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  Chapter 1


  Bo Carson leaned over the steering wheel and strained to see the nearly invisible road through the whirling snow. The county snowplows wouldn’t be out tonight, not on New Year’s Eve. They might not come at all. Winter was a dead time at the lake, and the meteorologists were predicting one of the coldest years on record for most of the eastern seaboard. All the tourists, summer people, and weekend fun seekers were long gone and wouldn’t begin to reappear for another two or three months. The local economy was improving, but jobs were still scarce. The Shenandoah County budget was tight. Bo figured the Board of Supervisors might just decide to limit deployment of the plows to emergency situations. That would save the county a pretty penny. Never mind the fact that it would antagonize and inconvenience the taxpayers who were year-round residents of Shenandoah Mountain Lake.


  He probably should have listened to Krista and settled in for a quiet night with his family. Salem had built a roaring fire, and Monday had the Monopoly board out. There was hot chocolate, popcorn, and the promise of champagne at midnight. It had been tempting, but the thought of having nobody to kiss when the clock struck twelve had been enough to send him out into the storm. Bo had spent too many nights alone in the empty years after Martha died.


  The drive to the seedy motel where Melissa lived normally took about thirty minutes. It was going to be closer to an hour tonight. There was already a foot of snow on the ground, and angry sheets of white continued to whip across the road.


  A sudden gust of wind rocked the car. Bo jerked back in his seat and instinctively hit the brakes. The coppery taste of fear flooded his mouth as the tires locked up and the vehicle began to spin. It was too late to fight the slide, but Bo kept pumping the brakes like a man administering CPR to a heart attack victim. The woods on both sides of the road flew past as the car completed its first three hundred and sixty degree turn and started a second one. He glanced at the speedometer and watched the red needle move past forty.


  Bo released the wheel and waited. Seventy years was a decent run. It wasn’t the eighty-five or ninety he had begun hoping for ever since he met Melissa, but seven decades was nothing to complain about. His only regret was the idiotic decision to drive across the lake during a blizzard. It was the kind of thing he might have done when he was sixteen years old and drowning in hormones.


  Seventy years old, and you’re still thinking with your little head. Congratulations. Maybe you’ll have an erection when they bury you.


  The car clipped a snow bank on the shoulder, careened back onto the road, and skidded to a stop.


  “Fuck,” Bo whispered in a feathery voice.


  He unfastened the seat belt with trembling hands and stepped out into the storm. A fresh gust slammed the door shut and pinned him to the side of the car. Angry snowflakes pelted his face and covered his eyelids. The towering oak and pine trees on both sides of the road quivered and moaned as their smaller limbs succumbed to the storm and crashed to the ground. A pine cone sailed through the air and hit the back window.


  Bo pried open the door and tumbled into the driver’s seat. Somehow, the car was still on the road, and he was uninjured. He took a deep breath and dialed Melissa’s number again. There was still no answer.


  She was probably in the shower when I called before, or she might be with a client. It’s not like she didn’t warn me that New Year’s Eve is one of her busiest times. I guess that makes sense. Any guy that doesn’t have a woman in his life would hate to start the New Year with that reminder. Thirty minutes of make-believe with a naked stranger would be better than nothing. The weather doesn’t matter. I’m certainly proof of that.


  The engine was still running. Bo glanced in the rear-view mirror and gently tapped the accelerator. He had talked to Melissa yesterday. She knew he was coming. There was no rush. He wouldn’t be driving back home until tomorrow anyway.


  Visibility was still poor, but he was approaching the bridge that led to the lake’s western shore. The woods would be behind him, and the bridge had lights. He just needed to hang onto his wits and avoid doing something dumb.


  Bo shook his head in amazement. He knew better than to slam on the brakes when driving through snow. The last time he had done something that stupid was when he was fifteen years old and dating Molly Pratt. They had gone to the Shenandoah County Drive-In on a Saturday night in February. The roads were covered in snow that night, too…not as bad as tonight, but bad enough. On the way home, Molly had laughed and squealed with excitement when he hit the brakes and threw the car into a spin. He had told her it was good practice, so he would know what to do if he lost control of the car for real. Jesus, he had been so full of shit, but Molly had let him stick his hand inside her blouse when he kissed her goodnight.


  What is wrong with me? I haven’t thought of Molly Pratt in over fifty years. Whoever came up with that ridiculous phrase about seventy being the new fifty couldn’t have been over the age of thirty. I don’t recall what I had for supper last night, but I damn sure remember the Wind Song perfume that Molly used to wear. I remember the feel of her breasts and those deep kisses that tasted like Wrigley’s Spearmint.


  He checked his speed as he approached the bridge and eased back on the accelerator. The bridge was narrow, with no breakdown lane or walkway for bicycles and pedestrian traffic. The concrete retaining walls on either side were no more than three or four feet high. If his tires found some ice or he caught another blast of wind, Bo knew he could go right over the side. He’d been lucky before. There was no way he would survive a thirty- or forty-foot drop into a semi-frozen lake.


  There was no traffic, so he straddled the center line as he reached the bridge. The water below was invisible. Bo gripped the steering wheel with both hands and held his speed at fifteen miles per hour. He glanced in the rear-view mirror and spotted headlights a quarter mile back and closing fast.


  “Shit.”


  Bo edged over into the right-hand lane and checked his mirror again. A horn screamed, and the high beams from a Ford F-three fifty momentarily blinded him. Bo felt the road vibrate as the driver fish-tailed past him and splattered snow across his windshield. He watched the truck disappear into the night and wondered if the driver would still be alive to welcome in the New Year that was less than five hours away.


  He breathed a sigh as he reached the other side of the bridge and turned onto the lakefront road that ran parallel to the western shoreline. The driving was easier on this side of the lake. The mountains served as a buffer against the worst of the storm, and the snow on the road was packed down from drivers on their way to a night out at the Channel Marker or Shenandoah Mountain Dock.


  The motel was just ahead on the right. The flickering Vacancy sign cut through the darkness, a wobbly beacon catering to those who were down on their luck and not particular about the quality of their accommodations.


  Bo turned into the lot and parked close to the entrance. Melissa lived in room number eight, near the middle of the motel complex. He dialed her number and waited…still no answer.


  There were two other vehicles in the parking lot, neither of them close to Melissa’s room. That didn’t mean anything. Anyone already staying at the motel would just walk over to room eight for their date. There were also apartments and a few older houses nearby. A person living that close to the motel might choose to walk to their appointment.


  The temperature was in the upper teens, but the wind chill had to be close to zero. Nobody would be able to walk far in this weather. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t try. Most men, married or single, would do almost anything to get laid.


  Bo peered through the windshield, looking for footprints leading to room eight. He didn’t see any evidence of pedestrian traffic. The snow that blanketed the parking lot was undisturbed, except for a few sets of tire tracks.


  He looked over at the motel office. The owner/manager, Bruce Patterson, lived on the premises and was probably one of Melissa’s clients. She could be in there with him now.


  This is ridiculous. I can’t sit out here all night. Melissa’s had plenty of time to call me back or at least shoot me a text.


  The wind whipped Bo’s face as he hiked across the parking lot to Melissa’s room. He knocked on the door and pulled up the collar of his coat. Snow dripped from his short gray hair and froze his face. He had forgotten to wear his hat.


  Bo knocked again and listened.


  She can’t be asleep this early.


  He tried the knob and stepped back in surprise when the door opened.


  “Melissa? It’s just me. I tried calling you.”


  The room was empty. Bo noted the rumpled sheets and the used condoms in the waste basket beside the bed. He spotted the sexy fire engine red nightgown on the bed, his favorite, and felt a pang of jealousy. The white powder residue on the bedside table suggested that Melissa had been partying with one or more of her clients.


  The bathroom door was open, and the light was on.


  No, please God, please no. I’ll do anything.


  She was naked and lying on her side beside a small pile of powder, probably cocaine, but maybe heroin or something else. The light caused the particles clinging to her nostrils to glisten.


  Bo stared at his girlfriend. White noise filled his head. He bent down and touched her arm. She felt warm.


  “Melissa?”


  Her mouth was slack. Bo pressed his ear against it. He couldn’t hear or feel any respirations. Without thinking, he grabbed her wrist to check for a pulse. His hands were slick and clammy with panic sweat.


  Bo backed out of the bathroom and dialed nine one one from the phone next to the bed. He spoke quickly and then felt the fear crawl down his throat and threaten to choke him as he listened to the operator’s reply. All EMS units were at the other end of the county and responding to calls. It would be several hours before an ambulance could make it to the motel.


  “Ma’am, I can’t wait that long. Please notify the hospital ER that I’m coming in with an unconscious and unresponsive white female.”


  He hung up before the woman could reply. Melissa’s life was in danger, if she wasn’t already dead. Shenandoah County Hospital was practically on the other side of the moon, and he suddenly felt about a hundred years old.


  The wind was whistling as he stepped outside the room. He couldn’t do this alone. Bo lowered his head against the storm and ran for the office.


  Chapter 2


  “Bruce!”


  The motel manager was nowhere in sight. Bo sagged against the counter and fought off a wave of nausea. Sweat dripped from beneath his arms as sharp, white-hot spasms pummeled his chest. It occurred to him that he might be having a heart attack, even though he was in good condition for a man his age. He went for his walk every afternoon and kept his weight between a hundred and seventy-five and a hundred and eighty pounds…not bad for a man two inches shy of six feet.


  It’s those hot dog baskets from Shenandoah Mountain Dock. I need to lay off that crap. My cholesterol’s got to be through the roof.


  “Bo, what’s wrong? You look terrible.”


  “Get me some aspirin or Tylenol if you have it.”


  Patterson hurried away and returned a moment later with some Advil and a bottle of water.


  “This is all I’ve got.”


  Bo nodded his thanks and swallowed four tablets. He drank until the bottle was empty and then told him about Melissa. Patterson’s pale, jowly face turned another shade of white. He grabbed his keys and shot out of the office with Bo right behind him.


  The manager opened the door to Melissa’s room and followed Bo into the bathroom.


  “This is how I found her, Bruce. She hasn’t moved. I need you to help me wrap her in a sheet and carry her out to the car. Then I want you to call the ER and tell them I’m on my way. I told the nine-one-one operator to do it, but I don’t know if they’re allowed to make outgoing calls.”


  Patterson nodded. “You bring the car up to the door while I strip the blanket off the bed. That’ll be warmer than a sheet.”


  The manager was kneeling beside Melissa when Bo returned. He glanced up at Bo. “Jesus, Bo, I think she might be dead.”


  “And she might not be,” Bo snapped. “You’re not a doctor, and neither am I. Maybe she’s in a coma or something. Either way, I need to get her to the hospital.”


  Five minutes later, they had her in the car. Bo slammed the door shut, hit his flashers, and headed for the hospital emergency room. The pain in his chest was gone, for now at least. Melissa, unconscious and possibly dead, was stretched out across the back seat. A few hours from now, she would either be in a private hospital bed or the morgue. He wondered if this final night of the year would ever end.


  * * * *


  Monday Matthews yawned and studied the Monopoly board on the floor in front of the huge stone fireplace. The warm, hypnotizing glow from the fire made it difficult for her to concentrate.


  The game had started with five players, but was now down to just Monday and Henry. Diva had been disqualified almost immediately for cheating. The temperamental Siamese had been caught nudging her game piece away from one of Henry’s properties where she had landed. Monday had responded by taking away her cat’s remaining money and banning her from the game. Diva had not taken it well, scattering the game pieces before racing away to check her food bowl. Salem had been the next to go, after landing on one of Henry’s expensive properties and finding himself unable to pay. Krista met the same fate a few minutes later.


  “I need more hot chocolate, Mama,” Monday said. “It helps me concentrate.”


  Krista laughed and handed baby Anderson over to Salem.


  “You’ll need more than hot chocolate to beat Henry. I’ll get you a bottle of water. Too much chocolate will upset your stomach.”


  Monday looked over at her father. “Daddy, when do you think Anderson will be old enough to play Monopoly?”


  Salem smiled. “It depends on how long it takes him to understand the rules, sweetie. We don’t want him to be a cheater and a poor sport like Diva.”


  Krista returned with the water and a baby bottle. She and Salem were in the process of weaning Anderson, but still gave him a few ounces of milk at bedtime to help him sleep through the night.


  “I’ll take him up,” Salem said, reaching for the bottle. “He’s already half asleep. Maybe I’ll tell him one of my war stories.”


  Krista snorted. “Oh, that’s a good idea. That way none of us will get any sleep tonight.”


  Henry looked at Monday and started to whine.


  “It’s your turn, honey,” Krista said. “Henry’s getting impatient.”


  Monday rolled the dice and groaned as she landed on Park Place where Henry had one of his hotels. She glanced at the Yorkie and then began counting her money.


  “I’m sorry, Henry. I don’t have enough. You win.”


  The tiny dog was trembling with excitement. Henry extended his paw for a congratulatory handshake from Monday before bolting across the room to the door. The thrill of victory always affected his bladder.


  “I’ll take him out, Mama.”


  “No, ma’am,” Krista said. “You’re in your pajamas. Drink your water. When Henry and I get back, maybe we’ll start another game. I’ll make some more popcorn.”


  “Can we have some ice cream, too? I like the way Daddy churns it up in the bucket.”


  Krista laughed. “I think homemade ice cream will taste a lot better in about six months. We’ll stick with popcorn for tonight.”


  Henry turned away from the arctic blast that greeted him when Krista opened the door.


  “Come on, Henry. I’ve got you.”


  The side porch that she had swept earlier in the evening was once again covered in snow. The wind stung Krista’s face, and flakes clung to her eyelids as she carried the Yorkie across the porch and down the steps to the yard. Salem had cleared a small area beside Henry’s favorite bush. He would need to do so again first thing in the morning.


  Krista placed Henry on the ground and looked away. The little terrier had a shy bladder and couldn’t do his business if anyone was watching him.


  The wind whistled through the thick stand of trees that lined both sides of the long driveway. Krista could see nothing but white flakes tumbling through the wet darkness. She turned around and looked down the long hill leading to the water. The dock, the boathouse, and the lake itself were all invisible. Aside from the creaky protest of giant oaks and pines under attack from Mother Nature, the silence was perfect.


  She glanced back at Henry, caught his eye, and quickly shifted her gaze. A blast of wind sliced through the trees and smacked her in the face. Krista brushed long, thick hair away from her eyes and shivered.


  “Hurry up, Henry. It’s freezing out here.”


  The tiny dog completed his toilet and nudged Krista’s leg. She scooped him up and crossed the driveway to the porch. The pile of wood that Salem had stacked near the door earlier in the day had a light covering of wind-blown snow on top. Krista opened the door and set Henry down. She turned to close the door behind her and glanced over the porch rail. A clear set of footprints led down from the slate stone walk to the door on the ground floor.


  That doesn’t make sense. Salem hasn’t been outside since he took Henry out just before supper. The snow should have covered his tracks by now. He wouldn’t have gone down the walk, anyway. That’s not Henry’s spot. Oh, God, those prints are fresh!


  Krista slammed the door shut and locked it. She clasped her hands together to control the shaking. Monday was across the room, counting out money for the next game of Monopoly.


  “I’m almost ready, Mama. Can…?”


  “We’re going upstairs, Monday, right now.”


  She could hear Salem’s voice down the hall. He was in the nursery, telling Anderson a bedtime story. They had a bookcase filled with nursery rhymes and Little Golden Books, but Salem preferred creating his own stories because he thought it was a more authentic and personal experience he could share with his children. He had done the same thing with Monday when she was a baby.


  Salem stepped out of the nursery and met them in the hall. “He’s asleep. I…”


  Krista was squeezing Monday’s hand and breathing in short, shallow bursts. A fine sheen of sweat coated her forehead. Henry was whimpering.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Fresh footprints,” Krista gasped. “I saw them when I took Henry out.”


  * * * *


  Salem felt his heart drop into his stomach.


  Not again, please, not again. When will people stop coming after me and my family?


  He took a deep breath. “We need to go to the safe room.”


  Everyone knew the drill. They had done this before. The bedroom at the end of the hall was the most secure room in the house. It was on the third floor and inaccessible from the outside without a tall ladder. Three windows provided excellent visibility of the front yard, woods, and driveway, as well as the side yard. Nobody would be able to approach this part of the house without being seen.


  Salem collected Anderson and handed him to Krista. He walked down to the opposite end of the hall and found Diva sleeping on Monday’s bed. Salem picked the Siamese up and carried her to the safe room.


  Krista was sitting on one of the beds, feeding Anderson the rest of his bottle. She looked up as Salem entered the room. “He can tell I’m scared. That’s what woke him up. I think he might be an empath, like Monday.”


  Salem set Diva down and watched as the cat ran under one of the beds. Monday was sitting in Krista’s office chair with Henry in her lap.


  The room had originally been designed as a boys’ dormitory by Salem’s great-grandfather. The six original twin beds had been reduced to four, and Krista had converted half the room into a home office. As the owner of Carson’s General Store, she monitored the financial activity for both stores, as well as the campground that Salem owned. Krista also prepared the tax returns and handled the family’s personal investments. Even with a fulltime nanny, she found it hard to put in the necessary hours at the store to stay on top of everything. Working from home had proven to be a perfect solution.


  “Where’s Randi?” Salem asked.


  “She’s at the campground with Anderson. She won’t be back until sometime tomorrow.”


  Salem nodded. His best friend and son’s namesake had begun dating Randi in the aftermath of a serious relationship that had fallen apart and nearly killed him. In addition to being their nanny, Randi had become a close family friend. He was glad she and Anderson had found each other.


  “All right, I’ll be back. Lock the door and stay away from the windows. Don’t open the door until I give you the safe word.”


  Krista looked at him. “What if he’s already in the house?”


  “I’ll check the house first and then look around outside.”


  He closed the door and started down the hall, shutting the bedroom and bathroom doors as he went. If an intruder somehow slipped past him and made it upstairs, Salem would be able to hear the doors being opened.


  That’s fine if I’m on the main floor, but if I’m downstairs, the only thing I’ll be able to hear is a scream or a gunshot.


  Salem retrieved his shotgun and loaded it. He stuffed extra shells into his pockets just in case. The shells packed enough punch to stop someone without killing them. He had seen and done enough killing to last a lifetime during his two decades as a member of an elite Army Special Forces unit. The honors, the medals, the hero’s welcome home…none of those things had kept the nightmares away. It had taken time and Krista’s help, but the bad dreams were finally gone.


  The first floor was the most vulnerable part of the house. It lacked the high vantage points of the main and third floors. The lock on the outside door was sturdy, but the screened-in back porch could be breached without much difficulty. From there, it would be a matter of getting past the thick sliding glass doors. If that proved too difficult for an intruder, there was always Bo’s bedroom or bathroom windows on the back corner of the house. A person could simply crack one of the panes, unlock the window, and literally step into his father-in-law’s bedroom.


  He released the safety on the gun and started down the stairs. The enormous great room on the main floor was divided into dining and living room areas that were defined and separated by strategically-placed furniture. The room was empty. Salem noted the empty bowl of popcorn on the long table in the dining area. The Monopoly Board was still in front of the fireplace. Nothing appeared out of place.


  The sliding glass doors that led out to the screened back porch were secured. Salem stepped out onto the porch and swept the barrel of the shotgun from left to right. The porch was clear. He looked down and saw footprints in the snow. Krista was right—they were fresh.


  There were two bedrooms and an adjoining bath on the main floor. Salem searched Randi’s room first and then moved on to the second bedroom and the bathroom. A final check of the kitchen yielded nothing. The second floor was safe.


  Salem unlocked the door that led downstairs and hesitated. There was a short flight of steps to a landing and a second flight that disappeared around a corner. Going down steps around a blind turn was a bad idea, but there was no good alternative. He could go outside and enter the downstairs through the door. That would allow him to check the porch and the large open room at a glance. The downside was that if the intruder was already in the house, he would be free to walk upstairs unimpeded while Salem was still outside.


  He decided to bypass the steps. Clutching the shotgun in his left hand, Salem shifted his weight to the balls of his feet and leaped. He hit the landing hard and rolled down the second flight of steps.


  Salem came up on his knees and swung the gun left to right. The main room was clear. He checked the kitchenette and the laundry room and then moved on to the storage room and the porch. Bo’s bedroom was the only place left to search. It was the most likely point of entry for someone trying to get into the house. If anyone was in there, they had just made a big mistake. The room had originally been intended as live-in quarters for a maid or housekeeper. It was a comfortable space, but small, with little room for a person to maneuver or escape.


  The door to the bedroom was closed. Salem slipped past the bookcase and the ping-pong table. He caught a reflection in the sliding glass door and hit the floor, rolling until he was behind the sofa that was in the middle of the room facing the fireplace and an ancient black and white television set. He peeked around the corner of the sofa. The person, or reflection, was gone.


  You’re acting like a scared little girl jumping at shadows. Get a grip!


  Salem shifted the shotgun to his right hand and crossed the room. He flung the bedroom door open, registered the empty space, and moved into the adjoining bathroom. The shower stall mocked him, daring Salem to pull back the heavy curtain and see who or what was waiting on the other side.


  He placed his finger on the trigger and yanked the curtain back. The stall was empty.


  Who did you expect…Norman Bates, Alfred Hitchcock, Captain Kangaroo?


  The snow was still falling as he stepped outside. The footprints were beginning to disappear under the fresh layer of white precipitation.


  Salem shifted his gaze across the yard. The snow was undisturbed, which meant the trespasser had come in from the road. That was bad news. His property extended for a mile through thick, undeveloped woodlands on each side of the road. There was no chance of finding anyone in a dark, snow-covered forest.


  He began a slow circuit around the house, checking the doors and windows as he went. Salem reached the side of the house and glanced over at the storage shed on the edge of the woods. The small unit housed a lawnmower, chainsaw, and assorted tools for landscaping and yard work. He decided to check the lock on the shed, even though there were no footprints leading up to it. The lock was secure.


  Salem completed his search and returned to the side porch. The would-be intruder had circled the house, stopping in front of the ground floor door and Bo’s bedroom windows. There was a handprint on both windows, but no evidence of attempted entry. The curtains in the room were closed, and the intruder had evidently decided against smashing a window pane to gain access to the house.


  The good news was that this individual was an amateur. The clear footprints and handprints told Salem that much. The trespasser had taken no precautions to hide or disguise his presence.


  The bad news was that this person was an amateur. That meant there was no way to understand his motive or anticipate what, if anything, he would do next. The only thing Salem knew for sure was that the person was either crazy or desperate. Nobody else would be wandering through the woods on a night like this. This was the kind of weather that killed people.


  He went back inside and stored the gun and shells before heading upstairs. The complete silence coming from the safe room made his mouth go dry. Salem cleared his throat and swallowed hard.


  “Bingo.”


  Krista opened the door and stepped into his arms. “You were gone a long time. I was getting worried.”


  “Everything’s fine. The house is clear, and I didn’t see anybody outside.”


  Krista smiled up at him. “I’m glad I married a man who’s brave in addition to being tall, dark, and handsome.”


  Salem laughed. “You’d better get your eyes checked. I might be brave, but when it comes to height, looks, and complexion, I’m Mr. Average.”


  “Well, Mr. Average, as you can see, your son and daughter have fallen asleep. What do you think we should do about that?”


  Salem looked around the room. “I see two twin beds that aren’t being used. I think we should push them together and spend the night right here.”


  He had just removed Krista’s bra when the sound of a car engine broke his concentration. Salem tiptoed over to the window and watched the lights of a vehicle a hundred yards away vanish into the night.


  Jesus! He was here the whole time, probably watching every step I took through a pair of binoculars.


  “What is it?” Krista asked.


  “Nothing,” Salem said. “Just the wind.”


  Chapter 3


  Bo fed a couple of bills into the drink machine and selected a twenty-ounce bottle of water. It was a rip-off—there was a water fountain at the end of the hall—but he needed to sit down and rest.


  The drive from the motel to the hospital had been a nightmare. Fortunately, traffic had been light, but visibility and road conditions were still horrible. He had driven the entire way hunched over the steering wheel, fighting the urge to increase his speed. Time was running out for Melissa, but the death-defying spinout from earlier in the evening was still fresh in his mind. The most important thing was getting to the emergency room in one piece.


  He had failed to consider the emotional and psychological cost of driving through a blizzard with his unconscious or dead girlfriend laid out in the back seat. The utter quiet in the car, the silent, naked woman in the back seat, the possibility that Melissa would suddenly sit up and either tap him on the shoulder or sink her teeth into his neck, all of these things had Bo on the ragged edge of hysteria the entire drive.


  I am too old for this crap. If Melissa’s determined to kill herself, I can’t stop her, but she’s not going to drag me down, too. I want to live to see my next birthday.


  “Mr. Carson?”


  The person who had just entered the waiting room was tall, trim, and movie star handsome. His thick, fashionably long hair looked perfect.


  Bo nodded and got up from his chair. He noted the grim expression on the man’s face.


  She’s dead.


  “I’m Dr. Christian. Miss Wright should be awake soon. I can take you back to see her.”


  Bo’s mouth fell open. “Wait, she’s awake? But I thought…”


  “We gave her something to help counteract the effect of the drugs,” Christian said. “I’m glad you found her and brought her in when you did. It’s obvious that she’s been using for a long time and has built up a tolerance for the drugs she takes. That’s the only reason she isn’t dead.”


  Melissa was in one of the ER patient bays. Bo blanched at the sight of the lines attached to the back of his girlfriend’s hand. There was a tube in her nose.


  “What is all this?”


  “The nasal cannula is giving her oxygen,” Christian said. “Miss Wright was unconscious. We needed to assist her breathing and guard against potential brain damage. Her oxygen saturation rate is good. As soon as she wakes up, we’ll take her off the oxygen and see how she does on her own. We’ve also been monitoring her respirations, pulse rate, and blood pressure.”


  “What’s in that bag on the pole?” Bo asked.


  “That’s an intravenous solution of saline and electrolytes, as well as medication to help reverse the narcosis.”


  Bo sat down and rubbed his forehead. “So, what’s the plan? Are you going to admit her?”


  Christian shook his head. “There’s nothing more I can do for her from a medical standpoint. Unless she experiences problems breathing on her own, I should be able to release her in a couple of hours.”


  Melissa shifted in the bed and murmured something unintelligible.


  The doctor motioned to Bo and led him into a small office on the far side of the room. “I wanted to speak to you before Miss Wright wakes up. Does she have any family?”


  Bo cleared his throat. “No. Her parents are dead, and she doesn’t have any brothers or sisters. There are a couple of cousins, but she lost touch with them years ago. I’m really the closest thing to family Melissa’s got.”


  “I hate to put this on you, Mr. Carson, but you have to convince her to get help.” Christian pulled a brochure from his drawer and handed it to Bo. “Passages Addiction Center is a new facility at your end of the county. They’re actually located where that Pirates South amusement park used to be.”


  “I’ve seen it,” Bo said. “That’s just down the road from the motel where Melissa lives.”


  Dr. Christian nodded. “The addiction center is part of the Passages Assisted Living and Wellness Community. Jack Fowler is the director. I’ve referred a number of patients to them. They’re open twenty-four hours, seven days a week. If Miss Wright is willing to go, all I have to do is make a phone call. She can be there in time for breakfast.”


  Bo flipped through the brochure. “So, this place is just for drug addicts?”


  “They treat the full spectrum of addiction diseases—alcoholism, drug addiction, sex addiction, gambling, and compulsive spending. They also accept patients with eating disorders. It’s a thirty-day inpatient program.”


  Bo sighed and looked at Christian. “I imagine you can guess what Melissa does for a living. She does have insurance, but I’m sure it won’t come close to covering a month in a private medical facility. Are there any other options?”


  “Passages doesn’t turn people away, Mr. Carson. They’ll accept whatever Miss Wright’s insurance company will pay. She won’t owe a dime. They’re able to do that because they have a strong donor network. It’s based on the St. Jude Children’s Hospital model. They’re also supported by a number of grants, foundations, and estate bequests from grateful families.”


  Bo reached across the desk and shook the doctor’s hand. “I’ll talk to her. Do you want to be there?”


  Christian thought for a moment. “It’s probably better for you to talk to your friend alone. I don’t want her to feel threatened or defensive. Just let me know what she decides. I’ll check on her in a little while to see how she’s doing.”


  Bo left the office and smiled as he crossed the room. Melissa was awake.


  “What happened, Bo? Why am I in a hospital bed?”


  He took her hand and brought it to his lips. “How do you feel?”


  Melissa shrugged. “I feel all right, just a little groggy and confused. I don’t remember anything after my last client. He wasn’t a regular, but he had a referral from a guy I see two or three times a month.”


  Bo leaned closer to her. “Was there anything strange about this guy?”


  “No, he just wanted straight sex. He did bring a big bag of powder with him…said he wanted to party. I wasn’t about to say no to free dope. I guess I overdid it a little.” She glanced down at the IV line in her hand. “I must look horrible.”


  “You look hot,” Bo said. “I’d like to climb in that bed with you right now.”


  Melissa laughed. “Let’s get a nurse over here to get me unplugged so we can go back to my place and have some fun.”


  “In a minute. I need to talk to you about something first.”


  He told her everything—the phone calls that had gone unanswered, the near-fatal accident as he drove through the storm to see her, the horror of discovering her naked and unconscious on the motel room floor, the futile nine one one call, and the long, agonizing drive from the motel to the hospital.


  “God, Bo, I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry I put you through this, but my client wanted to party. I need to keep my clients happy if I want repeat business and referrals.”


  Bo frowned. “You won’t have to worry about repeat business if you’re dead. I’m too old for this, Melissa. I can’t go through a night like this again.” He handed her the brochure. “Dr. Christian gave this to me. It’s that new place down the road where the theme park used to be. They have a thirty-day inpatient drug treatment program. You’ll come out of there a new woman.”


  Melissa shook her head. “Don’t you get it, Bo? I don’t want to be a new woman. I like who I am and what I do for a living. Sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll, that’s what I’m all about. You should know that by now.”


  Bo glanced around the room and lowered his voice. “I’m not trying to change you, Melissa. I love everything about you, and I don’t want to lose you. Just give this place a try. If you don’t like it or can’t stick with it, I’ll come pick you up. You just need a little time to rest and build up your strength. The drugs and your clients will still be here when you get out, and so will I.”


  Melissa flipped through the brochure. “My insurance won’t cover all this, Bo. I can’t afford it.”


  He told her about the center’s policy of accepting whatever a patient’s insurance would cover.


  “We’re talking about the entire month of January,” Melissa said. “I don’t think I can do that.”


  “You just need to stay in the moment and not look too far ahead,” Bo said. “Break up the month into small, manageable pieces.”


  Melissa smiled. “I just hope we’re talking about pieces of January and not pieces of Melissa. All right, I’ll give it a try, but no promises. I’m not going to let this little experiment kill me or ruin my life. If I don’t like it, I’ll walk right out of there in a heartbeat.”


  “Deal,” Bo said. “I’ll get the doctor, so we can get you unhooked and hit the road.”


  A nurse removed the IV lines and nasal tube. The doctor came over a few minutes later and conducted a brief physical exam.


  “Okay, your heart and lungs sound fine. You’re good to go, Miss Wright. I’ll call the people at Passages and tell them to expect you later today. Good luck.”


  Bo wrapped the blanket around Melissa and helped her out to the car. The snow had finally stopped, but there were no road crews in sight. It was going to be a long drive back to the motel.


  “We’ll just take it slow,” Bo said. “There’s no rush. You’ll need to pick up some clothes and check in with Bruce. If you’re hungry, we can get something to eat a little later.”


  Melissa yawned and looked at the clock. Dawn was still a few hours away.


  Bo turned up the heat and backed out of his parking spot. The driving was a little easier now. The snow had stopped, and New Year’s Eve traffic had packed down most of the drifts. He rubbed his eyes and looked over at Melissa.


  “Are you warm enough?”


  “Actually, I’m hot.”


  Bo reached over to adjust the heat setting, but Melissa caught his hand. He watched from the corner of his eye as she removed the blanket and tossed it in the back seat.


  “You’re going to make me have a wreck.”


  Melissa laughed and laid a hand on his thigh. “I’m just trying to get you in the mood, baby. Consider this foreplay.”


  Bo spent the next ninety minutes keeping one eye on the road and the other on the delicious woman sitting next to him.


  She retrieved the blanket when they reached the motel. Bo unlocked the door to the room and pushed her against the wall as soon as they were inside. His hands and mouth explored her meager body.


  “Use me,” Melissa gasped.


  Bo didn’t have to be told twice. He fumbled for his belt and leaped out of his pants like a teenager.


  Melissa raked his back with long, red press-on nails as he kissed her mouth and pressed into her with pent-up urgency. Less than five minutes later, it was over.
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