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    Prologue


   


   

    Perhaps an impatient rustle of tree leaves in the quiet August night had awakened her. In the middle of the night, she imagined the flapping of her sister’s red ribbon, tied high in the tree; it had pulled Heather from what had been—sensed more than remembered—a pleasant dream. Ten-year-old Heather Moore sat up in her bed and rubbed sleep crust from her eyes. She shared the bedroom with her twin sister, Hallie, but her own bed was closer to the window, thanks to the rock-paper-scissors contest that had finally settled the argument.


    Across the room, curled on her left side in a tangle of bedsheets, Hallie slept, oblivious to whatever midnight mystery had awakened her older sister—older by just fifteen minutes, as Hallie often protested. A momentary thrill coursed through Heather. If Hallie was asleep, maybe Heather could finally…


    She looked out the window. An overcast and muggy night, unrelieved by a sluggish breeze. Yet the full moon, hidden behind the smudge of clouds, cast an eerie glow across the long backyard. Heather’s gaze drifted past the swing set, to the tall oak tree at the edge of the yard, home of their tree castle—tree forts were for boys—then to its upper branches, where the swaying boughs revealed sporadic glimpses of a fluttering red ribbon.


    Hallie’s ribbon.


    Another glance at Hallie’s sleeping form. A voice inside Heather urged, Do it now! Before she wakes up! Heather glanced through the screened window again, and worried her lower lip before returning her gaze to Hallie. I’m always too nervous when she watches me. But sleeping, she’ll be…unaware. Then tomorrow it will be my ribbon flying high!


    She climbed out of bed, padded across the room in her fuzzy slippers, and opened her top dresser drawer, finding her periwinkle blue ribbon next to her socks. Clutching the ribbon in her fist, she looked at Hallie, asleep and unknowing, and made her decision.


     


    It was their version of king of the mountain. They called it princess of the castle. But their tree-climbing and ribbon-tying competition had progressed to heights that made her stomach flip-flop. She always chickened out when Hallie was watching and listening, listening to Heather’s fears. But she was alone now and determined to take down Hallie’s red ribbon and tie her own to a higher branch.


    As Heather scaled the crude nailed-board ladder to the gray-painted plywood tree castle and clambered over its crenellated roof, her ash blond hair, white T-shirt, and sneakers seemed to glow in the moonlight. After she swung up to the branch that swayed just over the castle, she realized jean shorts had been a mistake. If she wasn’t careful she’d rub her legs raw on the rough tree bark. Too late to go back, she thought. Steeling her resolve, she resigned herself to the difficult climb ahead. Gritting her teeth, she shimmied up the next branch, and the one after that. Hallie’s sleeping, she thought. It’s my only chance to beat her.


    Heather caught a dizzying glimpse of the ground far below, through the canopy of leaves on the majestic oak tree, and her heart seemed to skip a beat. The early stages of the climb had been deceptively simple. Before he’d run off to “find himself” their father had built the board ladder to the castle, but he’d never intended or expected his young daughters to climb any higher. Hallie had started this game of dare and double-dare and, until tonight, she’d always won.


    According to Hallie, the trick was not to look down. Easier said than done. The hot summer breezes made the branches click and clatter against each other. All too easy to imagine some clawed jungle animal climbing up after her, stalking her. She had to look down, if only to prove her fears were baseless.


    From her current vantage point, the tree castle was no longer beneath her. Only the ground, twenty-five feet straight down, with nothing to break her fall. Stop looking down, you goof!


    Some branches were so far apart she had to stretch to reach them and pull herself up and over. Hallie had made the climb, and they were the same height. No reason Heather couldn’t copy her feat. Even so, she’d snagged a hole in the sleeve of her T-shirt and scraped her knee.


    Another ten minutes passed before she reached the last branch beneath the red ribbon. Hallie had tied the ribbon as far out on the limb as possible. But Heather couldn’t remember if Hallie had crept out on that branch or if she’d sidled out on the one beneath it. Heather decided on the safer course, edging out along the lower branch, inch by inch, holding on to the one above for balance until she reached her goal. With a shaking hand, she unfastened the knot in the red ribbon, tugging it free at last. She’d never climbed this high before!


    Tucking Hallie’s red ribbon in her left pocket, she then reached into the right, and pulled out her periwinkle blue one. After looping the ribbon around the branch, she paused. I want to win, not tie. If she wanted to be princess of the castle, she’d have to climb higher. She looked up with a sigh.


    Her legs trembled with fatigue, and her hands had become slippery with sweat. But she was determined. She edged back toward the trunk of the oak and climbed to the next branch. She’d tie her ribbon to the one above that, higher than Hallie had ever gone. Heather edged out on the branch that had sported Hallie’s red ribbon all summer long and reached for the next highest limb. Unfortunately, it wasn’t directly above her, so she had to reach forward. As she flipped her blue ribbon over that branch she felt the one beneath her sway with a warm breeze, springy against her weight. Again, she reached for the higher branch, but she needed both hands free to tie the knot. Just a little farther and she could double-knot it.


    

     CRACK!

    


    The branch under her gave way. With a startled scream, Heather lunged forward, reaching for the branch above, but it slipped from her grasp. The ribbon ripped free in her white-knuckled hands as she pitched forward, arms wind-milling, falling with the sky above and then below as she slammed into a branch and spun end over end, a glimpse of the tree castle flashing by her as she plummeted toward the ground, right arm outstretched—


     


    —Hallie Moore sat up in bed, screaming. She cradled her right wrist in her left hand, pressing it to her chest as it blossomed in agony. At first the pain was everything, but soon she sensed something else, something more terrifying.


    Crying, she staggered into the hallway, right arm against her body. Her mother, in a flowing white nightgown, met her halfway, kneeling before her. “Honey, what’s wrong? Was it a nightmare? Did you fall out of bed?”


    Hallie shook her head. “Heather. She’s gone, Mom.”


    “What—what do you mean ‘gone’? She’s not in her bed?”


    “No,” Hallie said. An image flashed in her mind. “She fell from the tree. She’s hurt bad, Mom, but I can’t feel her anymore.”


    Belinda Moore took her daughter’s shoulders in her hands, her own face pale with terror. “Feel her? Hallie—what?”


    “Inside my head,” Hallie said, trying to explain. “She’s not there anymore.”


     


    

     Night replaced by a deeper darkness.

    


    

     As she’s jarred loose from the sudden, crushing pain, a strange awareness blooms within Heather’s mind, and spirals away, desperate and lost. In the place where she expects to find Hallie’s comforting presence, there is only emptiness, a growing void. Her questing awareness flares outward, seeking…seeking…

    


    

     Strong sensation of falling. Not falling down to the ground, but falling outward, far from her prone body, propelled on her silent scream, now truly silent, distraught.

    


    

     Alone…

    


    

     Then she hears another voice, a woman’s voice, bellowing in fear.

    


    Her mother? She wills herself toward the source of the mental anguish.


    

     Almost an echo of her own pain. But not quite. The woman’s fear is different, consumed with rage. Not her mother. Heather feels the heat of the woman’s anger, and it frightens her. She tries to retreat, but the pull of a different gravity captures her.

    


    

     Her memory—falling past tree branches—flickers away. Forgotten. Instead, her darkness erupts in flames, surrounding her in a small, smoke-filled room. As she falls away from a shattered window, she realizes she is in the mind of the burning woman, who is dying—knowing she has been betrayed by her own—

    


    

     Another memory. A twelve-year-old boy—a red and yellow gasoline can at his feet—glaring at her with cold, merciless eyes. His lips form a whisper for her ears alone.

    


    

     With the woman’s agonizing death, Heather’s awareness breaks free and spirals back into comforting darkness, the sacred silence. She wonders about those final words, the whispered death sentence. Wonders why…?

    


    

     Until she can’t remember why she wonders…

    


    

     She drifts; she settles; she fades; she returns. She comes and goes and comes again, her awareness cycling like the tide. She never lets go. She fights the pull of forever. But what is forever? Time has no meaning here….


    

     Stillness in the dark. Silence. No…she hears her own heartbeat. Slow pull of her breath through her body. She is alive. Not awake; not asleep. She drifts. And wonders…

    


    

     Textures in the darkness. A nightscape. Where does she begin? Where does she end? She tries to move…she tries to open her eyes…she doesn’t know how to begin….

    


    

     She fell. A woman burned. A dream. Fire and pain. Pain equals fire. Burning. A big word…hallucination. Unreal. Imagined. She imagined the burning woman and the whispering boy…Who are they? Doesn’t matter. Tricks of the mind.


    

     Voices dart around her, comforting sounds, but the only word she recognizes is her own name. Whispers in the darkness. Calling her. She wants to answer. She doesn’t know how to begin….

    


    

     She drifts…she fades…she returns….

    


    

     Then she knows. And she whispers….

    


     


    “See ya later, alligator…”


    Hallie jumped out of the uncomfortable hospital chair and rushed to Heather’s bedside, gripping the cold bed rails in her hands. “Heather? Oh, my God! You talked! You’re awake. I heard you! Please, Heather…?”


    “Hallie…?” Heather’s green eyes fluttered open, then she squinted into the bright hospital room light. Her right arm was in a cast; her head was swathed in bandages; plastic tubing ran from her left wrist up to bags of clear fluid. “Was I…on fire?”


    “No, silly,” Hallie said, shaking her head and laughing, tears of joy streaming down her cheeks. She gripped Heather’s left hand. “You fell out of our tree.”


    “I fell,” Heather said. Her voice was raspy, her throat dry. “Last night…”


    “A week ago,” Hallie said. “The doctor said you were in a coma. He said you might never—I was so afraid…. But you’re back now.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Why were you playing princess of the castle in the middle of the night?”


    Heather shook her head. “Don’t know…I dreamed I was on fire.”


    “I don’t remember any dream like that,” Hallie said, uncertain why that was important to her. “Are you sure?”


    “Don’t know,” Heather said, looking around the hospital room, distracted. “Where’s Mom?”


    “Went to the cafeteria for soda and snacks,” Hallie said. “Oh, my God! She’ll be so happy. I can’t believe it! I knew you would wake up. Oh, I should tell the nurses—”


    “Wait!” Heather said, reaching up with a trembling arm. Her fingers stroked Hallie’s damp cheeks, as if she needed this reassurance that her sister was real. “I missed you.” She swallowed hard. “Felt like I…lost you.”


    “I know.”


    “I don’t want to ever go back to that place.”


    “What was it like?”


    “Dark, and lonely,” Heather said. “Empty.”


    Hallie shuddered. The words conjured a frightening image of utter isolation, but Hallie sensed no more than that from her sister’s mind. Sympathy, but not quite empathy. She stared at Heather, overwhelmed with the joy of having her back. Yet she was aware of…space between them now. Heather had returned, but a part of her—of them—seemed forever gone. “Don’t ever leave me again,” Hallie whispered urgently.


    “Never,” Heather said with a smile, making a promise she couldn’t keep.


   


  





   

    Part One


    

     Phantom

    


   


   

    

    

    

    

    

   


  





     

      Chapter One


     


     

      Hallie Moore looked into the camera lens, a wireless microphone in one hand and a generous strawberry ice cream cone in the other. A crowd was gathering behind her, drawn by the inevitable magnetism of fleeting fame promised by the Channel 7 News Van. And if the truck wasn’t conspicuous enough, with its “NBN-7 NEWS” logo—complete with the stylized lightning bolt seven—painted on the front, sides and rear, the microwave dish was raised at the end of the mast, extended to its full height, around forty-two feet, in preparation for their live shot.


      Hallie smiled when she realized the only way to draw more attention to their location shoot would be to fly a “NBN-7 NEWS” flag beneath the dish like the skull and crossbones of the Jolly Roger. Maybe she’d suggest that at the next story meeting. Not that she begrudged the attention. Her Hallie’s Comet segments always worked better with an enthusiastic crowd behind her, even if someone eventually gave in to the overriding compulsion to shout, “Yo, Hallie!” Simple, but direct and to the point, in Rocky country. Expected variations would be “Hallie, whassup?” or “Rock on!” or the old standby maternal acknowledgment, “Hi, Mom!”


      Her regular cameraman was lanky Danny “Trips” Horton, his nickname arising from his somewhat unfortunate and ungainly relationship with his camera’s tripod or any other potential tripping hazard. Most of the station’s reporters, those who fell into news director Eugene Marshall’s “hard news corps” (his “troops”), had rotating camera operators, but Hallie usually made her “Comet” rounds with Trips Horton. Maybe Marshall was punishing one of the “softies”—his derisive name for the feature reporters left over from the previous regime—with the “clumsy” cameraman, but Hallie enjoyed Horton’s company on the road and, despite his proclivity for unintended pratfalls, he had a homing pigeon’s unerring sense of direction, possessed good story sense, and was a wizard at Avid, the digital video editing console. With Trips at the wheel and the console, I never have to worry about missing slot, she thought.


      What worried her at that moment was the unusual June heat. Her strawberry ice cream cone was beginning to resemble a Dali clock.


      “Oh, Miss Hallie! Is no good!” wailed Rocco DiFranco, owner of Rocco’s Ice Cream Collisions. “You gotta droopy cone!”


      “Least of her problems,” Trips Horton said, his mischievous smile a brief flash of white framed by his dark goatee.


      “Don’t expect an autograph on your next cast, Trips,” Hallie said. Horton was three days out of his second ankle cast in two years. Each time he’d broken his ankle, he’d had the entire on-air staff sign his cast. “You think I don’t know what you get for those on eBay.”


      “Hey,” he said defensively. “They’re legitimate collector’s items.”


      “Like Jim’s sweaty tube socks?” James Whittaker was the station’s six o’clock coanchor.


      “I had nothing to do with that,” Trips said.


      “Please…Miss Hallie?” Rocco wrung his hands together within his rainbow-stained apron. “Nobody wants droopy cone.”


      “Of course not,” Hallie said pleasantly. “We’ve got a minute before air. Have Melissa bring me another one.”


      “Melissa,” Rocco called to one of his teenaged, stripe-smocked employees. “Bring Miss Hallie another strawberry supreme.” The redheaded girl nodded and raced back to the ice cream parlor.


      Rocco seemed nervous and ecstatic at the same time. “Is really true? Rocco’s gets one of Miss Hallie’s Comets? Best ice cream parlor in the whole country.”


      “It’s true,” Hallie said with an easy smile. “Unfortunately, my Comets only have jurisdiction in the Philadelphia viewing area.”


      “This is still big. Is big, no?”


      “It’s big, yes,” Hallie said, finding his excitement contagious.


      “Just don’t underestimate the value of your garbage, Hallie,” Trips added, still dreaming of online auction riches. “You could be throwing away a fortune.”


      “I thought we left the Dumpster diving to Special Reports.”


      

       “Thirty seconds to air, Hallie.” Voice of Reggie Bell, Noon News producer, coming through the IFB earpiece in her right ear. “All set?”


      “Thirty,” Hallie said. “I’m good.” Empty-handed, she thought, but good.


      Trips nodded. They’d transmitted the video piece—customer and employee comments along with footage of the ice cream shop’s interior—to the station already. Hallie would bookend the package with a live intro and closing for the noon telecast. A somewhat edited version of the package would re-air during the five o’clock and eleven o’clock broadcasts.


      On the crumpled three-by-five index card in her mike hand, Hallie had scrawled the names of several store employees and a few customers. While she prided herself on her extemporaneous presentation, she never left names to chance. Better to refer to the card than draw a blank while staring live into the unforgiving camera lens before thousands and thousands of viewers. At least reporters no longer had to worry about the embarrassment of forgetting a roll cue. These days a protracted pause was the cue to roll tape.


      “Hair?” she asked.


      “Tangled mess,” Trips said with a wink.


      “Teeth?” she asked, flashing him a broad smile.


      “Spinach a problem?”


      “Of course not,” Hallie said.


      “Then you’re good.”


      

       “Ten seconds. Go to air.”

      


      Hallie reached behind her to the radio clipped to her waistband, turned the knob to switch her feed to air. She’d hear her introduction in the earpiece. If the broadcast stayed true to its stacking, Lynne Vickers would intro Hallie’s segment after the commercial break, with Tim Boyd having teased it before the break.


      Melissa hurried to Hallie’s side, wearing a nervous smile as she handed her a fresh strawberry cone. Hallie thanked her, then turned back to the camera.


      Lynne’s perky voice came over her earpiece. “…of this heat wave, Tim, everyone wants to know where to find the best ice cream cone in the Delaware Valley. Reporting live, our own Hallie Moore has the answer in today’s Comet sighting. Hallie?”


      “Thanks, Lynne,” Hallie said, flashing her broad, natural smile, and showing an ease with the camera the viewers recognized and responded to. With an appreciative glance at the fresh strawberry cone, Hallie continued, “Have to admit, I’ve had tougher assignments. But who knew there were so many ice cream flavors, or so many ice cream shops in the Delaware Valley? Even so, after dozens of cones and an assortment of toppings, I think I’ve finally found ice cream nirvana….” Hallie took a delicate lick of the strawberry ice cream to avoid smearing a comical blob on her nose, and smiled again. “And you’ll find it too. Just step inside Rocco’s Ice Cream Collisions in Woodbury, New Jersey.” An unrehearsed but raucous cheer rose from the crowd gathered round her at the mention of the town name. Hallie paused, her cue for the station to roll the tape Trips transmitted earlier.


      She pressed the IFB earpiece with the index finger of her mike hand to hear the tape on air. The mini ice cream shop tour and customer comments ran for about ninety seconds. Hallie listened mostly so she would know when she’d be live again. She grabbed the large “Hallie’s Comet” cardboard logo from the front seat of the news van and tucked it under her left arm. Somebody was talking behind her.


      “Go on. Ask her,” Rocco said, shooing Melissa toward Hallie with both hands.


      “Ready for the collision?” Melissa asked.


      “You bet,” Hallie said, smiling to put the girl at ease.


      Melissa gave a curt nod and ran off to the shop again.


      Hallie turned to the swelling crowd behind her and said, “Hey, you guys think you can give a big cheer when I present the comet to Rocco?” They’d seen the spots, knew the routine. They gave her a collective, enthusiastic yell. “That the best you can do?” she asked with a mischievous grin. Much louder, with several fists pumping in the air. “Super. You guys are great.”


      Trips smiled, shaking his head.


      Rocco was beaming as Hallie turned back to the camera, just seconds before the tape ended and she was live all over the greater Delaware Valley. “You’re probably asking yourself, ‘What’s an ice cream collision?’ Who better to ask than the owner, Rocco DiFranco.” She nodded toward Rocco, who stepped forward nervously into a two-shot, but was still grinning proudly.


      “Is simple,” Rocco said. “An ice cream collision is for when you can’t decide between one flavor and another flavor.”


      “Understandable, since you offer fifty flavors.”


      “Plus, don’t forget, the special flavor of the day,” Rocco said. “Peach Mango Mondays, Tin Roof Tuesdays, White Chocolate Chip Wednesdays—”


      “Right,” Hallie said, gently interrupting. “But getting back to collisions…?”


      “Right, right! Collisions. Don’t mind Rocco. I get lost in a phone booth. Collisions are for when you got a big appetite, and you can’t decide between flavors.”


      “So, if I can’t decide between banana and butter almond…?”


      “Right, we make you a collision. Melissa! Bring Miss Hallie’s collision!”


      Melissa had returned to Hallie’s side, just off-camera, with the prearranged sample collision. One cone filled with banana ice cream, with a second cone of butter almond upended on top of the first. The point of the cone stuck out at a jaunty angle, like a party hat. Melissa extended her arm, balancing the cones as she offered them to Hallie.


      “Thanks, Melissa,” Hallie said. “Looks delicious, but hold on to that for a second while I present this Hallie’s Comet Award to Rocco. We were looking for the best ice cream shop in the Delaware Valley and we have a Comet sighting at Rocco’s Ice Cream Collisions in Woodbury, New Jersey.” Hallie handed the cardboard comet logo, with a stylized tail, to a beaming Rocco DiFranco and, per their prearranged instructions, the crowd erupted in cheers and applause.


      “Thank you, Miss Hallie,” Rocco said, gazing down at the cardboard logo. Later she’d give him the personalized decal version to place on his store window, with the award-specific information lettered on the ball of the comet, and the date on the flaring tail. After a moment, he held it over his head, eliciting another roar of approval from the crowd.


      Turning back to the camera, and the watching audience, Hallie said, “There you have it, folks. Another Hallie’s Comet sighting. In Woodbury, this is Hallie Moore.”


      Lynne’s voice over the IFB: “Thanks, Hallie. Enjoy your collision.”


      “Count on it,” Hallie said, taking the double cones from Melissa.


      Lynne addressed the television audience. “Find out more about Rocco’s and the four other Comet finalists for best ice cream shop on our NBN-7 website. Just click on the Hallie’s Comet logo with the link that says ‘Comet Tales,’ then—”


      Hallie switched her radio back from air. A moment later Noon News producer Reggie Bell said, “You’re clear, Hallie.”


      Hallie turned to the crowd. “Thanks, everyone! You were great.”


      With a sigh of reluctance, she handed the banana and butter almond collision back to Melissa. Rocco took Hallie’s free hand in both of his and squeeze-pumped. “Thank you so much.”


      “You’re very welcome, Rocco.”


      Trips leaned toward her, his bulky video camera tucked under one arm, and said, “What say we break down and grab lunch. Found a great Tex-Mex place.”


      “Sorry, Trips. Lunchtime errand today.”


      “Suit yourself, but you’ll miss out on a Grande Margarita.”


      “Some other time,” she said, distracted.


      With the opportunity for television fame over, most of the crowd had dispersed. Several people edged closer, hoping to get Hallie’s autograph or take her picture if they happened to have a camera on them. Clutching a ballpoint pen but lacking paper, one teenaged guy had Hallie sign the back of his hand. With the autograph seekers satisfied, Hallie swapped the oversized cardboard Hallie’s Comet logo for the window decal version. After Trips stowed his video camera and lowered the microwave dish mast, he stood beside her, hands in his rear pockets, and said, “Drop you off at the station?” Hallie’s red Toyota Camry was in the station’s parking lot. “Or, if you want, I can chauffeur you.”


      “No thanks, Trips,” she said, her easy smile fading away. “This is something I need to do on my own.”


      

       [image: space1]

      


      Tom Galloway unbuckled the booster seat in the back of the Ford Explorer and helped his son Shane down from the midnight blue SUV. As soon as his feet hit the asphalt parking lot, Shane started toward the kindergarten entrance. “Hold on, Partner! Aren’t you forgetting something?” Tom said. He reached across the seat for Shane’s backpack, decorated with images of Lugia, Charizard, Pikachu, and a half dozen other Pokémon characters whose names Tom had yet to memorize. The backpack was light enough for a six-year-old: Shane’s lunch and juice box, an activity folder, and probably a select group of Pokémon action figures.


      “Oh, yeah,” Shane said, embarrassed.


      Tom held the backpack as Shane slipped his arms through the straps.


      “Don’t forget,” Tom said. “Mrs. Selby will get you after school. You can play at her house until I pick you up. Okay?”


      “Okay.”


      “Best behavior, right?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Good,” Tom said. He swallowed hard. “So what kind of day you gonna have?”


      “A super day!” Shane shouted.


      “That’s what I like to hear,” Tom said, ruffling the boy’s light brown hair as they walked toward the building’s entrance, where other parents and their children had begun to assemble. A couple of school buses had pulled to the curb, doors squeaking open. Kids were talking and boasting, laughing, an errant bump here, a frustrated shove there, which invoked a parental scolding, and endless chatter about cartoons, superheroes, video games, and other social concerns of the very young.


      Tom looked down at his son and frowned. Shane seemed more subdued than usual, his recent enthusiasm a bit forced, as if for Tom’s benefit. Tom hadn’t made a big deal about the significance of the day, even though it weighed on his mind. Maybe Shane sensed Tom’s melancholy and was simply mirroring it. Bad days plagued both of them. Less frequently than a year ago, but they happened, sometimes with no apparent cause. The truth of it was always there beneath the surface. They lived in the same house and there were always reminders of what they had lost.


       


      Tom had no conscious recollection of the drive to ShowStopper Productions; the etched silver sign appeared much sooner than he would have thought possible, the demarcation of a foreign land. These are the days you live outside yourself, Tom thought. A stranger in your own life, removed from the stream of human events. A living ghost, adrift and confused.


      He entered the sprawling, single-story office building with the attached warehouse, waved and nodded where appropriate, wondering if anyone was surprised to see him today. What the hell am I doing here? he asked himself more than once.


      Autopilot steered him toward his office, let him field questions from the shop foreman and the manager of the graphic arts department. When actual thought was required, he promised to check back soon with a decision.


      Aside from the jumble of memos, e-mail, and blueprints scattered across his desk, his office was impersonal, even generic, save for one framed photograph of Shane and him taken by a stranger at the dinosaur garden outside Camden’s Adventure Aquarium. Tom was leaning against the hadrosaur while Shane was climbing out of a broken egg, a newly hatched dino-boy.


      Tom logged into his computer, but found himself staring at the Excel production worksheets. Most of his exhibits were on schedule, a few needed his attention, but Tom had trouble focusing. The numbers were an incomprehensible jumble before his eyes, a Rosetta stone yet to be deciphered.


      His hand had drifted to the drawer of his mahogany credenza, and his fingers slipped through the handle. Slowly, he opened the drawer. His free hand trembled as he reached for the other framed photograph that had adorned his desk for years, but now lay facedown in the drawer. Taking a deep breath, he turned the photograph over. His first reaction was a smile. But tears soon began to fill his eyes.


      She was more beautiful than he remembered. Her ash blond hair was stylish but short and “practical,” as she’d described it. She was wearing a white cotton blouse, and her wide green eyes and pink lips were mere spots of color amid the blooming garden around her. She stared back at him, as if about to say his name, but she was lost in time, forever beyond his reach.


      “I miss you, Heather,” he said, his voice a harsh echo of a whisper.


      

       We all miss you. It’s not—not…Shane should have a mother.

      


      Grief flared into a familiar rage. The bastard who killed you should be burning in hell.


      But they’d never caught the guy. Never came close.


      Tom sighed, his body trembling as if to shake off the anger. Staring at Heather’s face, he imagined another face beside hers, an identical face, and wondered how Hallie was surviving today, the one-year anniversary of her twin sister’s murder.


      

       [image: space1]

      


      As Hallie drove north on the Blue Route, she fell into a self-induced trance. Almost missed the exit. Wondering if, subconsciously, she was trying to avoid her lunchtime appointment with the past. She waited to turn left at the traffic light, forgetting to signal her intention. The light blinked to green and she made the turn, steered into the right lane, turning her gaze to the shoulder and the guardrail beyond, looking for the exact spot. Moments later, she saw it. A white cross, just beyond the guardrail, adorned with a garland of fresh flowers. Not as many as there had been a year ago. Many had forgotten about her. Others would never forget. A few had experienced a piece of themselves die that same day. But how could it be any worse than for Hallie?


      Several feet from the wooden cross, Hallie swung her red Camry onto the shoulder of the highway, shifted into park, then climbed out of the car on numb legs, clutching a fresh bouquet of flowers to her chest.


      

       Why not visit the cemetery instead? she wondered. That would certainly be more traditional. And yet, somehow, she felt connected to this horrible place now, charged with a preternatural energy Hallie sensed but could never explain. An energy that connected Hallie not with the tragedy, but with the…essence of her twin sister. Some quacks and charlatans claimed to speak to the dead. A cemetery, a graveyard plot, seemed the natural place to commune with lost loved ones, while standing within ten feet of their earthly remains…. Made sense, almost.


      Hallie had visited Heather’s grave site a couple times but had felt no connection beyond acknowledging her sister’s name and vital dates carved on a smooth marble tombstone. Heather’s physical remains were there, but her energy—whether you called it a spirit, a soul, or an aura—was long gone from that mourning place, if it had ever been there.


      At the roadside memorial marking the location of Heather’s violent murder, Hallie sensed that energy, a sense of connectedness with her twin. She wished it were otherwise. It troubled her to think that something of Heather was forced to remain here. Deep down, Hallie recognized that this energy should move on, if that was even possible, so that Heather’s spirit could be at peace. Maybe it was Hallie who trapped Heather’s spirit here, by not letting go, by wanting and needing her to stay.


      Hallie felt so lost without Heather in her world. But how much worse her desolation if she surrendered this last fragile link to her twin. Hallie just couldn’t let go. Not yet…


      Softly, “I miss you so much, Heather…”


      As Hallie crouched to place her bouquet of flowers—pink lilies and carnations, peach daisies and lemon leaves—under the guardrail just in front of the white-painted cross, she noticed that the cross was tilted a bit to the right. Instinctively, she reached out to straighten it, as she would have adjusted a crooked painting on a wall. “This isn’t right,” Hallie said, speaking aloud, hoping that, maybe, Heather could hear her…or maybe just hoping to comfort herself. “I have to fix this.” Her fingertips brushed against the polished wood—and she gasped in shock.


      A flash of white light enveloped her hands. A painful jolt of energy—


      —wrenched her arms in their sockets, contorting—


      —her spine and whipping—


      —her head back and slamming—


      —her jaw shut!


      Slowly, on trembling legs, she stood erect…staring straight ahead without seeing the wild meadow in front of her. Instead, she relived another’s memory, her mind no longer hers alone.


       


      

       …flashing blue light washes across her skin, gleams across the hunting knife…

      


      

       …scrape of boot heels on asphalt…

      


      

       …he’s not what she assumed—a horrible mistake—run!

      


      

       …she’s sprinting through high grass, her breathing ragged, her scream coming out as a wailing moan—burning line down her back—the knife! He’s sliced her back open—

      


      

       She stumbles on the uneven ground, the pain like a consuming fire—the smothering weight of him dropping over her—kicking-punching-screaming—she scrambles out from under him, but he snags her ankle in his gloved hand. Pain-fire flares down the back of her thigh—another slash of the knife!

      


      

       His forearm slams against the back of her neck and she falls flat, gasping into a mouthful of grass and dirt—his body presses against hers—hand grabs at her short hair, tugs, pulls, yanks her head back. Cold knife, warmed with her own blood, against her throat.

      


      

       “Make a sound and you die!”

      


      (But she’s already dead, Hallie knows…


      …it just hasn’t happened yet.)


      

       “Understand—bitch?”

      


      

       She tries to nod—but the sharp edge of the knife bites into the tender skin of her throat—and she freezes.

      


      

       The knife leaves her throat. He pins her to the ground with his knees, his other hand snarled in her hair. A moment later, the flat of the blade is against her back, slipping under the waistband of her drawstring yoga pants before tearing them away. The turquoise camisole she wore for her yoga class yields next, then the knife tip gouges into her hip as he hurriedly rips away her panties….

      


      

       She is trapped in a blue-strobed darkness, each brutalized second—white-hot pain—lasting an eternity. Then, mercifully, her world begins to spin away. Her throat burns, first from her own harsh breathing and racking sobs, then again with the edge of the blade. He whispers in her ear, “See ya later, alligator!” and pulls left to right in a deep, deep cut….

      


      (No—NO! Hallie recoils inside herself, pulling away. She must not…)


      

       Drowning in darkness then, darkness gorged with a cold, shivering loneliness of the soul as awareness fades, she desperately clings to images that remain bright long after everything else slides into the abyss, images of Hallie, and Tom, and Shane….

      


     


    





     

      Chapter Two


     


     

      Hallie was hugging herself.


      Tears streamed down her face.


      She stood in the middle of the wild meadow, grass as high as her knees, twenty feet beyond the white cross planted in memory of her twin sister—


      

       —Heather!

      


      Hallie shivered. “Oh, God, Heather…” She dropped to her knees, then to all fours, gagging at the memories. “So real…I…” She was convinced she’d just experienced Heather’s memories of that evening, the last few moments of Heather’s life. Hallie had always thought it must have been horrible. On occasion she had almost allowed herself to imagine something too terrible to imagine. Now she had memories of an event she had never experienced. “God, Heather, I’m so sorry…so sorry this happened to…”


      For a long time Hallie cried, biting her lower lip to stop the tide of tears and regain her composure. She had to ask, but for a while she couldn’t form the words. “Heather— Heather, is this—is this all that’s left?” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “If this is all that’s left, I have no right to hold on to…on to…” Her fingers, clutching at the grass and dirt under her, felt something cool and metallic.


      She pushed the wild grass aside, glimpsed the gold strand in the dirt and lifted it with her other hand. A necklace, with a heart-shaped locket. Her hands trembling, Hallie fumbled at the tiny latch on the embossed gold heart, somehow knowing the truth of it.


      “They never found—the police never found…”


      The clasp released under her fingernail. Holding her breath, Hallie opened the gleaming heart and cried out when she saw the picture inside, her hand flying to her mouth, her trembling lips. “Oh, Heather…”


      A crimped photograph of a smiling Tom and Shane stared back at her.


      Stunned, she whispered, “How—how is this possible?”


      Hallie had been feature-reporting in Providence, Rhode Island, when Heather was murdered, but she’d taken an immediate leave of absence to come to Pennsylvania during the investigation. In the ensuing hours and days, the Crime Scene Unit had searched the entire lot, but Heather’s locket was never found. The police assumed the killer had taken it as a grisly souvenir, a murderer’s trophy. Hallie could think of no logical explanation for why she’d found the locket. If it had been anywhere in the overgrown lot the night of the murder, the police technicians would have found it that next morning. Then, she shivered at another possibility. Suppose the killer brought it back…? But when—and why?


      Shaking her head, she backed away from the spot where she’d fallen to hands and knees. Killers return to the scene of a crime, she thought, but would they return their sick souvenirs?


      Hallie slipped the locket into the hip pocket of her red linen jacket and returned to the relative safety of her car. Succumbing to a strange feeling of vulnerability, she hit the button to engage the power locks, then placed her hands over the steering wheel, unsurprised to discover they were shaking. No, it doesn’t make sense, she thought, but the killer must have returned the locket to his private killing field. Or, maybe it does make sense…maybe he gets some kind of sick thrill out of visiting the roadside memorial. Maybe he brought the locket with him and accidentally dropped it. Possible, she supposed. If he lost it earlier today, on the anniversary of his kill, maybe he doesn’t realize it’s missing yet!


      She removed the necklace from her pocket and examined both sides. If the killer handled it recently, his fingerprints would have been on it, but she’d picked it up and smudged away that potential evidence.


      Allowing for the possibility of the killer’s dropping the locket, Hallie couldn’t explain her vision of Heather’s murder, or how that temporary fugue state had led her to the locket. More than coincidence, she thought.


      Hallie sighed deeply. In casual conversation, she was quick to dismiss the paranormal or supernatural as vestigial remnants of early man’s fear of the unknown. UFO sightings and tales of alien abduction and experimentation seemed to combine fear of the unknown with fear of technology, a collective if somewhat limited technological inferiority complex. Real-world marvels of modern science, dutifully encapsulated in Time and Newsweek magazines, paled in comparison to Hollywood’s imagined futures courtesy of cutting-edge computer-generated special effects. And for every wonder drug stamped with an FDA seal of approval for the treatment of acid reflux or erectile dysfunction, scores of persistent, pernicious diseases defied conventional treatments. The more we learned, the less we seemed to know. Old and new-age superstitions. Two sides of the same coin. At least that was the premise of Hallie’s stated social opinion on the so-called unknown. What she really believed, unexpressed even to herself for such a long time, was another matter.


      Hallie stared at the highway, shuddering in the wake of speeding cars, rocking her Camry like a ship at sea. She could pretend to be the rational television news reporter, a modern woman of the twenty-first century…but inside, where intuition and hunches lived, Hallie sensed and acknowledged those larger forces at work, from Heather’s unseen presence at the site of her murder one year removed, to the power or force or compulsion that led Hallie to the only place where her fingers could stumble upon the necklace.


      Sometimes, in the interests of our own sanity, we lie to ourselves to maintain our delusions. Hallie shook her head. “It’s not possible,” she whispered, as if willing herself to believe it. “A freak coincidence. That’s all it was.”


      Starting her car, she checked her rearview mirror, waited for an opening in traffic, then slipped back into the flow. One of hundreds, perhaps thousands, since dawn…
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      He couldn’t find the damn thing. Checked and rechecked his pockets. Searched the floor of the car—Fucking spotless, by the way—and under the seats. It was gone. Nowhere. After a year—to the day! Helluva way to spend lunch break, he thought, searching the floor mats.


      

       To the fucking day…Maybe that’s why the itch had come back. Something left undone. Something had made him take it back to the site. He’d thought it would help him relive the moment, make it fresh again. That’s what he’d told himself.


      

       Fucking gone !


      He pounded the steering wheel with the heel of his palm. Hoped the boy wasn’t looking out the shop window, wondering what the fuck was wrong with the boss, sitting in the parking lot pounding on his car.


      The anemic air-conditioning wheezed in his flustered face, mocking him.


      

       Go back.

      


      “Fuck that,” he whispered. How many times could he return to that spot and poke the fuck around without a cop stopping to ask questions or making a note of his license plate? Swore he’d never go back. A grade-A, bad fucking idea. The itch had other plans.


      No, he would not go back. He’d lost it. A sign the itch was right. He wasn’t finished yet.


      They’d never caught him. Never suspected him. But he’d been unsatisfied with the whole night. Had to put a fucking knife in the bitch, he thought with self-contempt. Even though she’d deserved it, when it came time to make a fucking statement, all he could get up her was the damn knife. But it was over. She was gone. Nothing he could do.


      That’s what he had believed. For a long time, that had been enough. But a thing wasn’t done until it was done right. Didn’t matter that she was dead. She would come back. Try to fool him. Pretend she was somebody else. But he’d know her. She’d give herself away again. And he’d have another chance. To kill the bitch for the last time.
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      Hallie grabbed a salad from a Super Fresh market on the way back to the NBN-7 building on City Line Avenue, intending to eat at her desk while discussing future Comet segment ideas with her producer, Carla Serrano. After an ice cream breakfast, she had no regrets about a rabbit food lunch. The camera added ten pounds all on its own; she wasn’t about to make its job any easier.


      With her black Chanel purse slung over one shoulder, the plastic salad container and her notebook cradled in her other arm, Hallie leaned forward to press the station’s door buzzer, then looked up at the security camera and waved. Strange as it seemed for someone in her line of work, smiling into the security camera always made her feel a little foolish.


      Gene Marshall had mandated this extra layer of security with the enthusiasm of a seasoned general surveying the high ground. Post September 11, nobody could argue with the man. At least not on security matters. And on little else.


      As she waited for the lock’s release buzz, she noticed that Trips had brought back their news van and parked it in front of one of the garage bays. A thick black cable trailed down from the truck’s generator and plugged into the wall socket, a cybernetic umbilical cord. Trips was nowhere in sight. If he’d decided against hitting the Tex-Mex place alone, he’d probably be polishing off a double cheeseburger, fries, and a chocolate shake in the sports department right now. God, and the guy was rail-thin!


      

       Bzzzzzzzzzzzzz…

      


      Startled, Hallie grabbed the door latch, pressed down, and shoved the door in before the lock could engage again. She imagined Marshall ordering an electric shock for anyone requiring a second buzz of the door, and could almost hear him shouting the command with the uncompromising bark of George C. Scott as Patton, “Fry the damn laggards.”


      Inside was a small gray waiting area with two steel benches mounted to the walls, along with promo posters of some of the station’s anchors, rotated on a weekly basis—the posters, not the anchors. Two security cameras on motorized gimbals aimed at the door she had just come through. Ahead and to her right, behind bulletproof glass, two gray uniformed security guards stared at an array of black and white monitors. Grace Powell sat in a black swivel chair, distressed vinyl, squeaky casters, the whole ready-for-a-yard-sale quality, sipping black coffee from a large white Garfield mug resting on the visitor clipboard within a random pattern of brown rings. The coffee stains were Grace’s passive-aggressive badge of honor. She’d follow all Marshall’s new rules, but she wouldn’t be neat about it.


      Frank Grimm, on the other hand, seemed to crave order, and lots of it. He stood at attention behind Grace, arms crossed with the self-assured bravado of a bouncer at an exclusive nightclub. He gave Hallie a slight nod of acknowledgment, then asked to see her ID card. “Rules,” he said, not even bothering with a decent shrug.


      Hallie had to put her salad container and notebook on the little metal ledge in front of the bulletproof glass before she could fish her photo ID security card out of her purse. She never remembered to put it back in the same slot, so she was always poking around frantically for it, feeling the fool. “Aha!” she said. “Found it.” She held it up to the glass, but that wasn’t enough for Grimm. He leaned forward and motioned for her to slide it through the small opening in the base of the glass.


      Frank took his time examining the card, its look and feel, taking every step oh so seriously. “It’s not a forgery, honest,” Hallie assured him, frowning at Grace, who at least had the courtesy to shrug.


      “Looks legit,” he said, and passed it back to her.


      “Do I need to sign the visitor sheet for my salad?” Hallie said as she picked up her salad container and notebook again.


      “Does it have mushrooms?” Frank said, face as still as stone. “I hate mushrooms.”


      “Mycophobia,” Grace said, taking of sip of her coffee. “Fear of mushrooms.”


      “Not afraid of ’em,” Frank said. “Just can’t stand ’em.”


      Hallie said, “Well, I’m fresh out.”


      Another slight nod and not the hint of a smile. “Then you’re good.”


      “See, I knew there was a sense of humor in there somewhere; just needed to poke around a bit.”


      “Not real fond of poking.”


      “Not what I hear,” Grace said innocently before taking another sip of coffee and sloshing another ring.


      “Grace. Please,” Frank said, shifting awkwardly. “Appreciate you not undermining my authority.” He cleared his throat and said to Hallie, “Proceed, ma’am.”


      “Frank, I can’t be three years older than you,” Hallie said. “Call me Hallie.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      “Losing battle,” Grace said. “See ya, Hallie.” She leaned on the button to buzz Hallie through the inner door.


      “Thanks, Grace.”


      She strode down the long white hallway, lined with more station posters promoting the anchors and reporters but not as proud or spit-shined as back in the days of regular group tours. On the other side of that wall were administrative offices, almost all of them with a television set to watch the station’s news broadcasts. She turned a corner and proceeded across Tape Central, predominated by the large center island packed with thousands of DVC Pro tapes.


      Lynne Vickers was skimming some memos plucked from her mail slot, noticed Hallie’s entrance, and her ready smile gave way to a slight frown. “Oh—Hallie, have you heard?”


      “You hate mushrooms too?”


      “What?”


      “Nothing—I…” Hallie shook her head. “Never mind. What? Tell me.”


      Before Lynne could elaborate, Hallie saw Carla rush from her desk in the newsroom into Tape Central, where she darted past the row of Avid editing booths, each as intimate as an old-fashioned drugstore phone booth, and intercepted Hallie with a firm grip on her upper arm. “Let me,” Carla said to Lynne. “Please.”


      Lynne nodded.


      “What?” Hallie asked, looking back and forth. “Wait—don’t tell me Marshall’s decided to strip-search us before work? I’d have to consider that way over the line.”


      Carla smiled indulgently, familiar as she was with Hallie’s defensive habit of deflecting bad news with a preemptive sense of humor. “It’s not the end of the world,” Carla whispered. “But trust me, you’ll want to know before you step into the newsroom.” Meaning, Hallie thought, before Marshall breaks the news his way.


      They ducked into the story meeting conference room, complete with its long mahogany table, multiple phone lines, digital wall clocks, television monitors, and dueling whiteboards with indecipherable remnants of half-erased scrawl. Dry erase markers, Styrofoam cups, an empty Dunkin’ Donuts box, and a few sheets of crumpled paper littered the table, as if there’d been a mad rush for the exit. Carla closed the door and said, “Sit.”


      “C’mon, Carla,” Hallie said. “I’m a big girl. Don’t keep me in suspense.”


      “Fine,” Carla said, running nervous hands through her dark brown, frizzy mane of hair. She never wore makeup during the day and her already pale face seemed strained. “Marshall pulled you from five and eleven.”


      “What? Why? I’ve always been on at noon, five, and eleven, ever since Cal hired—”


      “Cal doesn’t count anymore, Hallie. He’s in L.A. Remember?”


      “Like I’d forget.”


      “Believe me, I wish it were a bad dream too,” Carla said. “Good news is, you’ll go on at four, repackaged like always. Talk up the ‘Comet Tales’ Net link and polling as usual. You’ll be sitting with Lynne and Tim.”


      “You know what this is, don’t you?” Hallie said, pacing the small room. “He’s lowering my visibility. Gradually phasing me—us out.” Not completely true. They were a team, but Hallie could get the axe independently of Carla, who would probably take on another producing assignment. For Hallie, NBN-7 had represented a temporary stop. Philly was a bigger market than Providence, but after Heather’s death, Hallie had been adrift, unsure of her priorities. Cal Gordon had offered her a spot on NBN-7, a short-term, one-year contract she’d accepted without any notify— advance notification of termination—clause. She’d wanted the option to move on if staying in the Delaware Valley proved too painful. (Hallie’s mother had fled to Jackson Hole, Wyoming, almost nine months ago.) Long-term career planning hadn’t seemed important to Hallie back then. But her year was almost up, and Cal had taken the L.A. job, paving the way for his assistant news director to take over, and leaving Hallie in an increasingly hostile work environment. She couldn’t begrudge Cal’s decision to take a better job in a bigger market: The man was putting two daughters through Ivy League colleges. They remained friends and Cal sympathized with her situation, but that’s all he could do. Marshall wanted to put his own stamp on NBN-7, and at the same time prove he wasn’t coasting under the shadow of a successful predecessor.


      “Look, I know Marshall has a hard-on for hard news,” Carla said. “But there’s a place for you here. He knows that. Our segment ratings prove it. Even Marshall can’t ignore good numbers.”


      “Maybe,” Hallie said, nervously tapping her thumbnail against her bottom teeth. “But it’s just a matter of time, Carla. He doesn’t want ‘softies’ in his troops.”


      “You know, Riva would have ripped him a new one for you.”


      “For all the good that would do.” Riva Mackenzie had been Hallie’s agent. Too soon after Heather’s murder—in Hallie’s mind, anyway—Riva began pressuring Hallie to “get back on the horse,” and she’d wanted Hallie’s permission to start fielding offers. Hallie had rebelled at Riva’s insensitivity to her state of mind after Heather’s death, and had severed ties with the woman.


      A knock at the door.


      Wes Tuttle—or “Wacky” Wes Tuttle as he was known on air—poked his head in the room. “Somebody order pizza?”


      “We’re—”


      “It’s okay,” Hallie said. “Come in, Wes.”


      “Close the door.”


      Hardly intimidating at five feet, five inches tall, with pale thinning hair on top and a pair of seemingly befuddled, watery blue eyes rippling behind round fishbowl eyeglass lenses, Wes was, nonetheless, remarkable for his sartorial iconoclasm. Today he wore his trademark oversized floppy bow tie, along with a lime green checkered vest, a paisley shirt, predominantly yellow, and pin-striped hunter green pants. As usual, black and white, high-topped canvas sneakers provided the only visual relief in his ensemble.


      “The switch to four, right?” Wes said. Carla nodded. “Don’t worry, Hallie. However this plays out, you’ll land on your feet. You’re the real deal. Me, I’m a gimmick. Destined to be an industry trivia question.”


      Wes was in the same boat as Hallie, another softie who didn’t fit Marshall’s hard news mold. Wes reported on incredible feats, the strange-but-true, the bizarre, the off-the-wall, the paranormal and supernatural. With a year left on his contract and a three-month notify clause, Wes was on firmer ground. As long as his numbers were good.


      “You’re too damn fascinating to the masses for Marshall to lose you,” Hallie said, smiling. “They’d snatch you up across the street in a New York minute.” “Across the street” was how they referred to the competition, the number one news station in the market. Never mind that NBN-7 was a distant third. Realistically or not, all the local stations set their sights on the leader.


      “Have you been across the street?” Wes asked. “They make Marshall seem human by comparison. I hear they starch their Jockey shorts.”


      Carla laughed. Hallie smiled. “Enough moping,” she said, slapping her palm on the table. “I refuse to give him the satisfaction.”


      “That’s the—” They all stood silent, eyes wide. “You feel that?”


      “Uh-huh,” Hallie whispered with a slow nod of her head.


      The floor beneath them had begun to vibrate, and a moment later two dry erase markers started to roll across the table. A Styrofoam cup fell over, spilling a few drops of old coffee. The brown liquid shimmied across the table for a moment, then stilled.


      “Felt like a tremor,” Carla said.


      “Or that heavy construction down the street,” Wes suggested.


      “Let’s break this huddle,” Hallie said. “I still haven’t had my lunch and I know Marshall’s just waiting to ruin my appetite.”


       


      Outside the conference room, they split up. Carla lingered by her mail slot, giving more attention to general memos than they deserved. Wes headed for the men’s room. And Hallie walked into the newsroom, or what had become her career lion’s den, with head held high and her poise intact, at least for the next few moments.


      The news director’s office was to the right, just inside the newsroom. Hallie turned left without glancing through the window, passed the assignment board, and looped around the row of producer workstations, which weren’t Dilbertian cubicles in the truest sense of the word since they provided no privacy and too little in the way of personal space. She passed a row of laser printers next to the elevated and currently vacant news desk, backed with oversized NBN-7 logos for display on air, before turning into the next row of workstations, occupied by the reporters. The last row, against the far wall, was reserved for the station’s news anchors. A definite pecking order in place. Even so, the reporters probably had the best of the deal, since they spent most of their days out on the road anyway.


      Familiar faces glanced up as Hallie passed. Polite, perfunctory greetings, with a nod here and a “Hi” there, but expressions were guarded, people wondering if she’d heard the news and, if so, how she was handling it. She maintained what she hoped was a neutral expression.


      As Hallie expected, the moment she sat down at her desk to eat her wilting salad, Marshall, in a navy blue jacket and striped yellow necktie, stepped out of his office, headed her way. Dropping her plastic fork in the tray, Hallie swiveled in her chair and opened her Avstar screen, ostensibly to review how the upcoming broadcasts were stacked. As expected, she saw her piece rescheduled for the four o’clock hour, before the half-hour break. Also as expected, no mention of her at five or eleven. Isn’t that curious, Hallie thought. Imagine my surprise.


      Marshall loomed over her, his bristly gray hair cropped so short she could see his pink scalp. He always cleared his throat with a short guttural grunt before he spoke. This was no exception. “Hallie. My office.”


      

       Can I buy a verb? she thought. “This about moving me to four?”


      “Yes, ah, that is—How did you…?”


      Hallie indicated her screen. “Right there in living color.”


      “I wanted to, ah, break the news to you before—”


      “Not a problem. In fact, good call,” Hallie said. “I’m a better fit there.”


      “You are…?”


      “Sure,” Hallie said. “Was there anything else?”


      “Well there, ah, no—no, that was all.”


      “Okay, then.”


      Marshall frowned for a moment, the muscles along his jaw clenching and unclenching. No one to blame but himself, she thought. If he’d hoped to blindside and demoralize her with news of the switch, he shouldn’t have leaked it beforehand. He’d scooped himself. Considering his own job description, he had no excuse. And he knew it. Stuffing his hands in his trouser pockets, he strode back to his office without another word.


      When his back was turned, Hallie’s composure started to crumble. She dropped her head, pressed her fingertips against her forehead, and concentrated on her breathing. She wasn’t about to cry in the newsroom. Screaming, on the other hand, was a possibility.


      “You handled that well,” Carla whispered as she sat down opposite Hallie.


      Hallie shook her head, forcing a bitter smile. “You have no idea.”


      “No,” Carla said, “I think maybe I do.”


      “Thanks, Carla,” Hallie said. “For everything.”


      “Hey, we’re a team,” she said. “Good news—from now on, maybe we’ll be getting out of here at a decent hour.”
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      At some point after lunch, Tom managed to focus on his job for several hours running. As one of four project managers at ShowStopper Productions, he was responsible for shepherding anywhere from five to fifty projects from the initial sale to trade-show delivery or, in the case of millwork, its permanent location. He had to keep up with the work of the drafting and graphic design departments, the shop floor and subcontractors, the shipping department, the site manager at the trade show, and the installers. The shop floor could swell from twenty-five to over fifty workers, with the extra help drawn from the union hall on an as-needed basis. Overtime came sometimes at a moment’s notice; during the busiest seasons, spring and fall, sixty- and seventy-hour workweeks were not uncommon. Exhibit costs varied wildly and could run anywhere from twenty thousand to a million dollars, and they shipped to any of thousands of trade shows all over the world. Some exhibits were expensive enough to require board-level approval at major corporations. Most were completed and shipped in less than a month, which required each carpenter, electrician, and warehouse worker to be a dedicated jack-of-all-trades. A challenging environment, to say the least, which required Tom to be on top of his game.


      He monitored project time lines and logged milestones in project management software, organized his manpower and supply needs in spreadsheets he’d designed. Touching the bases on a department-by-department basis kept his finger on the pulse of his projects. The purchasing agent advised him of supply shipment delays, enabling him to juggle inventories or priorities or ask for alternate sources. Usually, he could see the problems developing a mile off. Sometimes a crisis caught him completely off-guard.


      George Hammond, shop foreman, rapped a knuckle against Tom’s open office door. George’s dark thinning hair was at odds with his bushy gray eyebrows, a feature which made him appear perpetually ruminative and enhanced his dry sense of humor.


      “What’s up, George?”


      “Millie’s back. She’s not happy with the locomotive.”


      “You gotta be kidding me.” They’d had to revise the roughs several times for Millicent Timmons as the six-foot-long classic locomotive envisioned for the model train show grew to life size with a clamshell seam down its length to spring it open. Now the display was large enough for people to walk inside and look around at hundreds of model trains on the inset shelves. “It’s being crated for Chicago, isn’t it?”


      “All except for the skid that just fell off a forklift.”


      “Damn it!” Tom shook his head. “How bad?”


      “The front wedge, the uh…cowcatcher?…would make some fine kindling.”


      “Otherwise, okay?” George nodded. “That train expo is in what—three days? Ship the rest. Ask for volunteers for some overtime. I’ll check with Eileen on inventory. We should be good in-house for that piece.”


      George nodded. “Just be sure to tell the installers the front of the train will bring up the rear.”


      “Exactly,” Tom said. Not so bad after all.


      The telephone rang. “Hi, Tom. Doug Soderblom here.” Doug Soderblom, ShowStopper’s site manager, traveled with exhibits, supervised the installers, and made sure everything ran smoothly on location. Occasionally, site managers became firefighters. “Got a bit of a problem.”


      Tom executed a few quick mouse clicks to confirm Doug’s present assignment. “Hey, Doug. You’re in Seattle, right? Biotech conference.”


      “Got it in one,” Doug said. “Don’t suppose you’ve been watching the news.”


      Tom sat up straight in his swivel chair. “You don’t mean…Tell me it wasn’t the protesters.”


      “Would but I’d be lying.”


      “Anybody hurt?”


      “Not especially.”


      “You wouldn’t be calling just to—” Tom sighed. “The double helix?” He massaged his forehead, envisioning the two-tiered rotating DNA model, trying not to imagine the worst.


      “You’re on a roll,” Doug said. “And I could say the same for the double helix. Couple protesters tipped it over and tried to roll it out the door and down the steps of the convention center. Fortunately, it was much too big to fit through the doors in one piece.”


      “Is it still in one piece?”


      “Mostly,” Doug said. “Security intervened, minimized the damage. Needs some repainting, of course. But…”


      “What, Doug?”


      “The platform, the motor housing…Well, let’s just say that after a couple whacks with a sledgehammer our revolving DNA has devolved.”


      “What about EDPA? Can’t they send out some guys to patch it up before the show opens?”


      “The damage wasn’t limited to our exhibit. Resources are a bit tight. Was wondering if you might put in a good word, call in a favor or two, whatever to get us back up and running soonest. Cosmetically we’re fine. Functionally, we’re dead in the water.”


      “And the client?” ShowStopper had a long-term relationship with many customers, but BaroGen was a new client. Tom was worried BaroGen’s first impression of ShowStopper would, by choice, be its last.


      “Not happy, obviously,” Doug said. “But they’re not throwing any blame our way. So far no suggestions we should have provided our own security.”


      The imposing figure of Victor Cottrell, owner and president of ShowStopper, appeared in Tom’s doorway, wearing shirtsleeves, hands on his hips, a frown on his mustached face.


      “Don’t give them any ideas,” Tom said. “Keep the peace. I’ll see what I can do.”


      “Thanks, Tom.”


      Tom hung up the phone and before he could ask, Victor said, “Seattle.”


      “Just heard,” Tom said. “I’m on it.”


      “Good,” Victor said with a curt nod. “Naturally, I’d prefer to keep the Baro family happy.”


      “Of course.”


      “Let me know if you need a bigger bat.”


      “Thanks, but I have everything under control.” Sometimes the sanest course was to concentrate on the problems one could fix. Take on enough of the simple problems and it was easy to forget about the rest. In theory. “Just need to make a few calls.”


      Victor stoked his mustache thoughtfully, two passes with thumb and forefinger, before giving Tom a curt go-ahead nod.


      As Victor left his office, Tom reached for the phone.
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      “Don’t see anything wrong with sticking to the summer theme,” Carla was saying between sips of her pitch-black coffee, no doubt sweetened with her usual four teaspoons of sugar. “We did ice cream. Why not keep rolling with water ice, hot dogs, beach parties. Ooh, idea forming!” Carla pressed the red-lacquered nails of her index and middle fingers against her temples. “Perfect. Beach towns.”


      “We rate the best beach town?” Hallie asked. “Isn’t that a little…broad?”


      “Not the towns,” Carla said. “We’ll localize it. Best place to get pizza, subs, whatever in each beach town. A best-of-the-boardwalk series.”


      “Not bad,” Hallie said. “We should organize it for the website.” The viewers, via voting on the NBN-7 website, decided the top five or ten (depending on the category) finalists for the Hallie’s Comet awards. Hallie herself visited and judged each of the finalists and made her unilateral decision on who would receive the Comet. Viewers narrowed the field; Hallie made the final call. Web voting made Hallie’s segments interactive with the NBN-7 viewing audience, a progressive concept Cal Gordon had pioneered and championed, one which Gene Marshall seemed to regret, if not detest. Fortunately, the genie was out of the bottle. “Know what? I need some aspirin.”


      “Headache?”


      Hallie nodded. “Been getting worse all afternoon.”


      Carla opened her desk drawer, fished out a green plastic bottle of Excedrin, and tossed it to Hallie. “Knock yourself out.” Carla frowned. “Not literally, of course.”


      “Thanks,” Hallie said, and walked to the watercooler.


      Karyn Hess, in a hunter green skirt suit and a lemon yellow silk blouse, was crumpling her empty cone-shaped paper cup. She tossed it into the trash can next to the narrow cabinet with the coffee machine and supplies. “Hallie, hi.”


      “Back at you,” Hallie said. “Headache,” she explained needlessly as she unscrewed the cap on the aspirin bottle and shook out two caplets. Still awkward talking to her coworkers—aside from Carla and Wes—even a friend such as Karyn. She felt diminished in their eyes. Rationalizations aside, effectively she’d been demoted.


      “Could use a few myself.”


      “Carla’s stash,” Hallie said. “Don’t suppose she’d mind.” Hallie washed down the caplets, then refilled the cup and took a moment to look around. “Suppose you heard.”


      Karyn nodded. “Not exactly a state secret around here.” Karyn, who was two years older than Hallie’s twenty-seven, had hair a few shades darker than Hallie’s ash blond, and her eyes were pale blue. “Want some advice?”


      Hallie grinned. “While I try to rebound from this throbbing headache? Sure.”


      “Let’s go downstairs,” Karyn said, referring to the independently run cafeteria housed in the basement of the station. This late after lunch, the cafeteria would probably be empty, protecting them from prying ears.


      As expected, the cafeteria staff had already cleaned up and left, at least until the “dinner” rush, leaving the station employees at the prepackaged, preprocessed mercies of the phalanx of vending machines. Hallie and Karyn sat opposite each other at one of the folding tables. Hallie sipped a can of Diet Coke; Karyn opted for the Lipton’s Iced Tea. They shared a bag of Rold Gold pretzels.


      “Know how you’re always saying you want to break into hard news?” Karyn said, punctuating her question with a bite of a pretzel loop.


      Months ago Hallie had realized her Comet segments could only run so long before viewers became bored with them. She and Carla were already revisiting some categories. The writing, as they said, was on the wall. “Once or twice I might have suggested that I should…”


      “No time like the present.”


      “What?”


      “Morning story meetings,” Karyn said. “Start pitching hard news stories.”


      

       Easy for her to say, Hallie thought. Karyn was on firm ground with Marshall, one of his hard news troops. Hallie, on the other hand—well, they would probably laugh her out of the story meeting if she started pitching hard news. When Marshall wasn’t calling Hallie and Wes “softies” to their faces, he was calling their segments “cream-puff pieces” behind their backs. “I don’t know….”


      “Show an interest in the hard news stuff and Marshall will get off your back,” Karyn said. “Show him he’s wrong about you. He’s only seen one facet. Better yet, wait until Marshall starts throwing out suggestions. When he throws down the gauntlet, you rush in and pick it up.”


      Hallie reached for a pretzel. “I’ve never really…” She sighed. “There’s just one story….” The only hard news story she’d wanted to cover was too close to her heart—and all too personal. The police had been unable to solve Heather’s murder, but Hallie thought that maybe she could crack the case. A part of her believed she could find the missing piece of the puzzle. But the case was a year old, hardly news, and she had nowhere to start, no leads, and wasn’t even sure how she would proceed. “Just wish that I could—” The pretzel shattered in her hands. Hallie felt hot tears come to her eyes. She dabbed at them with a paper napkin. “I’m sorry. It’s just that today…”


      “Oh! Oh, no! I am such an ass,” Karyn said, covering Hallie’s trembling hand with her own. “Today’s the day, isn’t it…one year since Heather…?” Hallie simply nodded. Nobody else had remembered. “Why are you even here today?”


      “Not like I want to stay home and celebrate.”


      “Of all the days to—,” Karyn began, shaking her head in disgust. “Marshall is such a fucking bonehead.”


      Hallie laughed at Karyn’s uncharacteristic language. “It’s not like he even remembers.”


      “Wouldn’t put it past him,” Karyn said. “He’s looking for that backbreaking straw to toss your way.”


      “I refused to give him the satisfaction of being upset to his face.”


      “But you must be….”


      Hallie nodded. “Hard not to be. A big slap to the old ego.”


      “Hallie, please, volunteer for the hard stuff,” Karyn said. “It’s obvious he won’t assign anything to you. He sees you in this—this Comet bubble, and that’s where he’ll keep you until he…Well, my point is, if you show him you’re willing to take on hard news assignments, you’ll force him to see you in a new light.”


      “Break out of my bubble, in other words?”


      “Exactly.”


      “I don’t have the background.”


      “ ‘No time like the present,’ remember?” Karyn said. “I’ll help. Give you pointers. Share my years of expertise.” She laughed. “Deal?”


      “Do you think it will really matter?”


      “Look, Marshall can’t see past his own nose,” Karyn said. “He doesn’t dislike you—hell, he doesn’t know you. He’s never taken the time. He just dislikes what you represent—scratch that: what you present.”


      “Even with good numbers.”


      “Way he sees it, you’d get even better numbers covering hard news—real news.”


      “So I’m intrinsically flawed.”


      “Not you. Your bubble.”


      “You’re really trying to burst my little bubble, aren’t you?”


      “In the nicest way possible.”


      “What I started to say…” Hallie rotated her Diet Coke can on the table and pursed her lips. “The one story I’d really like to break…is Heather’s.”


      Hallie had been feature-reporting toward the tail end of a one-year contract for the NBN affiliate in Providence when her mother, Belinda Moore, had called Hallie with the horrible news. But early in the morning, long before the phone rang, Hallie had been filled with an unexplained dread and a bout of nausea. Somehow she’d known something was terribly wrong. After the phone call, she’d taken an immediate leave of absence, and had never returned. By the time she was ready to work again, she wanted to stay close to home, her childhood home, where Heather and she had spent so many years together. Of course the locally owned and operated NBN affiliate, NBN-7 in Philadelphia, had been covering the Heather Galloway murder story, and Cal Gordon was familiar with Hallie’s work and her connection to Heather. Almost tentatively, fearing he might appear to be exploiting a tragic situation, Cal had made Hallie an offer to stay in Philly, working for NBN-7. She’d suggested something light, some “best of” type reports, and that idea had evolved into the Hallie’s Comet segments. Now Hallie had to ask herself if she was ready for another change. “It doesn’t matter….”


      “What?”


      “Marshall would never let me pursue Heather’s story on company time,” Hallie said bitterly. “To him, it’s old news.”


      “You could learn valuable investigative techniques by covering other hard news stories, Hallie,” Karyn said. “And what you learn you could apply to Heather’s case. But I won’t offer false hope: It’s unlikely you’ll be able to solve a case that’s stumped the police for a year. For now, for your immediate future, you have to decide what you want. Before your time’s up.”


       


      When the time came for Hallie’s segment during the four o’clock news broadcast, the on-air talent and the few off-camera people in the studio were all smiles, welcoming her to her new slot in the new hour. Of course, four o’clock news wasn’t new. It had begun as part of the station’s extended O. J. Simpson trial coverage, just as Nightline had its origins in the Iran hostage crisis, then outlived the events that spawned it. Still, Hallie knew that the people watching at four—mostly stay-at-home mothers—were the same viewers who caught the noon broadcast. As far as the nine-to-five crowd was concerned, Hallie and her Comet segments were about to drop off the radar.


      Nevertheless, Hallie faced the bright lights of the studio, stared at the unmanned robotic camera in front of the shiny news desk set, and cheerfully introduced her prerecorded best ice cream segment. She hardly needed the electronic assistance of the scrolling teleprompter. Afterward, she plugged the Comet voting page on the NBN-7 website, closing with her usual “Remember, every vote counts. My next Hallie’s Comet sighting could be in your hometown.” She folded her hands together and looked toward the anchors, the body language ending her segment.


      “Thanks, Hallie,” Tim Boyd said with a television smile. “Think we’d all like to stop over at Rocco’s later to get a break from this heat.”


      “Speaking of the heat,” Lynne Vickers said. “Shannon Murdock’s here in our NBN-7 Weather Station to tell us if there’s any relief in sight. Shannon?”


      The other robotic camera went live, focusing on the weather set, adjacent to the anchor news desk, where Shannon Murdock, one of NBN-7’s three certified meteorologists, had settled down in front of several monitors, including a Doppler radar screen. The perky redhead flashed a sympathetic frown at the camera. “We’ve had ninety-degree scorchers lined up like a string of pearls, but there’s a chance a thunderstorm or three could bring us some relief by the weekend. Fingers crossed. The five-day forecast is next.”


      As they broke for commercial, Hallie switched off and unclipped her mike, saying polite good-byes to everyone who had to remain near or on the set. She sidestepped a pizza box which seemed to have been dropped several feet short of the nearest trash can; as long as it didn’t appear on camera it wasn’t a big priority. Beyond the weather set, near the studio door, was the chair and makeup mirror, where the talent made final touches to hair and makeup before stepping onto the set. Consultants made strong suggestions regarding “appropriate” on-air clothing and hairstyles, with the rare exception to the rule. “Wacky” Wes’s taste in clothing, for instance, hadn’t been quite as unconventional in the early days of his reporting career. Considering the unusual topics he covered and the lighthearted way in which Wes usually poked fun at them, the consultants suggested he take the oddball look and run with it. Unfortunately, the rest of the on-air staff had been consulted within an inch of homogeneity. It was up to the anchors and reporters to find some other way to distinguish themselves from the crowd. And despite outward appearances, local television news was not show business. The makeup chair was strictly do-it-yourself. Today of all days, Hallie found the news business anything but glamorous.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg
KINDRED
SPIRIT

JOHN PASSARELLA

P
POCKET STAR BOOKS
jork London Toronto S





OEBPS/Images/space1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
KINDRED
SPIRIT

JOHN PASSARELLA

e

POCKET STAR BOOKS





