parents’ house from being wrecked by a bunch of rich assholes?”




  “Hey, I resent that,” said one girl, who was teetering on four-inch spikes and wearing only a butt-level skintight T-shirt that left absolutely nothing to the imagination.




  Sean glanced at her. “Really? Which part: rich or asshole? By the way, in that washcloth you’re wearing, I can just about see yours.”




  Sean turned back to Albert. “Let me spell it out for you, Burt. Your father gave me the authority to clear this place out any time in my judgment things were getting out of

  hand.” He held up the bat. “Well, this is my gavel and judgment has been rendered.” He stared at the others. “So all of you can get the hell out before I call the

  cops.”




  “All the cops do is come and tell us to turn the music down,” Burt sneered.




  “Not if somebody tells them that there’s drug use going on. And underage sex and drinking.” Sean glanced around at the teenagers. “How would a felony arrest

  look? Think Mommy and Daddy would pull your keys to the Benz and cut the old party allowance?”




  That statement cleared half the room. The other half disappeared when Burt tried to jump Sean and caught the handle of the bat in his gut for the trouble. Sean grabbed the kid by his shirt

  collar and hauled him off the floor.




  “I’m gonna be sick,” Burt moaned. “I’m gonna be sick!”




  “Just take deep breaths. But don’t ever try that again.”




  When Burt had recovered he said, “I’ll get you for this.”




  “What you’re going to do is clean up this place.”




  “I’m not doing shit!”




  Sean grabbed the young man’s arm and gave it a twist. “You clean up this place or we can take a ride down to the police station.” Sean pointed his bat at the dregs of the

  smashed bar. “I’ll be back in an hour to check on the progress, Albert.”




  Only Sean wouldn’t come back in an hour. Forty minutes later, Sean received the call on his cell phone. Michelle was lying unconscious in a hospital in D.C. after having been arrested for

  felony assault. He nearly smashed down the front door on his way to the car.
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  He stared at her lying in the bed. Sean turned to the doctor, who said, “Don’t worry, it’s not as serious as it looks. She had a concussion but otherwise the

  pictures of her head came back fine and there’s no internal bleeding. She got a tooth knocked out and suffered two cracked ribs and bruises over much of her body. She’s going to be in

  some pain when she wakes up, even with the meds.”




  Sean focused on the one thing that looked totally out of place: a handcuff on Michelle’s right wrist, with the other cuff attached to the bed’s side rail. And then there was the

  beefy cop parked outside who’d searched Sean for weapons and told him he had ten minutes with her.




  “What the hell happened?” Sean asked.




  “Your friend walked into a bar and picked a fight with a guy. A really big guy.”




  “How do you know that?”




  “Because the big guy’s down the hall getting worked on right now.”




  “She picked the fight?”




  “I assume that’s what the handcuff is for, although she’s in no shape to make a run for it. The other guy was pretty banged up too. She must be quite a pistol.”




  “You have no idea,” Sean muttered under his breath.




  After the doctor left, Sean drew nearer to the bed.




  “Michelle? Michelle, can you hear me?”




  All he got was a low moan. He backed out of the room, eyeing the handcuff with every step.




  It didn’t take Sean long to run down the full story. He had a buddy on the D.C. police force who checked the arrest report and filled him in.




  “It looks like the guy’s filing charges,” the detective told Sean over the phone.




  “And they’re sure she wasn’t provoked?”




  “About fifty witnesses swore she attacked the other guy. And what the hell was she doing in that part of D.C. in the first place, Sean? Did she have a death wish?”




  Did you have a death wish, Michelle?




  He ran into big Rodney in the hospital corridor. His girlfriend was with him, still sponging stains off her dress.




  “She’s been going through a really tough time,” Sean explained.




  “You think we give a shit!” the woman yelled.




  “I’m gonna sue her ass off!” Rodney bellowed.




  “Damn right,” his girlfriend said. “That bitch! Look at my clothes.”




  “She doesn’t have any assets,” Sean pointed out. “You can take her truck, but it’s got a hundred thousand miles on it.”




  The girlfriend said, “Ever heard of garnishment? We take her whole paycheck for the next twenty years. See how she likes that.”




  “No, you get a portion of her salary, but she doesn’t have a job either. In fact, after she gets out of here they’ll probably just take her back to the

  institute.”




  “Institute? What institute?” the girlfriend asked as she stopped rubbing her dress.




  “St. Elizabeths. You know, for people with mental problems.”




  “I don’t believe this shit,” Rodney exclaimed. “That bitch attacked me!”




  “You saying she’s nuts?” the woman asked anxiously.




  Sean eyed Rodney. “Come on, you think any sane person would take a run at him? Especially a woman?”




  “Damn, maybe the man’s right. I mean she’s got to be crazy to do that, right, baby?”




  “Well, I want money from somebody,” the woman said, hands on hips. She eyed Sean pointedly. “A friend will do just fine. Or little miss karate bitch and her

  bony white ass can do some jail time.”




  “Okay, I can probably raise some cash.”




  “How much cash?” the woman snapped.




  Sean quickly calculated what he had left in his account. “Ten thousand but that’s a stretch. It’ll pay your doctor bills and leave enough over to make you forget about

  it.”




  “Ten? You think I’m an idiot? I want fifty thousand!” the woman roared. “Doc says Rodney needs to get his knee scoped. And she broke his damn finger.”




  “I don’t have fifty grand.”




  “Well, I ain’t taking a penny under forty-five, I can tell you that,” the woman said. “Or we let this go to court and your friend can have a few years in prison to work

  on her damn anger management.”




  Sean said, “Okay, forty-five.” That took away every bit of their safety net.




  “And the bar got messed up too,” Rodney pointed out. “Man’s gonna want his money.”




  “Fifteen hundred to the bar guy. And that’s my final offer.”




  Early the next morning the matter was settled right outside the hospital. The prosecutor dropped his case when Rodney told them he wouldn’t press charges. As the big man folded the check

  he said, “I gotta hand it to her though, she nearly kicked my ass, but . . .”




  “But what?” Sean said quickly.




  Rodney shrugged. “She had me, man. I ain’t ashamed to admit it. She was doing that kung fu shit on me. But then right when she could’a taken me out for good, she threw this

  weak-ass kick. After that, it was all over. It was like she wanted me to bust her up. But she’s crazy, like you said.”




  Sean hustled back inside the hospital. He didn’t want Michelle to wake up with the handcuff still on.
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  Her fitness was such that Michelle recovered quickly from her injuries, at least her physical injuries. The effects of the concussion wore off, the ribs started to

  heal, and a tooth was implanted to replace the one knocked out. Sean had checked into a motel near the hospital and was there with her every day. Yet then another problem cropped up. When Sean

  brought Michelle home from the hospital the locks on the guesthouse had been changed and their bags were packed and sitting on the porch. Sean called his buddy the owner. The man who answered the

  phone said that Sean should feel fortunate the owner was not filing assault charges against him for attacking his son with a bat. And the man added that Sean should never attempt to contact them

  again.




  Sean looked over at Michelle in the passenger seat. The woman’s eyes were blank, and it wasn’t just the pain meds.




  He said, “Uh, Michelle, they’re, uh, renovating the guesthouse. I knew about it, but forgot.”




  She just looked out the window, not registering on anything.




  He drove to a motel and checked into a double room, not trusting Michelle to be left alone. He had gotten cash from his bank, afraid even to look at the pitiful balance of funds left. As dinner

  that night he had takeout Chinese while Michelle, with her badly bruised jaw and newly installed tooth, could only drink liquids.




  He sat on the edge of her bed where she lay huddled. “I need to change the dressing on your face,” he said. “Okay?”




  She had superficial cuts on her jaw and forehead. Both areas were still tender to the touch and she flinched as he took the old bandages off.




  “Sorry.”




  “Just do it,” she snapped, startling him. He glanced at her eyes but they’d already retreated into a deep glaze.




  “How’re the ribs?” he asked, trying to keep the conversation going. She turned away from him.




  After he finished he said, “You need anything else?” No answer. “Michelle, we need to talk about this.”




  In response she lay back on the bed and curled into a ball.




  He stood and paced the room, his hand clasped around a bottle of beer. “Why in the hell would you take on a guy who looks like he could start at left tackle for the Redskins?”




  Silence.




  He stopped pacing. “Look, things will turn around. I’ve got a few leads on some work,” he added, lying. “Does that make you feel better?”




  “Stop, Sean.”




  “Stop what? Trying to be optimistic and supportive?”




  All that got in response from her was a grunt.




  “Look, you go into another bar like that, some guy’ll probably pull a gun and put a hole in your head and that’ll be it.”




  “Good!”




  “What is going on with you?”




  She stumbled into the bathroom and locked the door. He could hear her upchucking.




  “Michelle, are you all right? Do you need help?”




  “Leave me the hell alone!” she screamed.




  Sean stalked outside and sat by the motel’s pool, dangling his feet in the warm water and breathing in chlorine fumes while he finished his beer. It was a beautiful evening. And to top it

  off a cute, twenty-something lady had just slipped into the pool wearing a bikini that was so small it hardly qualified as clothing. She started doing laps, her strokes efficient, powerful. On the

  fourth lap she stopped and treaded water in front of him, her full breasts bobbing on the surface. “Care to race?”




  “From what I’ve seen of your performance, I doubt I could give you much competition.”




  “You ought to see me really perform. And I don’t mind giving lessons. I’m Jenny.”




  “Thanks for the invite, Jenny, but I’ll have to take a pass.”




  He got up and walked off. Over his shoulder he heard Jenny say in a disappointed tone, “God, why do I always pick the cute gay guys?”




  “Damn, this has been such a great day,” Sean muttered.




  When he got back to the room Michelle was asleep. He lay on the other bed staring at her.




  Two more days passed with no improvement. Sean made a decision. Whatever was hurting the lady, he simply didn’t have the tools to help her. Apparently, a deep friendship didn’t cut

  it with matters of a wounded soul. But he knew someone who might be able to help.
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  The next morning Sean called an old friend, Horatio Barnes, a psychologist in northern Virginia. In his fifties, Horatio wore a ponytail and sported a furry, silver goatee. He

  favored faded jeans and black T-shirts and rode a vintage Harley. He made a specialty of helping federal law enforcement folks through myriad problems caused by the stress related to their work,

  which is how Sean had met him.




  Sean filled Horatio in on the event at the bar and his discussion with Rodney about the fight. He made an appointment and took Michelle to see him under the pretense of a doctor’s visit

  for her injuries.




  Located in an otherwise abandoned warehouse, Horatio Barnes’s office was large and airy, with rows of dirty windows and books stacked on the floor. His desk was made out of construction

  sawhorses with what looked to be a large door placed across them. The man’s black Harley motorcycle was parked in one corner.




  “In this neighborhood, if I left it outside, it wouldn’t stay there, now would it?” he explained with a broad smile. “Okay, Sean, out of here. Michelle doesn’t need

  your sorry butt listening in while she tells me everything about herself.” Sean obediently left them, waiting in a small, cluttered anteroom. After an hour Horatio came out, leaving Michelle

  sitting in his office.




  “Okay, she’s got some serious issues going on,” Horatio said.




  “How serious?” Sean asked cautiously.




  “Deep enough to qualify for some inside time.”




  “Don’t you do that when you think the person’s a threat to herself or others?”




  “I believe she went into that bar partly to die.”




  Sean flinched. “Michelle said that?”




  “No. It’s my job to read between the lines.”




  “Where is this place?”




  Horatio said, “Reston. A private clinic. But it’s not cheap, my friend.”




  “I’ll get the money. Somehow.”




  Horatio sat down on an old packing crate and motioned for Sean to do the same. “So talk to me, Sean. Tell me what you think the problem is.”




  And Sean talked for a half-hour, explaining what had happened to them both in Wrightsburg.




  Horatio said, “Frankly, I’m surprised you’re not both in therapy. You sure you’re okay?”




  “It affected us both, but Michelle was hit a lot harder.”




  “She obviously feels that she can’t trust her judgment anymore, and with her that’s a big deal.”




  Sean said, “And she cared for the guy too. And then to find out what he was really like. I guess that would screw anyone up.”




  Horatio scrutinized him. “And how did you feel about that?”




  Sean gaped. “A guy slaughtering a bunch of people? How the hell do you think I felt about it?”




  “No, I meant about Michelle becoming involved with another man?”




  Sean’s face took on a more subdued expression. “Oh. Well, I had my own personal involvement at the time.”




  “That wasn’t exactly what I was referring to.”




  Sean looked at him quizzically, but his friend didn’t pursue it.




  Sean said, “Do you think she can get better?”




  “If she really wants to. If she’s ambivalent about getting better we can at least show her the steps she can take to get there.”




  “What if she doesn’t want to get better?”




  “That’s a different planet altogether.” Horatio paused. “But remember that I said she was in that bar partly to die? Well, Michelle going in there and picking a

  fight with the biggest son of a bitch she could find may be the best sign that she actually wants to get better.”




  Sean looked at him oddly. “How do you figure that?”




  “It was a cry for help, Sean; an awkward one, but a cry nevertheless. What’s curious is why she chose now to do it. She’s obviously had these issues for a long time.”




  “Any guess?”




  “Like I said, she feels she can’t trust her instincts anymore. Next stop, that bar and the end of that guy’s fist. Her punishment.”




  “Punishment? For what?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “What if she doesn’t want to admit herself to the facility?” Sean said.




  “We’ll never get an involuntary commit from a judge. Either she puts herself in or I have to counsel her on the outside.”




  “Then I’ll get her inside, somehow.”




  “How?”




  “By wearing my lawyer hat and lying my ass off.”
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  That evening Sean sat down with Michelle back at the motel.




  “Look,” he began. “The guy you beat up filed assault charges against you. I can get them dropped without you appearing in court, but I know the judge is gonna want something

  from you.”




  She sat huddled in front of him. “Like what?”




  “Psychiatric treatment. Horatio knows of a place you can go.”




  She stared up at him. “You think I’m crazy?”




  “What I think doesn’t matter. Now if you want to get prosecuted for assault and spend some time inside another facility, fine. But if you voluntarily agree to admit yourself

  the charges get dropped. It’s a sweetheart deal.” He silently prayed she would never learn that this was all a concoction of lies. Thankfully, Michelle agreed to admit herself. She also

  signed a release that allowed Sean to be informed of her treatment and progress. Now all Horatio Barnes had to do was work his mental magic.




  “But don’t expect miracles overnight,” the psychologist told Sean the next day at a coffee shop. “These things take time. And she has a fragile personality.”




  “She never struck me as being fragile.”




  “On the outside, no. On the inside, I believe it’s a whole different dynamic going on. She’s a classic overachiever with clear obsessive instincts. She told me she used to work

  out for hours every day. Is that true?”




  Sean nodded. “An annoying habit, but one that I actually miss seeing right now.”




  “Is she also obsessively neat? She wouldn’t really address that question.”




  Sean almost spit out the coffee he had just put in his mouth. “You wouldn’t need to ask that question if you’d ever seen the inside of her truck. She’s the world’s

  biggest slob and she never saw a pile of junk she couldn’t add something to.”




  “And she’s the youngest of five and the only daughter?”




  Sean nodded. “And her dad was a chief of police in Tennessee and her brothers are all cops.”




  “That’s a lot to live up to, Sean. Maybe too much. If I were in that family I would’ve been busted about twenty times before I graduated from college.”




  Sean smiled. “A felony machine, were you?”




  “Hey, man, it was the Sixties. Everybody under thirty was a felony machine.”




  “I haven’t contacted her parents yet. I didn’t want them to know about this.”




  “Where are they?”




  Sean said, “Her mom and dad are in Hawaii on a second honeymoon. I did talk to her oldest brother, Bill Maxwell. He’s a state trooper in Florida. I told him some of what happened. He

  wanted to come up, but I told him to hold off.” Sean asked bluntly, “Is she going to get better?”




  “I know what you want to hear, but it’s really up to the lady.”




  Later that day, Sean visited Michelle in her room at the facility. She was dressed in a pair of jeans, sneakers and a floppy sweatshirt with her hair pulled straight back in a ponytail.




  He sat in a chair across from her and took her hand. “You’re going to get better. You’re in the right place to get better.”




  He might have been mistaken but he thought she’d gripped his hand in response. He immediately squeezed back.




  That evening Sean went to an ATM and almost laughed at the insignificant amount in his account. Even the initial private clinic bills were overwhelming and unfortunately not covered by

  Michelle’s insurance. He’d already dug money out of a retirement account and cashed in an old insurance policy but he hadn’t worked a day since Michelle had gotten hurt and now

  things were at a crisis point.




  He tried every contact he had but no one had anything of substance to throw his way. The most lucrative investigative work in D.C. all required high-level security clearances that Sean had once

  possessed but no longer did. And getting new ones was a time-consuming process. He notched his belt tighter and kept making calls and knocking on doors.




  Finally, out of options, he decided to do something he’d told himself he never would do. He called Joan Dillinger, an ex-Secret Service agent and now a vice president in a big private

  investigation firm. She was, also, unfortunately, his ex-lover.




  Joan took his call and said, “Absolutely, Sean. Let’s have lunch tomorrow. I’m sure I can find something that you and I can do together.”




  He hung up the phone and stared out the window of the crummy motel room he could no longer afford. “I was afraid she was going to say that,” he muttered.












  7




  The woman looked good, Sean had to admit. Good and lethal. Hair and makeup were immaculate. Dress short and tight, heels high and thin yet lifting her petite frame only up to

  within eight inches of his six-two. Her legs were slender and firm, her chest large but soft and all her own, he knew from experience. Yes, she looked good, actually better than good, terrific, in

  fact. And he felt absolutely nothing for her.




  Joan Dillinger seemed to sense this and quickly motioned him to sit down on a couch. She sat in a chair beside him and poured out coffee.




  “Long time, no see,” she said pleasantly. “Catch any more mass murderers?”




  “Not this week,” he said, attempting a smile as he spooned sugar in his coffee.




  “How’s that obnoxious little girl you hooked up with? Mildred, was it?”




  “Her name’s Michelle,” he answered. “And she’s fine. Thanks for asking.”




  “And you two are still working together?”




  “We are.”




  “Wow, she’s really good with the cloak-and-dagger thing, because I can’t even see her.”




  Now Sean became suspicious. Had Joan found out about what had happened to Michelle? That would certainly have been in keeping with her control freak personality.




  He said casually, “She’s busy today. As I said on the phone, we just moved back into town, and I was wondering if you had anything you might want to throw our way on a freelance

  basis.”




  Joan put down her coffee, rose and started walking around the room. Sean didn’t know quite why she did this, but it might have been simply to show off her body some more. A usually complex

  woman, Joan Dillinger could be oddly transparent when it came to things like sex and personal relationships. In fact, he strongly suspected she used the former in substitution for the

  latter.




  “So let me get this straight. You want me to throw you some work on a freelance basis although I have a whole company of seasoned investigators to do any assignment that comes in the door?

  And I haven’t heard from you, in what, over a year?”




  “It just seemed better to keep our distance.”




  Her features hardened. “You’re not making it easy for me to help you here, Sean.”




  “If you didn’t have anything, why meet with me?”




  She perched on her desk and crossed her legs. “I don’t know. Maybe I just like looking at you.”




  He stood and came over to her. “Joan, I really need some work. If you don’t have any to toss my way, fine. I won’t take up any more of your valuable time.” Sean set his

  coffee down and turned to leave. Only then did Joan seize his arm.




  “Just hold on, big boy. You have to let a girl have her pout. It’s only fair.” Joan sat down behind her desk, all business now as she slid a legal agreement across to him.

  “Take a few minutes to read this. I know you’re a lawyer after all.”




  “What’s the compensation?”




  “Standard rates for this type of work, a reasonable per diem for expenses and a nice bonus if you crack it.” She ran her gaze over him. “You look like you’ve lost

  weight.”




  “I’ve been on a diet,” he said absently as he read through the contract. He signed the agreement and slid it back to her. “Can I see the file now?”




  “How about I buy you lunch and we can discuss it? I have some ideas and you have a few other documents to sign. Your partner will have to do the same thing.”




  Sean tensed. “Well, the thing is, she won’t be working with me on this one.”




  Joan tapped a pen against her blotter. “Tied up on something else, is old Mildred?”




  “Yeah, Michelle is.”




  Over lunch at Morton’s Steakhouse, they discussed the case, though Sean focused quite a bit on his meal.




  “Off the diet, are we?” she said, eying his impassioned stabs with the fork.




  He laughed shamefacedly. “Guess I was hungrier than I thought.”




  “If that were only true,” she replied sardonically. “Okay, here’s the case. And it might turn out to be a challenging one. A suspicious death. Man by the name of Monk

  Turing. He was found on property owned by the CIA near Williamsburg, Virginia. Either a murder or a suicide. You have to find out which, why and, if it was a murder, the all-important

  who.”




  “Turing worked for the CIA?”




  “No. Ever heard of a place called Babbage Town?”




  He shook his head. “What is it?”




  “It’s been described to me as a sort of quasi-think tank with potentially enormous commercial applications. That’s where Turing worked as a physicist. With the CIA involved and

  the FBI investigating the homicide because it took place on federal property it’ll take some delicate handling. I have some veterans here I could send down, but I’m not sure any of them

  are as good as you.”




  “Thanks for the vote of confidence. So who’s our client?”




  “The people at Babbage Town.”




  “And who are they?”




  “You’ll have to find that out too. If you can. You game?”




  “You mentioned a bonus?”




  She smiled and patted his hand. “As in cash or professional services?”




  “Let’s start with the cash.”




  “Our policy is to split the bonus with the principal field agents on a sixty-forty basis.” She cocked her head. “You remember from last time, Sean. Only you refused to take any

  of the money you were so clearly entitled to and let me keep it all. I never really understood why you did that.”




  “Let’s just say I believed it was safer for both of us. And I thought you were going to use that cash to retire?”




  “Alas, my spending got a little out of control. So I’m still on the treadmill.”




  “So if we solve this how much am I looking at?”




  “That gets complicated because it’s based on certain formulas. But suffice it to say, it’ll be a big nut.” Her gaze ran over him. “You won’t be nearly so

  thin, I imagine.”




  Sean sat back and took another bite of his mashed potatoes.




  “So, are you interested?” she asked.




  He picked up the bulky file. “Thanks for lunch. And thanks for the work.”




  “I’ll make arrangements for you to go down there. Say in a couple of days?”




  “Fine. I’ll need some time to get stuff in order.”




  “Like saying goodbye to Mildred?”




  Before he could respond she slid an envelope across to him. He looked at her questioningly. “An advance on your expense money. I figured you might need it.”




  He looked at the check before sliding it in his pocket. “I owe you, Joan.”




  “I hope you mean that,” she said to herself as he walked off.












  8




  Michelle studied the doorknob of the room she was in, waiting for it to turn, revealing another person who wanted to ask her questions. Every day here was like the one before

  it. Breakfast, shrink time, lunch, exercise time, then more psychobabble, an hour to herself, then more shrink interaction centered around mastering her emotions, tempering her inner violent core

  that threatened to destroy her. Then came dinner, a couple of pills if she desired them, which she usually didn’t, and then bed, where she could dream about the next day of this living

  hell.




  When the knob didn’t budge she slowly rose from her chair and her gaze bounced off all four windowless, brightly painted walls. She rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet and took

  deep breaths, testing the healing stage of her ribs.




  Michelle hadn’t thought much about that night in the bar. She’d gone there to drink and forget. And then, drunk, she had done her best to kill a man. Well, not her best. Somewhere

  deep in her mind had she wanted to be hurt, perhaps to die? No, Michelle could not admit that. And yet if that was her intent, she apparently couldn’t even kill herself properly.

  How did one even chart that level of ineptitude?




  She spun around when the door opened and Horatio Barnes walked in, dressed in his usual faded jeans, sneakers and black T-shirt with a silkscreen of Hendrix on the front smoking the frets.

  She’d seen him several times since she’d come here, but their conversations had all been general. She had come to think the man was not very smart, or else didn’t really care

  whether she got better or not. Do I even care?




  He was clutching a tape recorder, and asked Michelle to sit. And she did. She always did what they asked. What else was there to do?




  Horatio sat down across from her and held up the recorder. “Do you mind? I’m afraid dementia’s setting in. I’m lucky I remember where my front door is or I’d never

  get out anymore.”




  Michelle shrugged. “I don’t care, record away.”




  Horatio took this rebuke in good spirits, turned on the recorder and set it on the table beside her. “And how are we doing today?”




  “We are super. How are you doing today, Dr. Barnes?” Michelle added in a dead-on impression of the man.




  The psychologist smiled. “Just make it Horatio. My old man was the Dr. Barnes in the family.”




  “What kind of a doctor was he?”




  “He was chief of medicine at Harvard Medical School. Dr. Stephen Cawley Barnes. That’s why he was ticked I always called him Stevie.”




  “How come you’re not an M.D.?”




  “My father wanted me to become one. Had my whole life planned out for me. He named me Horatio after some distant relative of ours from colonial times because he thought it would give my

  life historical weight. Can you believe that? Do you know the shit I took about my name? In high school I was either called ‘whore’ or ‘rat’ just because my old man was an

  elitist snob. So I went to Yale and became a shrink.”




  “Quite a rebel, were you?”




  “Go big or go home. I see from your chart that you didn’t have a restful night.”




  Michelle took this abrupt segue in stride. “I wasn’t sleepy.”




  “Nightmares apparently,” Horatio said. “They finally had to wake you up.”




  “I don’t remember.”




  “Well that’s why I’m here. To help you remember.”




  “And why would I want to remember a nightmare?”




  “I find I do my best soul-searching smack in the middle of some kick-ass nightmare.”




  “And if I don’t want to know? Does that count?”




  “Sure. Do you want to know?”




  “Not really.”




  “Gotcha. I’ve mentally checked the nightmare off-limits box. I also see that you asked Dr. Reynolds if he was getting laid enough at home. Mind telling me why you did

  that?”




  “Because he kept trying to look up my gown every time I crossed my legs. You’ll notice I’m wearing pants now.”




  “Lucky me. Okay, let’s talk about why you went to that bar.”




  “Didn’t we already discuss this?”




  “Humor me. I have to justify my enormous salary somehow.”




  “I went there for a drink. Why do you go to bars?”




  “Let’s just say I have barstools retired in my honor in eleven different states.”




  “Well,” said Michelle, “I went for a drink.”




  “And then what?”




  “And then I got in a bar fight and got my ass kicked. That cover it for you?”




  “And you’d been to that bar before?”




  “No. I like to try new spots. I’m what you’d call daring.”




  “I am too, but picking a bar in the middle of the highest crime area in the District of Columbia at eleven-thirty at night? Think that was a wise choice?”




  She smiled and said politely, “Didn’t turn out to be, did it?”




  “Did you know the brick wall you got in the fight with?”




  “No. I’m not even sure how it started, to tell the truth.”




  “Which I’d like you to start doing, Michelle, telling the truth, and I think you can.”




  “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”




  “According to the police report every eyewitness in the bar said you walked up to the biggest bastard there, tapped him on the shoulder and then sucker-punched him.”




  “Well, eyewitness accounts are notoriously unreliable.”




  “Sean talked to the man you attacked.”




  Michelle visibly flinched at this news. “Really, why?”




  Horatio didn’t bite on that. Instead he said, “The guy told Sean something interesting. Would you like to know what?”




  “Well, since you’re obviously dying to tell me, go ahead and fire away.”




  “He said you let him nearly kill you.”




  “Well, then he was wrong. I made a bad move and he got hold of me, end of story.”




  “Last night, the nurses said you kept shouting in your sleep, ‘Goodbye, Sean.’ Do you remember saying that?”




  Michelle gave a brief shake of her head.




  “Were you thinking maybe of leaving your partnership with Sean? If so, shouldn’t you tell him that? Or do you want me to?”




  Michelle said quickly, “No, I—” She broke off, evidently sensing a trap. “How am I supposed to know what I meant? I was sleeping.”




  “I’m a pretty good dream analyzer and I throw in nightmare interpretation for no extra charge. It’s a special I’m running this week because business is so damn

  slow.”




  Michelle rolled her eyes.




  Unperturbed, Horatio said, “You trust Sean, don’t you?”




  “As much as I trust anybody,” she said tersely. “Which isn’t much these days.”




  “These days. So has something changed for you?”




  “Look, if you’re going to jump on every word I say, I’m just not going to say anything, okay?”




  “Fair enough. I understand that your parents don’t know that you’re here. Would you like us to contact them?”




  “No! I mean you call your parents if you made the Dean’s List or got a new job. Not because you checked yourself into the psych ward.”




  “And why did you check yourself in here?”




  “Because Sean said I had to. To avoid jail time,” she added defiantly.




  “Is that the only reason? Isn’t there something else?”




  Michelle sat back in the chair and curled her long legs up to her chest.




  Twenty minutes later she hadn’t broken her silence and Horatio hadn’t either. Finally the psychologist switched off the recorder and rose. “I’ll be back tomorrow. In the

  meantime I’m available by phone at any time. If I don’t answer, you can just assume I’m either at my favorite bar or dealing with another whack job like you.”




  “I guess this session was pretty much a bust. Sorry,” Michelle added sarcastically. “But I guess you get paid the same regardless, right?”




  “You bet I do. But I thought our session was dynamite.”




  Michelle looked confused. “How do you figure that?”




  “Because you actually sat there and thought about why you wanted to be here. And I know you’re going to keep thinking about it once I leave, because you just won’t be able to

  help yourself.” He started to leave but then turned back. “Oh, just to warn you about something coming up.”




  “Yeah?” Michelle said, the look on her face begging for a fight of some kind.




  “They’re having Salisbury steak for dinner tonight. Get the PBJ option instead. The steak sucks. I don’t even think it’s real meat. I think it’s something the

  Russians invented to make dissidents talk during the Cold War.”




  After Horatio left, Michelle sat down on the floor and slumped back against the wall. “Why am I here!” she screamed, kicking the chair clear across the room with one snap of her

  powerful right leg.




  By the time a nurse came rushing in, the chair was upright and Michelle was on her feet. She said ceremoniously, “I understand the steak sucks.”




  “It does. So you want the PBJ instead?” the nurse said.




  “No, put me down for the steak, double helping,” Michelle said as she sauntered out the door.




  “What, you a glutton for punishment?” the nurse called after her.




  You bet your ass I am.












  9




  Later that night Michelle lay on the bunk in her room, the rancid grub they called Salisbury steak burning a hole in her belly. Since she was in here on a voluntary basis, her

  movements were fairly unrestricted and she was leaning toward a walk over hugging the toilet. Not all patients here had such liberty. There was a separate ward, locked down and patrolled by guards,

  that housed involuntarily committed patients who were deemed to be violent. Michelle had heard some staffers refer to it as the “Cuckoo’s Nest.”




  The door opened and her roommate, Cheryl, walked in; last names were not used here. Cheryl was grossly underweight, about forty-five, with ringlets of graying hair plastered against her gaunt

  face. She carried a drinking straw with her and constantly sucked on it. Michelle didn’t know exactly why Cheryl was in here, but assumed anorexia figured in somehow.




  Cheryl collapsed on her bunk and started sucking on the damn straw.




  It’s no wonder I keep having nightmares, Michelle thought. Great, big sucking beasts coming after me in bed.




  “How’s it going, Cheryl?”




  The sucking sound stopped for an instant and then started again.




  Michelle started pacing. She wanted to call Sean, but what would she say? I’m sorry about the whole bar thing. Come get me, I’m fine now.




  In desperation she turned to Cheryl. “That steak was something, wasn’t it? Feels like I’ve got a tire in my gut.”




  Cheryl turned away from her and started sucking louder.




  Michelle gave up and headed to the small workout area. For obvious safety reasons all exercise equipment was locked up when it was not being used. However, a large rubber ball had been left out.

  Michelle used it to work her abs and legs. That took thirty minutes and it felt good to use her muscles again. Yet she still had the rest of the night to kill, and she wasn’t sleepy.




  She walked back down the hallway, passing two other patients dressed in scrubs and blue slippers accompanied by a nurse. On another of the corridors one of the burly attendants passed her and

  stopped. “You need any help, Michelle?”




  He was a muscle-bound six-footer running to fat in his fifties with close-cropped blond hair and three gold chains visible from under his green scrub V-shirt. His nameplate read,

  “Barry.”




  The way he asked she didn’t like, but maybe it was just her bad attitude. Then he touched her elbow and his intentions became clearer with just the feel of his fingers against her skin.

  “You need help back to your room maybe?”




  She pulled her arm away. “It’s not that big a place. I can find it.” She strode off, but could feel his gaze burning into her. She whipped her head around and caught him

  smiling at her.




  She hurried back to her room. Cheryl was still sucking on her straw. Michelle lay on her bunk, staring at the door. There were no locks on the rooms, so patients couldn’t barricade

  themselves in. But it also meant that you couldn’t stop others from coming in, like Barry.




  An hour later the lights went dark and still Michelle did not close her eyes. She was waiting for footsteps, stealthy and motivated by evil purpose. Around one in the morning she finally told

  herself, “He just touched your arm, for God’s sake, and made a suggestive comment.” Was she adding paranoia to her other issues? No, she told herself, I don’t have

  issues.




  At two in the morning she was awakened by footsteps passing down the hallway. She slowly sat up and checked Cheryl’s bed, but the straw sucker was dead asleep. Michelle slipped the covers

  off and put on her tennis shoes. A moment later she was out in the corridor. At night there was a reduced number of staff on duty and the rental guard had a lot of ground to cover and not a lot of

  motivation to do it.




  She followed the sounds of the footsteps down another corridor. Michelle heard a door open and then close. She crept closer, straining to hear something. Then she froze. She’d heard

  another sound, but this one was behind Michelle. She took a few steps back and then cut down another corridor.




  An instant later, coming around the corner was Barry, the gold chain attendant. He strode right past Michelle’s hiding place in the darkened hall. As soon as it was safe, Michelle ran back

  to her room.












  10




  The next morning Michelle returned to that part of the building. Two things caught her eye: the lovely, well-dressed lady who was being wheeled out of her room by a nurse; and

  the pharmacy at the end of the hall.




  Later that afternoon, Michelle had her session with Horatio.




  “No more nightmares last night?” Horatio asked.




  “No, it was really peaceful. There’s a woman in a wheelchair in a room at the end of the patient corridor on the east wing?”




  Horatio looked up from his notes. “Yes, what about her?”




  “Who is she?”




  “She’s not one of my patients. But if she were, I couldn’t tell you anything about her. Patient confidentiality, you understand. That’s why I don’t talk to anyone

  else about you.” He added jokingly, “Unless they pay me an enormous amount of money of course. I have my ethics, but I’m not stupid.”




  “But you do to Sean. Talk about me, I mean.”




  “Only because you signed that release.”




  “Can you at least tell me why she’s in a wheelchair? That’s not mental, right?”




  “It certainly could be. But as I said, she’s not my patient. Why do you want to know?”




  “Just curious. There’s not a lot to hold one’s attention around here.”




  “Well, I’ll give you something. How about we focus on getting you better?”




  “Okay, what’s on the menu today?”




  “Not Salisbury steak, but the spaghetti isn’t much better. Now yesterday we finished up with your thinking about why you’re here. What conclusions did you draw?”




  “Not many, I’ve been busy.”




  “Busy? Really? I thought you just said you were bored?”




  “Okay, I’m here because I want to get better.”




  “Are you just saying that or do you mean it?”




  “I don’t know, which answer do you want?”




  “I can play games with the best of them, Michelle, but it does waste a lot of time.”




  “Is that what you’ve been telling Sean, that I’m wasting his time, and his money? I know he’s paying for all this.”




  “And does that matter to you?”




  “I know he’s trying to help me. He’s a good guy. It’s just . . .”




  “Just what?”




  “I think he could probably spend his time and money better elsewhere, that’s all.”




  “Meaning you’d rather he abandoned you to your fate? You going melodramatic on me? Do I have to add that to the list of weird shit to look out for in you?” Horatio’s

  smile managed to defuse this comment.




  Michelle studied the floor for a few moments.




  “Do you think you know Sean well?” Horatio finally asked.




  “Of course. We went through some pretty dangerous things together.”




  “He told me you saved his life, more than once in fact.”




  “He did the same for me,” she said quickly.




  “If you know Sean so well you have to realize that he’s not going to walk away from you.”




  “All I’m doing right now is holding him back.”




  “Oh, he told you this?”




  “Of course not. He’d never say it. But I’m not stupid.”




  “Were you two ever physically intimate?”




  Horatio’s question caught Michelle so off-guard that she could only gape.




  “It’s a fairly standard query, Michelle. I need to understand the different roles that people close to you play in your life. And sexual roles are very powerful influences for both

  good and bad.”




  “We were never intimate like that,” she said in a mechanical tone.




  “Okay. Did you want to have sex with him?”




  “You can ask me this shit?” Michelle exploded.




  “I can ask you pretty much anything. It’s up to you to answer or not.”




  “I don’t understand the question.”




  “It’s not too difficult, is it? Sean King is tall and handsome, smart and brave, honest and true.” Horatio smiled. “Frankly, I think those traits are given inflated

  importance in life, but who am I to say? And he’s a good guy too, as you said. You’re a young, attractive woman. You worked closely together.”




  “Just because you work with someone doesn’t mean you have to sleep with him.”




  “You’re absolutely right. So if I said you did not have thoughts of being intimate with Sean that would be correct?” He smiled. “I need to check off the right box on the

  multiple choice test here.”




  “God, I feel like I’m on the witness stand being cross-examined.”




  “Self-examination can be even harder than getting drop-kicked by a skillful shyster in the courtroom. So, no feelings of intimacy toward the big teddy bear?”




  “Just go with your gut, Doc. That’s all I can tell you.”




  “That actually tells me a lot. Thank you.”




  “Now that we’re finished with Sean, I suppose you’ll want to know if I wanted to sleep with my dad.”




  “Let’s talk about that.”




  “Come on, I wasn’t being serious.”




  “I get that. But how is your relationship with your father? Good?”




  “No, great! He was a police chief, retired now. He and Mom are in Hawaii on a second honeymoon. That’s the reason I didn’t want to let them know about me. They would’ve

  just rushed back.”




  Horatio didn’t let on that he had already learned part of this from Sean. “Very thoughtful of you. Do you think they’d be surprised you’re here?”




  “I hope they’d be stunned!”




  “I understand your brothers are cops as well. Ever think of doing something else for a paycheck?”




  Michelle shrugged. “Not really. I mean I had the usual pie-in-the-sky ambition to be a professional athlete, but that wasn’t going to happen.”




  “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re the first Olympian I’ve ever treated. A silver medal in rowing, Sean said.”




  “Yeah,” she replied, a smile tugging at her mouth. “That was great. The high point of my life, or at least I thought so at the time. Maybe it was after all,” she added

  quietly.




  “And then you were a cop for a while and then you joined the Secret Service. Any special reason for the change?”




  “All my brothers were cops. I thought it would be cool to be a fed.”




  “And your father was okay with that?”




  “Not really. He wasn’t big on me being a cop actually.”




  “And how’d that make you feel?”




  “I understood. Daddy’s little girl and all. My mom didn’t like any of us being cops. But I did it anyway. I’m sort of independent.”




  “You’ll be stunned to learn that one I’d already diagnosed,” Horatio said. “So I take it you love your parents very much?”




  “I’d do anything for them.”




  Horatio looked a bit curious at this statement. “Would you give me permission to talk to them about you?




  “Not my parents, no!”




  “How about one of your brothers?”




  “You can talk to Bill, he’s the oldest, a state trooper in Florida.”




  “Whatever you wish, milady.”




  “I wish I wasn’t here,” Michelle blurted out.




  “You can leave anytime you want. You know that, don’t you?”




  “Yeah, sure.”




  “You can leave right now, get up and walk out. If that’s what you want. Get the hell on with your independent life. No one’s stopping you. There’s the door.”




  There was a long moment of silence and then she said, “I think I’ll stay, for now.”




  “I think that’s an excellent choice, Michelle.”




  After they finished their discussion Michelle followed Horatio out. As they stood in the doorway Barry walked by, but didn’t look at them.




  Michelle said, “What do you know about that guy?”




  “Not much. Why?”




  “Just curious.”




  “Now why don’t I believe that?”




  “You doubting my word, Horatio?”




  “I was thinking of a more technical phrase, like liar, liar, pants on fire.”
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  Beale Peninsula is a wedge of land that juts out into the York River on the Gloucester County side midway between Clay Bank and Wicomico in Virginia’s picturesque

  Tidewater. Like much of Virginia, Beale had been settled early in colonial times. It was filled with the first glories of the new country that over a century later would become the United States.

  Less than ten miles to the south, at Yorktown in 1781, British General Cornwallis had turned both his sword and thousands of humbled redcoats over to George Washington’s ragtag Continental

  Army. This effectively ended the American War for Independence on a distinctly high note for the victorious yanks, who, up until that point, had rarely seen a battle they could not somehow manage

  to lose in the end.




  From the cleared fields of those early days had risen magnificent brick and clapboard plantations that depended on legions of slaves to run them properly. Less than a hundred years later,

  depleted soil and the Civil War ended these sleepy days of southern aristocracy forever.




  A second wave of prosperity hit when the newly minted wealth of the Industrial Age found its way to this tranquil spot on the York, enticed by its clean water, good fishing, temperate climate

  and pastoral setting. It was also deemed a restorative place for those with consumption, due to its low elevation and water breezes and abundance of longleaf yellow pine that was thought to be good

  for tubercular lungs. And once one or two of these exalted families began putting down expensive roots, others had quickly followed.




  For this reason, at its peak, six private railway lines stretched down from the north and three more from the west terminating at this doughy fist of Virginia red clay with its steady river

  breezes.




  Now, years later, a few of these palaces had been turned into bed-and-breakfasts or small hotels. The majority though, like the southern plantations before them, had fallen into ruins, which at

  least provided adventure-filled places for the children to roam during the long, humid days of a Tidewater summer.




  Directly across the river on the York County side the United States government’s imprint was heavy with Camp Peary, next to a naval supply center and a weapons station. Together this

  triumvirate took up the entire waterfront from Yorktown to on past Lightfoot, Virginia. It was said that the folks at Camp Peary, an ultra-secretive training center for CIA agents and nicknamed the

  “Farm,” had technology that could discern a person’s eye color from across the wide river in the dead of night. And it was also accepted as fact by the locals that every person

  who had ever come within a four-mile radius of the place had been spied on from outer space. No one had proven that this was so, but it was very much true that no visitor ever left the area without

  hearing that story at least three times.




  Beale had endured the ups and downs of the economy and the whims of the rich, while its more moderately well-off citizens went about their ordinary lives in ways that occurred throughout much of

  the country. That was so except for one recent development in the area.




  And that was a place called Babbage Town.




  Sean King’s small plane landed smoothly on the asphalt of the lone runway and came to a stop, its twin props winding down. A slate blue Hummer pulled up to the aircraft and a young, lanky

  black man in a private security uniform got out and helped Sean with his bags.




  As the Hummer rolled along, Sean sat back and thought about his visit with Michelle before he’d headed to Babbage Town. He’d called Horatio to make sure it was okay to see her before

  he left. And, in turn, the psychologist had asked to see Michelle’s personal things at the apartment Sean had leased for them both. Horatio had also wanted to see Michelle’s truck.




  “Just wear a mask and gloves,” Sean had warned him, “and make sure your tetanus shot is up to date.”




  When Sean had seen Michelle in the visitor’s room his spirits had been lifted by her healthy appearance. She even gave him a hug, listened to what he was saying and answered directly the

  questions he put to her.




  “How long will you be gone to this Babbage Town place?” she’d asked after he’d told her about his new assignment.




  “I’m not sure. I’m taking a private plane down that Joan arranged.”




  “And how is your paranoid schizophrenic slut of an ex-friend Joan?”




  He took the comment as a sign of her returning spirit and said, “Well, she won’t be coming with me. There’s a guy down there named Len Rivest who’s head of security for

  Babbage Town. He was with the FBI, knows Joan and recommended her firm. He’ll be my main contact there.”




  “You said a man was murdered?”




  “We don’t know for sure. His name was Monk Turing. He worked at Babbage Town.”




  “What exactly is Babbage Town?”




  “It’s only been described to me as a secret think tank working on some important stuff.”




  “Who runs the place?”




  “According to the file a guy named Champ Pollion.”




  “Monk? Champ?”




  “I know; it’s weird right from the get-go. But there’ll be a nice payday if I can find out what happened to the guy.”




  “Is that how you can afford this place? I know my insurance doesn’t cover it.”




  “All you need to do is get better. Let me worry about the rest of it.”




  “I am getting better. I feel good.” Her voice sank lower. “And there’s something weird going on here.”




  “Weird? What do you mean?”




  “Sounds in the night. People moving around in places they shouldn’t be.”




  Sean took a deep breath and said in a mildly scolding tone, “Will you promise me you won’t get mixed up in it, whatever it is? I won’t be around to help if you do.”
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