







“I'm sorry I left without saying good-bye last night . . .”


“Shelly? Damn. Shelly, this is great. Where are you? Where can we meet?”

“I'm calling because my girlfriend . . . Kathleen. You remember. She was with your friend.”

“Yes?” Webster said, holding his breath. “Well, she hasn't returned and I was wondering if she was still with your friend.”

“My friend was murdered this morning and Kathleen is gone, Shelly.”

“What?” “He was shot to death. The police want to talk to you and to Kathleen. Where are you?”

She was silent. “Shelly, you've got to help catch these killers. Who could have done this? Why? Who are you? Where do you work? Live? Are you a married woman? Is Kathleen?”

“I can't talk anymore, Webster. For your own good, don't look for us.”

“Shelly!” He heard the click.
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Prologue




The phone on the small, light maple night-stand beside the bed shattered the protective walls of sleep that had closed around Kathleen Cornwall. Jolted by the staccato sound, she opened her eyes quickly and looked at the young man beside her. It took her a moment to focus, something that hadn't happened for almost a month. She was afraid of what that might mean, but she refused to pay any attention to it.

Carl hadn't woken. He had been so sweet, so loving, and so vulnerable himself. Now he looked gentle beside her. Kathleen hadn't known many men intimately in her life, but those she had slept with and woken beside all resembled little boys when they slept, especially her husband, Philip. Sometimes she would lie beside him, holding her breath for fear she would wake him, and gaze at his face in repose, taking advantage of the opportunity to look at him without his knowing. A little thing like that used to be titillating.

Like Philip, Carl had been tender and considerate while they made love. She felt confident that Carl Slotkin was a man who would dote on her and make her feel like someone special, just the way her husband had. She had searched and searched for centuries, it seemed, to find someone like Philip. Now that she had, she wondered if she could love him and he could love her once he knew the truth. Would she ever tell him? Could she? She and Dr. Woodruff hadn't talked about this sort of eventuality. She didn't think he would have the answers anyway. He was brilliant, but was he wise?

The phone continued to ring. The persistence of the caller frightened her. When she gazed at the clock, a sword of fear sliced through her heart. She knew they were waiting for her outside. This was the last day of her furlough. Dr. Woodruff had been adamant about the time. She had been here too long; she knew it, but suddenly she felt she couldn't get herself to lift her body off this bed.

Kathleen feared her exhaustion wasn't only a result of the intense lovemaking the night before, even though that had been an erotic marathon. It had gone on into the wee hours until Carl had cried out for mercy. They had laughed about it, but she was disappointed. Her hunger was insatiable. Dr. Woodruff had warned her about this. He had warned her about her excessive appetites.

“You'll drink too much; you'll eat too much. You'll behave like a kid turned loose in a candy store,” he had predicted. But that wasn't wisdom; that was just a logical conclusion he had arrived at through careful research.

Finally, Carl opened his soft blue eyes. The phone was still ringing.

Carl smiled the smile of one who had half-expected the woman beside him to be gone, that all he had experienced had been nothing more than a fantasy. Reality filled his heart with joy.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

The phone continued to ring.

“Who's calling me this early on Saturday?” he wondered aloud and finally turned to pick up the receiver, but Kathleen put her hand on his arm and stopped him.

“Let it ring, Carl,” she said.

He looked at her with a little happy surprise on his face.

“Might be important?”

“Nothing's important but us this morning,” she replied. Carl Slotkin liked that. He had suffered a long love drought since Denise Arnold, one of the secretaries at the insurance office, had dropped him and had even taken a job in San Diego. It soothed his ego to believe she had done so because she couldn't work at the same firm and not be his lover. Carl was only twenty-six. Those things were still important.

The phone mercifully stopped ringing and Carl's answering machine kicked on, but that only put a chill of anticipation in her heart. Both she and Carl waited to hear the voice of the caller. All they heard was a click, which they knew meant the caller had hung up. Kathleen also knew they wouldn't give up that easily, but still she neglected the tiny alarms sounding in her heart and mind even though time was running out quickly. She could see the sand falling in the hourglass and she felt as if she were turning into dust and falling along with it.

“I wonder what that was all about,” Carl muttered.

“Nothing, or they would have left a message,” she said quickly. “Maybe they just don't want to disturb us,” she added wishfully. Carl widened his smile.

Kathleen tried to widen hers too, but the skin around her lips felt so taut. Carl saw something troubling in her expression and his smile faded.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes. Just kiss me.” Kathleen wanted to drown the sound of her heart thumping wildly in her ears. When Carl continued to stare at her, she pleaded more forcefully. “Kiss me!”

He did so and she wrapped her arms around him. The joints in her elbows seemed to lock, and a small, almost indistinguishable jolt of pain emanated from her lower back. She should have been terrified, pulled herself away from him, risen, dressed and left; but again she forced herself to ignore any warning.

Carl turned into her and moved gracefully between her legs. Then he lifted his lips away to look down at her.

“You look tired this morning.”

“Pleasantly so,” Kathleen said. It was what should have been; it was what she wished. “You haven't lost interest in me already, have you?” she challenged when he continued to hesitate.

“Hell, no. I'm never going to lose interest in you,” Carl pledged.

Again, she attempted a smile. She lifted her lips toward his instead and they kissed. She knew her lips felt dry to him, so she reached for the glass of water beside the bed and took a sip. He watched, a small smile of amusement on his face.

He kissed her again and then they began to make love. Carl's eyes were closed at the start, but after a few moments, he opened them with curiosity and gazed down at her.

“What's wrong?” he asked.

She began to cry and he stopped immediately.

“Just hold me,” Kathleen said. “I'm sorry.”

“It's all right.” Carl embraced her and she buried her face against his chest.

They lay there like that for a while, neither speaking. He stroked her hair. The Los Angeles morning sunlight leaked in and around the beige cloth blinds, diluting the shadows and turning the dark brown rug into a shade closer to champagne. She felt the rhythm of his strokes begin to slow and she realized Carl had noticed something unusual. It put a deep chill in her. She felt like someone who had been lowered into a grave alive. Was this all a dream? A broken promise?

Indeed, Carl had realized something was very different about her, but before he could speak, he thought he heard the sound of his front door opening. Curious, he sat up to listen.

“You hear something?”

She didn't move. She had half-expected it, but now that it had come, she didn't know what to do.

A moment later there were two men standing in the bedroom doorway, both in dark jackets and ties, both looking more like bank tellers or lawyers than burglars, clean-shaven, hair neatly brushed. The man on the left, stout, bull-necked, wore a thick gold bracelet on his wide left wrist, and the man on the right, taller, but just as wide in the shoulders, was wearing a Rolex. Is this the new fashion for thieves? Carl thought. Yuppie burglars?

“What the hell . . . how did you two get in here? Who are you?” he demanded.

The man on the left looked toward Kathleen instead of at him, but Kathleen still had her face averted.

“Look at her hair, Satch,” he said, jabbing his elbow into his partner's upper arm.

“Jesus!” Satch Norris exclaimed, shaking his head. “You shoulda come down when you were supposed to, Mrs. Cornwall,” he said sharply.

“Mrs. Cornwall?” Carl said, grimacing. She had never told him she was married, but that wasn't all that confused him. He looked down at Kathleen and shook his head as if to jar what he saw from his eyes. How could he not have noticed? Could he have been that drunk?

She started to cry. Carl became more flustered and very indignant. He wanted to get out of bed and put on a more courageous stance in front of these intruders, but he was naked beneath the sheets and felt defenseless. Instead, he thought about reaching for the phone and dialing 911, but the look in their eyes told him he would probably not get a word into the receiver.

“What do you want? Who the hell are you two?” he demanded, his voice straining as his heart began to pound. He hated sounding so weak and whiny.

Tommy Murden answered by reaching under his jacket to produce a nine-millimeter pistol. Carl had no time to react. The first bullet smacked him at the center of his forehead and the second struck his heart.

Kathleen felt the blood splatter over her naked back, but she didn't move. Still facedown, she waited with a weak, sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

Satch approached the bed and poked her sharply on the shoulder. She didn't react.

“Is she dead?” Tommy asked, wide-eyed.

“Naw, not quite; but as good as, if you ask me. Why didn't you come down when you were supposed to, Mrs. Cornwall?” he asked with the tired voice of an adult who had been chasing a child all day long. “Look at all the trouble you caused.”

Kathleen remained silent, still. Fear had intensified the numbness and fatigue. She wanted to cry, but even that seemed to require too great an effort. Satch looked at his partner and nodded.

“We better get her back. Let's get her moving along, Tommy,” he said. Tommy returned his pistol to the shoulder holster and forcefully seized her arm and lifted her from the bed as if she were nothing more than skin and bones. She tried to scream, but the dryness in her throat made her gag. She coughed and swallowed hard, her eyes bulging with the effort.

“I don't want to go back. Just do it to me, too. Just do it!” she pleaded in a hoarse voice.

The two men looked at each other, Tommy's eyes widening and his eyebrows lifting.

“Maybe we should,” Tommy said. “Put her out of her misery, huh?”

“Zack said to bring her back,” Satch reminded Tommy.

“Yeah, but he doesn't know what we're bringing back. You wanna call him?”

“We'll call from the car,” Satch promised, his cold eyes fixed on Kathleen, who gazed down without expression.

She tried to resist, but they dressed her. By the time they were finished, Kathleen could barely stand.

“What the hell is happening to her?” Tommy asked.

“How the hell should I know?”

“She looks ridiculous in those clothes,” Tommy said.

“Just keep her jacket closed and hold her close.”

“Zack ain't gonna like this,” Tommy said, looking at her. “We shoulda been up here faster.”

“How the hell were we supposed to know?” Satch said, but he didn't look confident.

Then, actually carrying her between them, they took her from the apartment. Fortunately, there was no one in the corridor or in the elevator. They propped her up between them in the elevator, each supporting her at the elbow. Kathleen was breathing heavily through her mouth and some strands of hair had fallen out and lay on her coat. Satch brushed them off and then blew at the rest. Tommy laughed.

“Zack's going to want to carry her in himself and slap her down on Woodruff 's lap, huh?”

Satch nodded, a small smile on his lips.

At the front door of the building, they forced her to walk. Kathleen tried to resist, but they were far too strong. Even so, they attempted to look graceful and concerned as they headed toward the car. They put her in as gently but firmly as possible. It was a bright, warm Los Angeles morning. Traffic had begun to thicken and they were aware that some people were watching.

Satch got into the backseat with her, and Tommy got behind the wheel of the late-model black Lincoln Continental.

“Move it,” Satch ordered.

Tommy started the engine and shot into traffic, intimidating a woman who had the right of way and pulling ahead of her. She leaned heavily on her horn as he accelerated.

“Easy. We don't want to get pulled over with her in the car,” Satch said.

“Right.”

Tommy slowed.

By the time they reached the end of the block and made the turn toward the 10 Freeway East entrance, Kathleen was having her usual difficulty breathing and the arthritis had her twisting for a more comfortable position.

She would never find one until they laid her out to rest.
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The beautiful young woman Webster Martin had made love to the night before was gone from his life as quickly as she had entered it. He opened his light blue eyes with every expectation she would be beside him in his king-size, dark oak bed. When he found she wasn't there, he sat up slowly, afraid that if he moved too quickly, he would shake, rattle and roll the brains he had scrambled overdoing everything, especially drinking. Normally, he was very careful about that sort of thing, retreating as soon as he felt a buzz, but last night was far from normal.

He scrubbed the sleep out of his cheeks and stretched. When he looked around, he saw his clothes cast about everywhere, his shirt over the dresser mirror, his pants dangling over the overstuffed chair, his underwear on the floor with one sock near it and the other . . . somewhere. He smiled, recalling how frantic he was, shedding his wardrobe. In the short time it had taken him to go to the kitchen and get her a glass of water with ice, she had stripped and slipped her naked body under his sheet. Just the glazed peaks of her smooth, shiny shoulders were visible, everything else a promise in waiting.

But, he didn't see any of her clothing now.

“Hello,” he called. “I'm awake.” He waited, but heard nothing.

Confused and curious, he rose to go through his penthouse apartment on Wilshire in Westwood, now expecting to find her in the kitchen, perhaps preparing them breakfast. What better way to greet the day than with her dazzling eyes smiling at him. But she was nowhere in sight.

He searched the bathrooms and then opened the patio door and stepped out onto the balcony hoping she was enjoying the view. There wasn't any marine layer so he could see clearly out to the ocean and even make out some sailboats. When he looked to the east, the Hollywood hills loomed sharp and clear. It was rather cool for April, however, and he was naked. He closed the patio door and returned to the kitchen, wondering if she had at least left him a note. There was nothing, nothing on the table, nothing on the refrigerator, nothing by the phone. In fact, except for the empty water glass by the bed, there wasn't a trace of her anywhere in the apartment. It was as if she had truly been an apparition.

What time could she have gone? he wondered, and thought she might have risen during the night while he was in a dead sleep and slipped out.

Disappointed, he went to take a shower and dress. Although it was Saturday, he still had to visit the job site in Sherman Oaks where he and his father were constructing sixty-five town houses. Martin and Martin had become one of the biggest residential contractors in Los Angeles, but at age twenty-eight Webster didn't just inherit this good fortune. He had a talent for spotting the areas that would become desirable and where housing units would be most in demand. It was how he had put his expensive East Coast college education, majoring in the social sciences, to work. He had always been fascinated by what motivated people to make their significant life choices: where to live and work. He liked to research areas and scientifically predict why and when people would be choosing them for residences or for employment. So far, it had paid off and Gordon Martin was very proud of his son.

A good few minutes before Webster wanted to end his delightful, multi-headed, life-reviving shower, the phone rang. Hoping it might be Shelly, the only name she had given him last night, he stepped out wringing wet and nearly slipped on the tile to lunge at the receiver on the bathroom wall.

“Hello.”

“How did it go?” Phil Gold asked with a slight twang in his voice. “Or can't you talk right now?” he asked in a deep whisper.

Webster, Phil, and Carl Slotkin had gone to Thunderbolt together where he had picked up Shelly, or, as Phil suggested before Webster had left with her, she had picked him up. The three had been close friends for nearly four years now, Webster and Carl the closest. In a city known for its transient population, a four-year friendship was like a lifetime. Most young people who came to the City of Angels to fulfill their fantasies were discouraged or defeated in short order and left to pursue simpler goals in a more stable environment.

Webster had left the upscale dance club before learning how Carl was making out with his find. Phil had spent the evening just wandering through the crowd, searching more desperately since his two buddies had, it seemed, struck oil.

“It was great, but she's gone,” Webster said, not cloaking the disappointment in his voice.

“Gone? How do you mean?”

“Gone, like in not here. I woke up and she had already left the apartment.”

“So? Maybe she had someplace important to go.”

“Not a note, nothing,” Webster emphasized. “It's almost as if I dreamed the whole thing.”

“Wet dream anyway, I hope,” Phil said.

“Speaking about wet, I'm dripping all over the bathroom and the shower's still going.”

“Carl and I are going to lunch at Dimitri's in Melrose, care to join us?” Phil said quickly.

“Got to go to Sherman Oaks, remember? I don't have as soft a job as you two.”

“Nor as soft an income,” Phil countered. Webster laughed.

“How did Carl make out?”

“I haven't checked yet, but he left about ten minutes after you did and she was clinging to him like a giant rag doll sewn to his shirt.”

“No kidding. She was a knockout, too, wasn't she?” Shelly had seized his attention so intensely, Webster really didn't look at her girlfriend too closely.

“Yeah,” Phil said, his voice full of envy.

“Should I ask about you?”

“No.”

Webster laughed.

“What are you doing tonight?” Phil asked.

“I don't know. I was thinking about taking her to dinner, someplace special.”

“Two dates with the same woman? You know what that leads to, what that could mean?” Phil kidded.

“Yeah, well, at the moment, there doesn't seem to be any danger of it. Like I said, she's gone without a note, and I don't know much about her.”

“What's there to know? You got a name, didn't you?”

“Only her first name. If she told me her full name, I don't remember.”

“You're kidding? You got her phone number, right?”

“Thought I would this morning.”

“She really didn't tell you anything else about herself?”

Webster thought for a moment.

“Not much,” he said. “At least, not much I can remember. We did put away a few Rob Roys.”

“A few. Call me later if you don't connect with her. Unlike you and Carl, I went home empty-handed. I've got no grand possibilities tonight either.”

“There's always dial-a-date,” Webster said, laughing.

“I tried that, remember? They fixed me up with a girl who had a mustache.”

“Okay. I'll call you later, but hopefully to tell you I've connected with her.”

He hung up and carefully stepped back into the shower. Finally satisfied and awake, he emerged again, dried, shaved and dressed himself. He had some cold cereal with fruit and black coffee. Like most of the people in his generation and especially those in Los Angeles, he was a bit neurotic about his body and his fat content, not that he had much about which to worry.

At five feet eleven, weighing one seventy-five with wide shoulders and a trim waist, he looked as athletic as he was. Twice a week he played racquetball at the Santa Monica Athletic Club with Phil, Carl and Richard Berber, a very successful divorce attorney. They usually played at seven in the morning before everyone went to work. Generally, Webster exercised in the gym two other days a week, depending on his workload.

His hazel-brown hair was always a little too long for his father's taste. The old man continually lectured him about looking like the boss and not one of the construction workers, but Webster was no one to put on airs, even though he lived in a luxurious penthouse apartment and drove a 500SL Mercedes. Despite his father's little criticisms and comments, the two had a warm, close relationship, deepening after Webster's mother's death in a drunk driver car accident when Webster was sixteen. He was an only child, never regretting that as much as he did when his mother died and he had no siblings to comfort him.

His father usually sucked in his emotions. When he cried, his tears fell inside, and when he was in public, he wore a face as stoical as the face on a granite statue. He put all the energy of his mourning into his work, driving himself nearly twenty hours a day during the weeks after Webster's mother's tragic death. When his father raged, he raged at things, cursing building materials, driving the spoons of backhoe shovels deeper into the earth. Those structures constructed during the months that followed their family tragedy were built with a vengeance. They'd stand forever, Webster thought.

Webster decided to try Carl to see if he had been able to get more detailed information from his girl. Since Shelly and she were girlfriends, Webster assumed he could track her down. He punched out Carl's number and waited. The answering machine picked up. He listened impatiently to Carl's outgoing message.

“If you're just lying there in bed, Slotkin, pick up the damn phone.” He waited. “All right, I've got to go to Sherman Oaks. Call me on my car phone. I have to talk to you,” he said and hung up.

He checked the bedroom once more before leaving the apartment, even kneeling down and searching under the bed for a possible note that might have fallen. He saw some dust and made a mental note to tell Claudia she should stick the vacuum cleaner in not so visible places, too. But there was no written note from Shelly. She hadn't even written her telephone number and address on the mirror in lipstick the way girls in movies often did.

It wasn't as if they hadn't had a wonderful time together, either. He reminisced about the evening as he left the apartment, went to the elevator and pushed the button for the garage. Almost immediately after he, Phil and Carl had walked into the upscale dance club in Holly wood, he saw Shelly gazing at him. She was standing by the horseshoe bar. The string of multicolored bulbs woven in figure eights above her cast a rainbow over her face, but as the lights blinked, her smile flashed. At first he thought she was someone he had met before. She had that friendly of a look.

Indeed, when he drew closer, she apologized for staring at him.

“I'm sorry,” she said when he smiled back and tilted his head. “I thought you were someone else.”

“I'll be someone else for you,” he replied and she laughed. “Were you supposed to meet this someone?”

“No,” she said.

“Actually, I thought you looked familiar when I first saw you. Have I seen you here?” Webster asked.

“This is my first time. My girlfriend brought me,” she added, nodding toward the young woman beside her.

“Hi,” Carl said to her girlfriend before Phil made a move. “I'd be more than happy to be someone else for you.”

She laughed and Carl squeezed himself in between to start his own conversation.

Most of the girls came in pairs or in small groups of three and four. There was security in numbers and no one was more vulnerable than a girl alone in this city, as well as most. The fact that Thunderbolt was expensive and selective about its clientele didn't matter either. Money and position didn't preclude psychosis.

“I see Sam Gottlieb,” Phil said, diplomatically excusing himself. Webster hardly noticed and Carl barely grunted. Webster's eyes were fixed on this woman, who either really mistook him for someone, or liked him immediately and used it as an introduction. What difference did it make anyway, he thought, as long as the result was the same?

“Well, should I pretend to be someone else or be myself?” Webster pursued.

“Oh, always just be yourself,” she said. He thought she had the deepest dark eyes he had ever seen. She had shoulder-length ebony hair, rich and thick, the kind of hair that gleamed in the light and invited fingers to stroke it or run through it. Even in the neon brightness, the healthy youthfulness in her complexion was evident. She had diminutive facial features and an attractive figure that boldly announced itself in her tight Betsey Johnson black dress.

Now that he concentrated, he recalled the introduction.

“My name's Webster, Webster Martin,” he had said and she had replied with just, “Shelly.”

Then she had given him that warm smile. She hadn't blown him off. He gazed at Carl, who was laughing and talking to her girlfriend as if he had known her all his life. His friend's obvious success encouraged him.

Webster ordered a Rob Roy, which happened to be what Shelly was drinking, so he ordered her another one and they made small talk. Reviewing that initial conversation, he realized just how small that talk was. They discussed the dance club and he remarked with authority how expensive it was to construct it. Naturally, she asked him how he was so sure about costs and he told her what he did for a living. Before he could ask her what she did, she suggested they dance. Carl was already on the dance floor with her girlfriend.

Shelly attacked the dance floor as if it were an aerobics gym, and for a while, he was afraid she was just one of these young women who sought out partners merely to get themselves onto the dance floor to attract someone else. The loudness of the music, the thickness of the growing crowd all made it difficult, if not impossible, to talk while he went through the rhythmic gyrations, hoping, like most other men he saw dancing, that he didn't look like a complete idiot opposite this obviously talented dancer. Most women nowadays had more rhythm than men, he thought, maybe because they became less inhibited when they were out here under the lights. Most of them looked like they were in their own little fantasy, and Shelly wasn't an exception.

He tried holding her attention and occasionally shouted something, but she just shook her head and spun, threading those shapely arms through the air as gracefully as an Olympic swimmer and lifting her feet like someone walking over hot coals. It exhausted him just to watch her, but every time there was a slight pause in the music and he hoped they would retire to the bar for respite, she pulled his arm and urged him to dance just one more.

Finally, he threw up his hands and pretended to hobble off. Reluctantly, she followed. He was breathing hard and he thought he was in good shape. She looked hot, but excited and far from out of breath.

“I get so little opportunity to dance these days, and I love to dance,” she said.

“Why so little opportunity?” he asked.

“Just busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Things,” she said cryptically, “but most of all, I like to dance.”

“I had a feeling you were fond of it,” he replied between gasps. She laughed. Then she leaned over to whisper.

“Most men I've been with lately don't last that long.”

“Why does that make me feel like I'm in a rodeo riding a wild bull?” he said. She laughed again, their eyes met and he saw the warm desire. I'm taking this girl home tonight, he realized, and became very excited, very interested.

As he walked toward his Mercedes in the garage, his mind still replaying the previous night's events, he realized she had countered and eluded almost all his prying. In his car on the way to his apartment, she finally told him she was a personal assistant for a very old but very wealthy man. She couldn't tell him the man's name, he was too famous. She said she hoped he would respect that. It only made him more curious, but he didn't pursue it. He did recall asking her where she lived, but he seemed to remember her saying she lived on the estate, wherever that was. He thought she said she had been born and bred in the Midwest, but she hadn't mentioned a town.

After he had peeled off his clothing, nearly ripping his briefs in the process, she had insisted he put out the lights. He didn't mind. He saw her with his fingers, realized how supple her breasts were and how smooth her skin felt. Her limbs were tight, athletic, and her stomach was flat. All the promises in her sexy appearance were fulfilled. The only imperfection he recalled was a small black and blue mark on her left forearm he had noticed when they were at the dance club. It was the sort of trauma that resulted when one had a blood test. He had made a mental note to ask her about it later, but forgot. At the time he was afraid that questioning her about something like that might turn her off. It was obvious that questions about her personal life bothered her, and he wasn't about to risk losing her. He figured that once they really got to know each other and she saw he was someone she could trust and not a fly-by-night pickup, she would be more forthcoming.

He really did want to know more about her. Despite the lifestyle many men his age followed, he had trouble being intimate with someone of whom he knew little. One-night stands weren't really his style. He wanted a meaningful relationship. Unlike most of his friends, he could marry and have a family without sacrificing the lifestyle to which he had grown accustomed.

Their lovemaking came so quick and heavy, he didn't have time to delve any further into her background. She had as much energy and as much of an appetite for sex as she did for dancing. Once again, he was overwhelmed. He had heard about women who were insatiable, but he had always considered that a myth. The myth quickly became fact. She wasn't displeased with him when he asked for mercy. She laughed and got him to promise he'd be there for her later.

The combination of the lovemaking and the Rob Roys was enough to put him into a deep, pleasant sleep. He felt her beside him and remembered closing his eyes with the confident belief she would be ready to ring his bell again in the morning. Otherwise, why did she get him to make that promise?

Now, he found he couldn't get his mind off her, even though there was an arm's-length list of things for him to review at the building site. Her face flashed in his eyes, the scent of her perfume and her hair lingered in his nostrils and the memory of her perky breasts lay on his fingers. He recalled she had a unique look in her eyes, a glint that suggested she was wiser and far more intelligent than she pretended. That intrigued him, but everything about her intrigued him.

As he drove, he realized his heart was pounding as if he were about to make love, and he was only thinking about her.

She wasn't just a great night; she was his IT girl, the sort of woman who would cause him to look forward to the morning, make him feel really alive by heightening every one of his senses. There wasn't a sunrise or sunset before he had met her; there wasn't any good music or good food. He had to find her again, see her again, pursue her until he made her part of himself, part of his life.

“My God,” he muttered, surprised at his feelings, “I'm head over heels in love with a woman I know nothing about and a woman I might never see again.”

Anxious, but excited about this realization, he had to be reminded by the drivers behind him that the light had turned green. He waved an apology and sped up.

She better call, he thought. She gave him every indication she liked him, didn't she? She laughed a lot; she was impressed with his apartment and he recalled her telling him he was a wonderful lover. She has to call. But what if she doesn't?

He'd just go looking for her, go back to Thunderbolt, and then he'd hit every dance club in Los Angeles until he found her, he vowed.

Finally, there was something more than work and play to occupy him, he thought, and that would give his life more meaning. His father was worried that Webster would take so long to find the right woman, he'd never live to see his grandchildren. He tried to explain to his father that men didn't jump into commitment as quickly as they did when his father was his age. It was possible, even common, to have a relationship that didn't result in marriage.

“That's the trouble with this generation,” his father insisted. “They dote on themselves so long, they don't know how to care for someone else. That's why you got all these divorces.”

“But that's why I don't want to just marry anyone, Dad. I want to feel confident I've found the right woman.”

“The right woman,” he grunted and then took on that fixed look of determination and said, “Just look for a woman like your mother.”

“Easier said than done,” Webster retorted. At least his father liked that.

But maybe I found her, Dad, he thought. I don't know if she's as sensible as Mom was or if she has Mom's ability to be somewhat independent and yet make a marriage successful. I don't even know what toothpaste she likes. I only know she made me feel great so I've got to find her again.

I will, he told himself confidently. People just don't come into your life and then disappear like this.

Do they?
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Dr. Harrison Woodruff gazed lustfully around the ornate sitting room in the plush New Orleans Garden District mansion. His mind clicked off the antiques and collectibles as well as the expensive furnishings like an accountant figuring net worth. The total value of this one room probably could support his program for months. Being in the black was crucial to the continuation of his program, despite the promises it made and the exciting successes he had accomplished in so short a time. The men overseeing his work were not fellow scientists, not poets and dreamers; they were coldhearted businessmen.

Dr. Woodruff crossed his long legs and with his right thumb and forefinger smoothed out the crease in his light brown slacks. He was six feet one and gangly to the point where all of his good clothing had to be custom made. He didn't like getting dressed up; he hated wearing a tie, especially in the sticky late April New Orleans climate, but he was well aware of how important first impressions could be. Besides, he had the feeling Mrs. Forsch only met with men in formal clothing. Her husband had been one of New Orleans's most successful attorneys and had been well-connected politically.

Harrison had read her dossier on the plane from Palm Springs. He was especially happy about her ancestry. On both her mother's and father's side, everyone, with the exception of those killed in accidents and war of course, enjoyed long life. She had a wonderful genealogical tree.

So far, every one of the candidates that Intelligence had recommended proved to be just the type Harrison required. However, because Zack Steiner, the head of Intelligence, personally brought him the names and dossiers, he always anticipated disappointment. It was an understatement to say Harrison wasn't fond of Steiner, but he had to admit the man did his job well.

The white ceiling fan above Harrison clicked annoyingly because it, aside from the occasional gong of the dark oak grandfather's clock in the long marble entryway, was the only sound in the house. He gazed at his watch. It had been almost ten full minutes since the butler had greeted him and had brought him to the sitting room to wait for Mrs. Forsch. He had hoped to recruit this woman in record time and make the early afternoon flight back to Los Angeles and then catch a shuttle to Palm Springs. There were things he wanted to do early tomorrow morning at the site.

Finally, he heard the distinct sound of someone's heels clicking over the tile floor and a moment later, Emma Forsch entered. Her short gray hair had that familiar blue tint he had seen in the hair of so many other older women throughout the country, and even in Europe. However, at seventy-four, Emma Forsch looked like a woman who had aged well. He knew from the dossier that she didn't have any plastic surgery. That was a requirement, of course. However, her face was relatively wrinkle-free. There were the usual crow's feet etched at her eyes and she had some lines in her chin, but her forehead was rather smooth and her cheeks still quite flush.

It was her neck and her chest that showed the age, with spots and ridges of loose skin. There were brown age spots on the backs of her hands as well. She was an elegant-looking woman, statuesque in posture with her shoulders firm and her back showing little of the curvature of the spine evident in so many women of her vintage.

Emma Forsch still had rather youthful-looking, bright blue eyes. Harrison could see that she had once been a very attractive woman, her beauty reminiscent in her small facial features, her high cheekbones and her soft, graceful mouth. She knew how to wear makeup, her lip rouge not too bright, her eyeliner subtle and just a pat of facial makeup here and there to highlight her features.

She was just as subtle about her jewelry. The large diamond ring being the only ring, and one gold bracelet. This morning she wore no earrings, but she did have a cameo on a gold chain around her neck. She wore an ankle length but rather tight-fitting skirt and a lightblue silk blouse. She maintained her figure well for a woman in her seventies, he thought.

All of this cheered Harrison. She fit the profile perfectly: someone with wealth who was concerned about her physical appearance. The dossier said she even had a personal trainer.

“Dr. Woodruff, I'm sorry to have kept you waiting,” she said, extending her hand as he rose to greet her.

“No problem,” Harrison said. He smiled, his light green eyes as warm as he could make them.

“Please, sit down. Would you like a cold drink or something stronger? Perhaps a mint julep?”

“I'm fine,” he said, not meaning to seem impatient or too businesslike. But she appeared to be a woman who understood. She sat across from him on the high-back seventeenth-century Louis Quatorze chair and pressed the tips of her fingers together. He gazed at the doorway. She caught the look and smiled.

“Please, feel free to close the door if you like,” she said. He nodded, rose and did so. Then he returned to the settee.

“You look a lot younger than I had anticipated,” she said. He laughed, nervously. Youth was ironically not an advantage for him. He had to resemble some wise old scientist. People Mrs. Forsch's age had a built-in distrust of people much younger.

“I've made optimum use of my years, Mrs. Forsch. I'm older than you think.”

She nodded, her eyes still a bit narrow, suspicious.

“I make it a point,” he continued, “to meet with any prospective participant personally. The project is still small enough that I can have a direct relationship with everyone who is involved.”

“That's very good and very reassuring,” she said. “Our mutual friends have told me the same thing. All speak very highly of you. They say that it's inevitable you will win a Nobel prize.”

Harrison smiled and shrugged.

“That doesn't excite me as much as the day-to-day work,” he said. “If it comes, it comes, but it's only a bonus in my mind.”

“My husband used to say beware of people with humility; it's not natural. We all have a need to be in the limelight.”

“I'm afraid I'm not going to agree with that, Mrs. Forsch.”

“Please, call me Emma.”

“Emma. The limelight can be debilitating for some of us and an obstacle to the work and the goals we wish to accomplish.”

“Which makes for all this clandestine behavior,” she said, smiling and nodding at the closed door.

“Precisely. I'm sure you can imagine what would happen if my work were prematurely exposed. The health of the entire project is at stake as well as the efforts, lives and money of many people.”

“I appreciate that. That's also why you call yourselves the Renaissance Corporation, I imagine? Rather innocuous-sounding.”

Harrison smiled.

“The one thing security didn't question and trouble me about,” he said. He leaned forward to speak sotto voce for dramatic effect. “I don't think they understand the literary allusion.”

Emma Forsch laughed and then paused for a long moment before raising her sharp blue eyes and fixing them on him firmly. “If I am to understand what you are proposing, you want me essentially to die.”

“Figuratively, of course. But Mrs. Forsch, Emma, life as you now know it will die anyway when I am successful, won't it?”

She thought for a moment, gazed at her possessions in the room and then nodded slowly.

“I suppose that's very true.”

“Afterward, you can resurrect yourself anytime, any way you like. Except, of course, as yourself as you now are.”

She smiled softly, like one in a dream.

“My husband's been dead for almost ten years. My son was killed in a car accident almost twenty-five years ago. It seems like just yesterday,” she said softly. “He wasn't married and he was our only child. I have no grandchildren and a woman my age without grandchildren . . . well . . .”

Harrison nodded. He knew Emma's son had been gay and wouldn't have provided her with any grandchildren anyway. Happily for him, he had heard similar stories. It made them prime candidates.

“Most of my old friends are gone, a few linger in rest homes, and as for cousins and nephews, nieces, that sort of thing, they expect you to just fade away gracefully.” She sighed deeply and gazed around the impressive room again. “The house is too big for me, of course, but it seemed like a terrible retreat to sell it and move into something smaller.

“I don't have much reason to buy anything anymore. I own everything I've ever wanted. What's another diamond ring?”

Harrison smiled, waited. Usually they did this: they talked themselves into it if he were patient and understanding.

“And as far as a man . . .” She laughed and he smiled. “I think about it. I have some acquaintances of course, but they're all one step from the tomb themselves and a younger man . . . why would he be interested except for the money, and how would that make me feel?”

“There's a young woman in you yet,” Harrison said, nodding at her. She laughed.

“I'll tell you a secret.” She leaned toward him to whisper. “I have fantasies.”

“That's good,” he said.

She laughed and then she stared at him again.

“This death, how do I do it?”

“You don't do anything. At the appropriate time, after arrangements are made, you will leave and all that will be taken care of by people who are expert in these matters. Frankly, I don't even know the details. It's not my area.”

“I see. And my new home?”

“Temporary new home,” he corrected. He was forever the optimist. She liked that.

“Temporary new home,” she parroted, closing and opening her eyes.

“It's in Palm Springs. Actually, outside of Palm Springs between Palm Springs and Rancho Mirage. On the outside it appears to be just another health spa. Actually, it is. It has exercise facilities, mud baths, beautiful dormitories and grounds, a small lake. There's a very nice dining room and you will be able to socialize with our other candidates.”

“Do I know anyone?”

“You might have known someone. Remember?”

“Oh, yes.” She laughed. “Imagine going up to someone and saying, I was at your funeral. It was very nice. Too bad you couldn't attend.”

Harrison laughed. He liked this woman. She was attractive, intelligent and had a good sense of humor. He thought she might be his best subject.

“What about my servants?” she asked. “My butler and my cook have been with me nearly thirty years.”

“Nothing different in the way they are to be treated, I'm afraid. And what would happen to them if you actually did pass away?” he followed quickly. “The same things.”

“That's true. Still, this dying is quite a demand,” she said, but not with a great deal of conviction. Once again, like a cat licking his lips, he thought: this woman is a perfect candidate for the project. “It's not as easy a decision as one might think, is it?”

She was waiting for some sort of a thoughtful response from him, but this part was always difficult and the part for which he had the least patience. He was a bachelor, the older of two children who had been alienated from his own parents and his younger brother for some time. They didn't even know he lived in California now, and he had no idea what had become of his brother. The last thing he knew, Jason was attending college in Boston. So for Harrison, family, friends, lifelong servants, whatever, weren't ever a consideration. His own short-lived relationships were perfunctory, shallow and without emotion. Even in the throes of sexual intercourse, he felt he was still doing research, and eventually, if not immediately, so did the woman with whom he was making love.

“The end result is worth the sacrifice. At least, in my humble opinion,” he replied.

“What did I tell you about humility?” she countered, feigning indignation. He laughed again.

She was pensive. The grandfather clock bonged, its chimes muffled behind the closed door. Nervously, he traced the crease in his pants again and waited like a fisherman, musing about other things, waiting for the float to bob so he could pull in the next fish.
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