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DEAD MAN STALKING


Shy and reclusive medical student Elaine Ross is warned she might have trouble dating after her only sister is brutally murdered by her brother-in-law, Dirk Stoner. Dirk, a handsome golf pro and the son of a billionaire developer, was convicted and executed amid a media frenzy that rivaled the O.J. Simpson trial. So when Elaine is coerced out to a nightclub and is unsettled by the advances of Jonathan Lewis—a man whose mannerisms and gestures eerily remind her of Dirk—she refuses to succumb to her paranoid fears.


But Elaine can’t conceive of the twisted trail of bribes, blackmail, and murder that Dirk’s billionaire father wove in an attempt to save his only son. She isn’t aware that an FBI investigation linking the deaths of Dirk’s prison doctor and a plastic surgeon has been inexplicably dropped. And Elaine has no way of knowing that the face in her nightmares is carrying a very real torch…for revenge.
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Jonathan twirled his mixer in his drink and then took it out and licked it.


A chill went down Elaine’s spine. Dirk used to do that: look as if he was making love to the mixer, hold it between his lips and swing his eyes at her suggestively.


“Would you like to dance?” he asked.


Elaine hesitated. “I’m not very good.”


“That I can’t believe,” Jonathan said, sliding off the stool and taking her elbow.


Elaine let him lead her onto the dance floor. He was very graceful and sexy, as sexy as. . . . She pushed the thought out of her mind.


Exhausted but strangely energized after dancing, they ended up at a table far enough from the music to be able to hear each other talk.


And then she saw it. In the better lighting, just under the hair at the back of his head, that small birthmark, difficult to notice. Dirk’s birthmark. She was sure she saw it. Or were the lights and shadows playing tricks on that twisted imagination of hers?
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In Double Jeopardy





Prologue


HARRY ROSS PAUSED AFTER HE entered the busy diner and gazed at the people seated on the black-and-silver counter stools, concentrating mainly on the men. A few glanced at him with vague interest. One, however, looked as if he recognized him. The man cupped his hand and leaned over to whisper something to the woman beside him. She turned quickly and widened her eyes as she nodded.


Harry ignored them. He panned the black vinyl-covered booths until he spotted a slim red-haired man of about forty signaling inconspicuously from a booth.


“Didn’t expect you’d be out of uniform,” Harry remarked as he slid into the bench seat across from Wayne Echert.


The velvet tones of Toni Braxton came through the small speakers at the rear, her voice just under the chorus of conversation, the clank of dinnerware, and the periodic announcement of orders from the waitresses and countermen.


“Correctional officer’s uniform would attract attention, Mr. Ross. I didn’t think you wanted that, with media hounds haunting you and your family all the time.”


“I couldn’t give less of a shit about the media,” Harry said. Even he winced at his use of profanity. Up until Farah’s murder and the trial, he hadn’t been one to rely on profanity to express anger and dissatisfaction. He had his own puritanical words that ranked up there with “golly” and “gee whiz.” But those days were long gone. He had buried that old Harry Ross alongside his daughter over a year and a half ago, and he was beyond mourning for himself.


“I want to hear about him, every gritty little detail,” Harry Ross said, eager to skip any small talk. That was another thing now absent from his life: idle chatter, moments of relaxation and hilarity. He couldn’t remember when he had last laughed, unless it was a laugh of sarcasm. He had become consumed by his need for retribution and revenge. Tales of his former son-in-law’s suffering had become Harry’s lifeblood. He fed on them like a vampire, sucking in every morsel of pain and discomfort Dirk Stoner endured.


Wayne Echert nodded and quickly shifted his gaze down to his coffee cup. Despite all his years as a prison guard on death row, he had never quite grown comfortable with the look in a condemned man’s eyes. It was truly as if such men could see beyond death. That vision prematurely put the cold, glassy glint of a corpse into them. Those who were resigned to their fate moved like shadows of themselves—gaunt, dark afterthoughts, their every motion mechanical. They slept in coffins and heard the dirt fall on the lids.


“Sometimes it sounds like applause,” one condemned man had told him.


Harry Ross had a similar look in his eyes. In a real sense, he too had been living on death row right beside the former son-in-law he despised so much.


Wayne was about to speak when the waitress appeared.


“What’ll you have?” She skipped any friendly banter because she was behind in the taking of orders. One of the other waitresses hadn’t shown up, and she had to cover her section. Consequently she didn’t really look at Harry Ross. If she had, she would have recognized him immediately. She had followed the trial on Court TV whenever her work schedule had permitted and then had watched the recaps in the evening. Occasionally there was still an article appearing, especially when anything was continued through the legal system. It was one of those stories that defied death itself.


“Just coffee,” Harry mumbled. The moment the waitress moved off, he focused on Wayne with all the intensity of a seasoned hunter fixing on his kill. “Well?”


“Okay. Let’s start with his living conditions,” Wayne began. Now that he was here and actually face-to-face with the man, he wanted to get the conversation over with as quickly as possible. “The cell’s only about four feet by ten feet. He’s got a stainless-steel sink, a toilet, and a bed. His bed is made of metal and has a mattress an inch and a half thick at most. I don’t know how those guys sleep on them, and—”


“So all this time he hasn’t been given anything special in the way of living quarters?” Harry asked impatiently. The muscles in his jaw twitched. His forehead tightened like a drum skin.


Harry was skeptical about the reports he had been given. He distrusted the system, especially when it involved someone with as much money and power as Dirk’s father, Philip Stoner. That was why he had decided to seek information from someone who was right on the scene, a death row correction officer. Who better to describe the actual situation?


“Hell, no. There’s no special setup on death row for anybody, but they do keep him away from even the other death row inmates as much as possible. They’re always afraid someone will kill a famous inmate just for the notoriety.”


“But he has more than the others,” Harry said, nodding to confirm his own assumption. “Doesn’t he?”


Wayne shifted his gaze as Harry smirked. “He gets more than the others because he has more money to spend,” Echert admitted.


“He gets money from the outside regularly?” Harry asked with a painful grimace.


“Look,” Wayne said, raising his hands as if he were defending his co-workers, “it’s a place of business.” He shrugged. “What isn’t a place of business these days?”


Harry nodded, his face stolid, now the face of a man who had lost all warm human feeling. On his daughter’s tombstone he should have added, “Here lies a father’s heart.” He lived like a man whose heart had been ripped out of his body.


“But so what?” Wayne continued, answering and arguing with himself. “What’s he getting? Better snacks, instant coffee, more stamps, extra toilet paper? He has a television set, but he doesn’t have cable. I mean, this guy is not on the Riviera by any means, Mr. Ross. The cells are so cold that the inmates have to wear layers of clothes in the winter, and in the warmer months some of them are nude just to stay cool.”


Wayne paused and gazed at the other patrons in the diner, wondering if any had recognized Harry Ross and strained to hear their conversation. One couple toward the end kept looking their way.


Wayne wasn’t comfortable talking to Ross; he wasn’t even comfortable taking the man’s money, but as he had just said, everything was business. Besides, the guy wanted information badly, and Wayne did feel like helping him. He did feel sorry for him. He too had watched some of the trial on television and had caught the pain in Harry Ross’s face when grisly details were given. Wayne had a twelve-year-old daughter and lived with the fear every father inherited the day the doctor said, “It’s a girl.”


“Go on,” Harry said, annoyed with Wayne’s pauses. “You said you would tell me all of it.”


“He still gets clean laundry only once a week. Before he can go out to the yard, he is strip-searched.”


“How do you strip-search an inmate?” Harry asked quickly, anticipating some pleasure in the guard’s answer.


“We look in his mouth, under his balls, and up his butt, Mr. Ross. Then we run a metal detector over him. There’s nothing dignified about it.”


“Every time?”


“Every time.”


“How does he react to that?”


Wayne shrugged, hesitant to reply. “How would anyone?”


“I’m not interested in anyone. I’m interested in him,” Harry shot back, raising his voice a few decibels. The waitress brought him his coffee, but he didn’t acknowledge her. His eyes were frozen on Wayne.


Wayne swallowed some of his coffee, looked at the remains of his bagel longingly, but decided not to bite into it. Harry Ross wouldn’t tolerate the moment it would take to chew it.


“He’s cooperative,” Wayne continued, “but he has this shit-eating grin on his face that pisses us off.”


“Yes,” Harry said, nodding as someone in the know would nod, “I did hear that he still had that confident grin.”


Harry lifted his coffee cup, blew over the hot liquid, and then took a sip. Wayne Echert felt Harry Ross was staring through him now, not at him.


“He’s the most relaxed condemned man on the block,” Wayne admitted, knowing full well it wasn’t something Harry Ross wanted to hear. “I think he’s fucking crazy.”


“As crazy as a fox,” Harry murmured. “I don’t know why he stopped his appeals.”


Wayne shrugged. “He knew he wasn’t going to win. All he was doing was prolonging the inevitable, and no matter what you heard, it’s pretty close to hell living on death row, Mr. Ross. You oughta hear the cheers that go up at midnight on New Year’s Eve, when they all realize they’ve survived one more year.


“You know what Dirk Stoner reminds me of now, Mr. Ross? He reminds me of one of Kevorkian’s patients.”


Harry thought about that. Philip Stoner had complained in the newspapers about his son’s decision to stop fighting his execution.


“I can’t force him to do anything he doesn’t want to do,” Philip Stoner had claimed. “I’m sorry for him, sorry for everyone,” he’d added.


It was a little too late for that, Harry had thought.


He sat back. He had taken only the one sip of his coffee and didn’t seem interested in taking another.


“He ain’t gonna win any mercy from the governor, Mr. Ross. Everyone’s watching this one. You did a good job of keeping the media on it, and all his father’s money and all his fame as a so-called world-class golfer isn’t going to help him now. We’re in countdown. You won’t have to wait much longer.”


“We’ll see,” Harry Ross said, lighting up again. His lower lip trembled a bit. Nervousness, like an insidious serpent, had wound its way through the caverns and arteries of his six-foot, two-inch stout frame to curl up in his heart. It reared its ugly head every time he heard a mention of Dirk Stoner’s death sentence being mitigated.


It hadn’t been the trial of the century, and it hadn’t been as long as the O.J. trial, but it had been one of the more popular ones on Court TV, and it had received considerable media coverage because of Dirk Stoner’s victories on the golf circuit and his father’s great wealth.


All through it, and especially afterward, during the sentencing hearing, Harry had aligned himself with representatives of minorities who were crying for equal justice.


“Let’s see if a rich, famous white boy can get the death penalty for first-degree murder” was a statement often repeated. Harry didn’t hesitate to second it.


As one of the most successful developers in Los Angeles, Philip Stoner was a confidant of the rich and powerful, of politicians and government officials. He was a chief contributor to the governor’s reelection campaign and was said to have the ear of the White House when he needed it. With all that muscle, the cynics assumed he would get his son off death row.


Ironically, it had almost become a political necessity to convict and execute Dirk Stoner. Riots had occurred after the Not Guilty verdicts in the Rodney King incident, and the same sorts of riots were feared if the rich white boy escaped the fate that was so often and so easily meted out to poor minority men. There wasn’t a politician in town or in the state who wanted to be associated with manipulating the legal system, not while all these eyes were focused on it.


Philip Stoner’s army of attorneys, attempting to follow in the footsteps of O. J. Simpson’s dream team, had challenged the forensic evidence. They made a little headway, but were unable to shake off the eyewitness who was every prosecutor’s and defense lawyer’s dream witness: a middle-aged female teacher with an Ivory soap-pure background who happened to be at the scene of the crime, who happened to get a full, close view of the assailant, and who happened to have excellent eyesight.


When the defense attorneys tried to discredit her testimony by implying she had seen Dirk’s face so often on television and in papers that she just mistook it, she revealed that she didn’t even know what a hole-in-one was. Golf was a bigger mystery to her than the universe. She couldn’t name or identify a single professional player, and she hated sports—all sports. In fact, she rarely watched television.


She nailed Dirk Stoner, placed him at the crime scene, and shook her head as if she had just caught one of her young pupils committing an act of vandalism. With her long, bony forefinger, she pointed to Stoner in the courtroom.


“I have no doubt that is the man I saw leaving Ms. Ross’s apartment. I couldn’t sit here and swear to something I didn’t believe completely. I am well aware of the importance of my testimony.”


And she was a churchgoer.


Ten thousand dollars’ worth of designer suits suffered near fatal creases.


Defiant to the end, Dirk refused to consider a plea, and the trial went the distance.


After the guilty verdict came the death penalty proceedings. Philip Stoner’s attorneys brought forward an impressive list of witnesses to testify to his son’s character. Dirk had nothing in the way of a police record, not even a speeding ticket, but there was the clear implication that his father had taken care of any of that.


What did the prosecution have?


A vicious premeditated crime with no chance of reasonable doubt and no sign of remorse, a number of witnesses who testified to Dirk’s often violent behavior, threats, stalking, arrogant displays of power, and money.


The jury voted for the death penalty. It went immediately into the appeal process, but unlike most inmates, Dirk Stoner had a legal staff ready to go to work for him; the usual delays finding representation didn’t exist. The process moved quickly, denials following quick denials until, in a sudden and unexpected change of strategy, Stoner stopped his lawyers from continuing. That was what convinced Harry that his daughter’s killer was getting special treatment at the penitentiary.


“I still don’t understand this kind of animal giving up,” Harry muttered.


Wayne nodded. “I do, Mr. Ross.”


“You do?”


“Many of the condemned stop fighting for their lives when they realize they can have a lethal-injection execution. To them it’s just like going asleep and getting it over, getting out of there. It’s too … tempting. We should bring beheading back.”


Harry’s heart sank a bit. That wasn’t what he wanted to hear, even after all this time. He craved revenge, needed it for many reasons, not the least of which was his own peace of mind.


“You know what a buddy of mine at the prison said? He said they’re going to satisfy the bleeding hearts by inventing a serum that ages people in minutes and using that so it’ll look like the condemned died of old age.”


“You really think that’s why he’s giving up?” Harry asked sadly.


“I think so. A man like that can’t stomach prison life. He wants out now.”


Harry couldn’t help showing his disappointment, even though he knew other people would think him sick with revenge. He looked as if he had aged in seconds. His eyes darkened, and his lips parted with his deep breath.


“Bastard,” he said. “I hate the thought of anything being easy for him, even death. Especially death.”


“Lethal injections don’t always go smoothly,” Wayne said.


Harry perked up. “Oh?”


“There have been cases where they have a hard time finding the veins and nearly poke the guy to death, and cases where the crap didn’t run smoothly into the veins and the guy took forever to die. Billy Meredith, a fellow correction officer, was telling me about a case in Oklahoma where the killer had a violent reaction to the drugs. He said they described the guy gasping, his whole body going into spasms. They said it looked real ugly,” he added with a smile.


“None of that will happen to this man,” Harry predicted sadly. “The powers that be won’t let it. Tell me more about his life at the moment.”


“He hasn’t had as many visitors lately and gets fewer letters. He makes his phone calls, but he’s got to wait his turn like everyone else, Mr. Ross.”


“How does he look?” Harry asked.


“Look? I don’t understand.” Wayne stalled.


“Has he lost weight?”


“He’s …”


“What?”


“Well, he’s got nothing much to do but stay in shape, Mr. Ross. Most of those guys work out. You know, push-ups, sit-ups, exercise in the yard, but he doesn’t have a tan and look like a playboy professional golfer anymore,” Wayne added quickly, but that wasn’t enough to soften the pain in Harry Ross’s eyes.


Harry sighed and gazed out the window at the cars pulling into the parking lot. The afternoon sunshine was so bright it made everything look metallic. Even the parking lot looked like a sheet of steel. They were about twenty minutes from the prison. It was the closest Harry had been to Dirk Stoner since the trial and aftermath. It was almost as if he could smell him, feel his heartbeat in the air.


“You know how he killed her, don’t you?” he said. “How he sharpened the screwdriver and returned it to the tool chest, expecting it would never be found, how the microscopic forensic evidence confirmed the weapon, and how his skin and an almost microscopic sample of his blood were found on her right forefinger and index finger. She didn’t put up much of a fight because she was taken by surprise. My little girl was a fighter, Mr. Echert. She would have fought much harder if he hadn’t sneaked up on her.”


Wayne forced a smile. Was that an appropriate reaction? he wondered. How should you react when a father brags about his dead daughter’s fighting spirit? “And then he leaves and walks right into that teacher outside my daughter’s apartment door,” Wayne added quickly to show he knew the details.


“Yes. They tried to buy her off, you know. She was too decent even to mention it, but I found out. I found out,” he said nodding.


“I’m surprised they didn’t have that teacher killed,” Wayne said. “Just like they killed Marilyn Monroe and Jack Ruby. Rich, powerful businessmen are in control of this country,” Wayne continued, parroting slogans and thoughts he’d heard at the prison. He thought Harry Ross would second the comments and smile, but his expression didn’t change.


“They would have, except that killing her would have confirmed Stoner’s guilt even more,” Harry said.


He was staring so hard and intensely that Wayne actually cringed. “I bet,” he managed to say. He was looking toward the door, looking toward the end of this meeting. Harry held his gaze and then smiled, coldly. “There isn’t anything a parent won’t do to protect his child if he has the chance,” Harry said. “If he has a chance …” His voice drifted off, but Wayne had no doubt that the statement was filled with as much determination as any living thing could muster for its own survival.
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SITTING ON THE BED IN WHAT had once been Farah’s room, Harry gazed around dumbly, his eyes glassy. Farah had taken most everything with her when she got married, and the room had been used as a guest room, but he had never stopped thinking of it as Farah’s room. Memories of her lingered in these walls, in every nook and corner, her laughter caught and held forever and ever. All he had to do was look at the vanity table or the desk on which she used to do her homework and his reservoir of remembrances came rushing forward, now an exquisite torment.


Tomorrow, finally, he would get his revenge. Dirk Stoner would be executed, nearly four years after he had been convicted. Harry knew it was happening this soon only because Stoner had stopped the appeals.


“Mom’s right, you know,” he heard Elaine say and looked up at his younger daughter leaning against the doorjamb, arms folded, head down. “Attending his execution won’t bring Farah back, Dad.”


“Maybe it will bring me back,” he said.


She looked up, their eyes meeting.


“You want to be a doctor, Elaine. Think of what’s in here”—he pressed his fist against his heart—“as a cancer that tomorrow the state of California will cut out of me.”


“Operations leave scars, Dad,” she said.


Harry almost smiled. Elaine had always had a doctor’s personality. She could cut to the jugular gracefully, perform the procedure, and retreat unscathed. “I have scars deeper than what I might get tomorrow,” he said.


“We all have scars, Dad. They’re not going away, ever.” He saw the tears in her eyes and was silent for a moment.


For the first time since Farah’s death, he seriously considered Elaine’s reaction to all this. He had always thought about his own and Lil’s sorrow, but what about Elaine’s? She had suffered a great loss too.


“If you insist on going, I’ll go with you tomorrow, Dad,” she said.


“You don’t have to do that, Elaine.”


“I won’t let you go alone, Dad,” she insisted, “even though I hate the thought of looking at him one more time, even to watch him die, even by lethal injection.”


“Yeah,” Harry said. “From what I’ve been told, it will be just like looking at one of your patients at preop.”


She nodded. “You’re right, Dad. That’s what it’s like. Pancurium bromide to stop his breathing, potassium chloride for cardiac arrest, sodium pentothal to make him unconscious.”


“Dr. Ross,” he said nodding and contemplating her for a moment. Then he raised his eyebrows. “It should be Dr. Rosenberg, you know.”


“What?”


“That’s our real name.”


“I don’t understand.”


“My grandfather changed it to Ross to avoid the ethnic stigma and any possible inference that we were related to the notorious Rosenbergs. I always felt funny going to see my great-uncle Benny because he was my grandfather’s brother, but his name was Ben Rosenberg and mine was Harry Ross. He always made fun of the change, too. ‘So how is it with you, Mr. Ross?’ he would ask me and smile.”


Elaine laughed. “What other surprises do you have for me, Dad?”


“Nothing else,” he said sadly and gazed at the floor again. “Nothing else.”


“Don’t go, Dad,” she said after a moment.


“I have to go, Elaine.”


“It will be a circus—the media, demonstrators …”


“I have to go,” he said again. “Thank God my parents didn’t live to see any of this.”


Lil’s parents were still alive and remarkably healthy for people in their late eighties. They had attended only one of the trial sessions. They sat in the rear, listened, and then went home, too shaken by the details to return.


Now that the ordeal was truly coming to an end, Lil wanted Harry to put the matter to rest, to accept Farah’s death, as she had finally accepted it.


Harry refused to accept it. His beautiful, talented daughter had been slaughtered, and even with Dirk Stoner’s surprise legal capitulation, retribution had been slow in coming, as far as Harry was concerned. In more primitive times, when men were men, an eye for an eye would have been a quick and strong act of justice.


Immediate retribution was important. Why didn’t our society see that? Time diminished the impact of the evil act, put it so far back in the memory that the horror was reduced to mere words and the victim drifted into a mere name, an old photo, a statistic.


But we are civilized men, he thought sarcastically. We house our criminals; we dissect their psyches and analyze their evil; we build entire professions, mechanisms, industries, around them as one great euphemistic expression. He concluded it was all only an attempt to deny the most basic truth about ourselves: we can be utterly vicious and cruel to each other to satisfy our own selfish needs.


No, he would not accept it, but he couldn’t get mad at Lil for trying to get him to do so. She had been and still was one of the prettiest women he had ever met. He always considered himself lucky to have found her and won her heart. He and Lil had become the most famous and successful real estate couple in the Valley. All the movie studio executives came to them to find homes. They were featured in regional magazines and on regional television shows, but the wedding of their local fame with their national renown was an uneasy marriage.


Harry was self-conscious about the way people now looked at him. He had become paranoid. He was the first to admit it. Since the trial and its aftermath, he questioned the motives of nearly every client. Were they really coming to them to find a decent place to live, or did they just want to go back to their friends and say, “Guess who we’re using as real estate agents—the Rosses. Yes, those Rosses!”


He and Lil had become “Those Rosses.”


“Okay, Dad,” Elaine said. “Good night.” She gazed around the room for a moment and then left him.


He had such a feeling of emptiness.


Harry knew that Elaine felt he had favored Farah over her. He didn’t think he had. Elaine was just a different kind of girl, more like Lil, cerebral, a reader, unafraid of being alone. Farah had been sociable, outgoing, more emotional, warmer, more dependent on him and his affection. Farah hadn’t been subtle and complicated. There was never a question about what she wanted in life. She liked the recognition, the expensive cars and clothes, the adulation. She was admittedly and unashamedly vain. Her room had the big mirrors, the elaborate vanity table. She had bought all the workout tapes and moaned if she gained a pound.


Elaine was the class valedictorian, the writer, the deep thinker. She had a beautiful figure and Lil’s naturally healthy complexion. Elaine was no four-eyed wallflower. She had boyfriends; she went to school dances and the prom, but she was far more career minded and independent and would, Harry believed, do what she had set out to do: become a doctor. He was very proud of her.


It was just that … just that he loved the sight of Farah waving from her convertible or rushing across the lawn to hug him or calling to him from her bedroom window or just stopping behind him in the living room and hugging him and then going on and on about her part in the school play.


Was she really dead? Could she be dead? When will I do what Lil and Elaine want me to do? he wondered. When will I accept it?


Maybe tomorrow, he thought. Maybe tomorrow.


Elaine stared out her window into the darkness. She couldn’t stand this feeling of helplessness, this inability to say or do anything that would ease her father’s pain.


Is this what it’s going to be like for me when I’m a doctor and I confront terminally ill patients? she wondered.


And then she thought, Is my father ill? He wasn’t half the man he had once been. His eyes were vacant much of the time. He looked lost, confused, almost brain-dead at times.


How she wished she had a medication, an anti-tragedy serum that she could simply inject into his arm to turn him back to the way he was. She laughed at how stupid that thought was, at how childish she could be, at how she could still fill her mind with little-girl fantasies. Sometimes that frightened her. It was as if admitting she was human would distract her from her destiny, would make her less of a doctor.


She gazed across the room at a doll Farah had given her years ago. Elaine had always wanted to be a doctor. Much of her make-believe had been built around that dream. She recalled examining that doll for Farah and deciding she had to put a Band-Aid on her leg. After carefully sterilizing the area, she had applied the bandage, and she and Farah had treated the doll like a patient in a hospital.


Everyone had thought it was cute.


The doll stared back at her with its glassy eyes seemingly full of sadness, two tiny pools of tears, matching her own.


Later she heard her parents talking softly, her mother still trying to get her father to change his mind about watching the execution. Elaine heard her soft sobs until they were both quiet. Neither would sleep tonight, she thought. How many sleepless nights had they both endured already?


Where do all your good dreams go when you don’t sleep? she wondered.


Farah had believed there was a magical place for lost dreams, a place where they waited for happy dreamers.


She laughed at that and some of the other things her sister had said.


Then she closed her eyes and prayed she would wander into Farah’s magical world tonight, especially tonight.


It was too nice a day for an execution. As if the state of California were a living person with an ego and a reputation, even this late in the day it provided bright sunshine, blue skies, warm breezes, and a clean, sparkling background for the myriad cameramen, satellite television feeds, and network anchors who filled the front yard of San Quentin.


“Look at this place,” Elaine said as they parked their rental car. “Is this society sick or what?”


One of the reporters spotted them, and the group moved like one animal in their direction, microphones rising toward them like electronic antennae.


Elaine thrust her arm through her father’s, holding on tight. “They want their pound of flesh,” she muttered.


The reporter who led the pack threw his question at them from six feet away, just to be first. “How do you feel today, Mr. Ross?” The mob gathered around them.


“Good. I feel good for the first time in years.”


“What about those people demonstrating against the death penalty out there?” another reporter asked.


Harry gazed for a moment at the posters and signs and listened to the voice droning over the portable loudspeaker.


“I doubt that anyone out there has had a daughter brutally murdered. If anyone has, and still wants to grant the killer mercy, then that parent didn’t love his child more than he loved his own life. People are killing their children a second time when they grant mercy to murderers,” he added.


The cameras clicked. The reporters ate it up. Pens were writing as quickly as Harry spoke and gave them the valuable sound bites.


Harry and Elaine moved toward the entrance.


“Did you know that Philip Stoner is going to be in the room with you, Mr. Ross?”


Elaine kept them moving.


“Lending his son comfort,” another reporter interjected.


“Will you speak to him, and if you do, what will you say?”


Harry spun on them.


“Dad,” Elaine pleaded.


“What will I say? I’ll ask him what he did to raise such an animal,” Harry said.


“You haven’t had any conversations with Mr. Stoner since his son was convicted of murdering your daughter?” a young female reporter asked, shoving her microphone in his face. Harry gazed at her. She had eyes like Farah’s. For a moment he imagined Farah there beside him instead of Elaine, looping her arm through his. Then he blinked back to reality.


“What in hell would I do that for? That man would spend twenty million dollars in a heartbeat if he could keep his son alive. I can’t do anything to keep my daughter alive. I can only visit her grave.”


“Soon Philip Stoner will be visiting his son’s grave,” someone in the rear of reporters’ group declared.


Harry nodded. “And then finally, finally, Philip Stoner will understand what my life has been like since his creature killed my daughter,” Harry said.


“Leave him alone!” Elaine shouted. “Don’t you think this is hard enough for us?”


“What are your feelings today?” the young female reporter demanded, ignoring Elaine’s plea.


“I feel you’re all a bunch of animals,” Elaine said and turned herself and Harry firmly away.


Harry saw the fury in his daughter’s crimson face. She was pretty when she was angry, as pretty as Lil, he thought and felt a sudden pang of pride.


“Lucky you came along,” Harry said, “to ride shotgun.”


“I knew it would be like this. Horrific.”


He nodded. “I’d walk through fire to see this, Elaine.”


“I know,” she said sadly.


It saddened him too that he had turned into a beast of revenge. But what about the early days? he thought to himself as if he were really two people now. He remembered Farah accompanying Dirk to his golf tournaments, flashing her beautiful smile, wearing those designer outfits that put her on the covers of sports, fashion, and entertainment magazines as well as on the society pages of big newspapers. What about their interviews on the talk shows?


What about the parties, the way Dirk’s fame had rubbed off on them and helped his and Lil’s real estate business, people wanting to meet them, their celebrity growing—and then the waking up: Farah’s discovery that Dirk was having one sleazy affair after another, his picture with other women in the rag magazines. What an embarrassment for all of them, but especially for Farah.


Harry truly felt like a man on a roller coaster, shooting downward with her, crashing toward some dark tunnel, never anticipating the depth of their fall, a fall that had brought him here to an execution, an execution that Stoner himself had finally found inevitable. The day of retribution was upon him. His father’s wealth and power wouldn’t change that.


Would Harry put it all to rest after this? He lived with the fear that Lil might be right in believing that Dirk Stoner might continue his murderous rampage and kill him and subsequently Lil and Elaine as well.


Once in the observation room, Harry saw that, through the glass window, all the witnesses would have a clear view of Dirk Stoner when he was brought in for his execution.


Harry and Elaine took their seats right up front, trying not to look at anyone else. Harry saw the empty seat at the other end of the row and assumed it was being held for Dirk’s father.


Philip Stoner was nearly eight years older than Harry. He was a tall, very slim man who reminded people of Henry Fonda. When he entered the witness room, he was somber, but to Harry he was disgustingly distinguished, even now.


He didn’t look at Harry and Elaine. He sat with his eyes fixed on the ceiling. No one spoke. It was as if they had all gone underwater and had to hold their breath.


Elaine held her father’s hand firmly. He felt her squeeze as the tension built in her body. “Are you all right, Dad?” she asked softly.


“Yes,” he said. His heart was pounding.


“I can feel your pulse,” she said. “Breathe deeply, Dad. Easy.”


“Okay, Doc,” he muttered. He tried to swallow, but his throat felt full of sand.


Harry hadn’t set eyes on his ex-son-in-law and the murderer of his daughter since Stoner’s last court appearance. He recalled when Farah had first told him she was going to date Dirk Stoner. Farah and two other models had been invited to a film premiere in Westwood, and Farah had met Dirk in the lobby after the screening. He had offered to take her to the party and she had accepted. “He isn’t what the gossip magazines make him out to be, Daddy. He was polite, even a bit shy,” she had told Harry. “And he is soooo handsome in the flesh.”


How could Harry have blamed her for her lack of insight and her gullibility? he thought as he waited for Dirk Stoner to come through that door to the death chamber. Hadn’t he, too, been charmed by the man?


“I have a lot of money,” Dirk had once told Harry over a cocktail in the clubhouse. “I’m not going to deny it, Harry. I’m not like some of these wealthy people who pretend they don’t have a cent. I’m a millionaire because of my victories on the golf course and because of the trusts my father has set up for me. I’m actually a multimillionaire,” he bragged sotto voce. “But until I met Farah, my life was empty. She has a way of making me feel good about myself. Know what I mean?”


Of course he knew what Dirk meant. It was what his daughter did for him too. This was a girl who had so much love and life in her that she infected people with happiness, Harry thought. But she was always a little girl, trusting, ready to be surprised and excited, ready for some new experience, a little girl who loved presents, loved adulation, loved to be loved. She really believed Dirk Stoner loved her so devoutly that he wouldn’t betray her. She didn’t want to believe he was unfaithful; she would rather discredit the messenger, but she confronted Dirk with the information and he confessed because he was arrogant enough to believe she would always forgive him. She was heartbroken, but she did forgive him.


That was the first of the little compromises Harry blamed for the eventual tragedy. Dirk hadn’t been strong enough. There were the usual excuses: he was on the road alone too much; he was handsome and pursued by groupies.


True to his nature, Dirk Stoner saw forgiveness as weakness, an open door. Farah was too embarrassed to mention the other infidelities until things grew nastier, and then she confronted him more aggressively.


The divorce settlement was relatively quick. Right from the beginning, the public sided with Farah. Dirk became unpopular on the golf circuit. He began to lose more regularly, drink more, use cocaine more often. His descent continued until somewhere in his distorted brain, he found Farah and blamed her for his failures and new dark lot in life. He developed the obsession that if he could win her back, he would win back his old self, and so began the stalking, the endless solicitation, and eventually the vicious, psychotic murder, a descent into the maelstrom that would hit rock bottom and come to an end today.


Harry hoped.


The witness room filled. Someone coughed. Someone whispered. The door was opened, and Dirk Stoner, wearing hip chains and shackles, was led into the death chamber.


His dark brown hair was longer and his complexion was pale. There was hesitation in his steps, evidence of last-minute panic. Gone was that familiar Stoner arrogance. He looked worse than pale. He looked like a corpse, his terror-filled eyes shifting madly from side to side, his tongue licking his lips.


Dirk gazed at the witnesses, holding on his father for a moment, then panning the faces, and finally focusing on Harry and Elaine. Harry felt Elaine’s hand tighten like a vise around his fingers. She was actually hurting him with her fingernails, but he didn’t move, didn’t utter a sound. Dirk’s gaze remained fixed on her. There was a look of raw rage for a moment and then a crazed smile that quickly evaporated as the preparations continued.


Harry saw the way Dirk’s hands shook. He felt the man’s trembling. He knew they put a diaper on condemned men to avoid an embarrassing event.


What he didn’t want to see was the man hold himself together. Finally, finally, there will be an end to this self-centered, spoiled, conceited excuse for a human being, Harry thought. Such men should fall apart in the shadow of their own impending doom.


Dirk looked at his father again as if he hoped he could wave his hand and stop the execution. Harry glanced at Philip Stoner.


Elaine saw the direction of his gaze and leaned in to whisper. “His father looks like stone,” she said.


Harry nodded. Why was Philip Stoner here? Harry wondered. Was this the way he offered comfort to his son? What sort of comfort could that man give anyone anyway?


Dirk was asked if he had any final comments to make.


He looked at his father first. “I didn’t do anything to embarrass my family,” he said. “I want you to know that, Dad.”


Stoner lowered his head.


“What does he expect now?” Harry muttered to Elaine, “Does he want his father to get us all to forgive him?”


Then Dirk turned and fixed his eyes on them.


Harry felt the heat in his face, but he kept his glare. He wouldn’t let a man about to die intimidate him, not this man.


“I didn’t do it, and I miss Farah as much as you do. This is a mistake! It’s a terrible mistake!” he screamed.


He seemed to crumble, lose his legs completely. The guards held him up for a moment. There was a soft undertone of murmuring.


Harry started to rise.


“Don’t, Dad,” Elaine said, pulling on his arm.


“The bastard. He wants us to feel sorry for him.”


“He wants you to lose your composure, Dad. Don’t give him any satisfaction.”


Harry glanced at her and nodded. She was right. His rational, cool daughter was right.


He held himself together.


They began to strap Dirk onto the gurney. The witnesses could see his sobbing. Harry closed his eyes to it for a moment.


Elaine stroked his hand and then closed her own eyes and lowered her head.


Finally it was to be over.


The reporters were waiting more eagerly when Harry and Elaine emerged from the prison. The late afternoon sun was gone, and dark shadows seemed to ooze around them like demons of death.


Camera lights were already on, and more were illuminated. They blinded Elaine’s and Harry’s vision for a moment.


“Don’t talk to them,” Elaine urged.


For the first time since the verdicts, Harry didn’t care to be on camera or recorded, but he wasn’t going to show anyone his reluctance. It would be misinterpreted as weakness.


“I’m all right,” he said.


“Can you tell us what happened in there, Mr. Ross?”


“The state executed a vicious murderer,” Harry said dryly.


“Are you satisfied?” someone else called out.


“Satisfied? I know justice was done, but I won’t be satisfied until my daughter is raised from the dead.” He pushed their way toward the parking lot. He and Elaine got into the car quickly, questions being shouted at them, tossed at them like rice at a wedding. He took a deep breath.


“Do you want me to drive, Dad?”


“No,” he said quickly and started the engine. Don’t show anyone weakness, he told himself. He didn’t want them to learn about the emptiness he felt and the disappointment.


“He didn’t suffer enough, Elaine,” he said as they drove away. “There was no bleeding, no electric shocks, no sound of gunfire, no wham of the hangman’s noose, nothing to indicate death except the physician who examined him, read the EKG and pronounced him dead.” He trembled with rage. “He could just as easily have died of heart failure in his cell and escaped the entire event.”


“Let it go, Dad. Let it go,” Elaine pleaded.


Harry had trouble swallowing. Was this what he had waited to see all these years?


“It’s as if Farah was a minor player in all this, Elaine, her death barely a factor. She didn’t get the consideration Dirk got—the minister, the doctor, the psychologist. She didn’t lay herself down to sleep and pray the Lord her soul to keep. She consciously faced the horrible awareness of her own impending doom, and she was in pain and alone and afraid. No priest stood at her side assuring her of eternal life. No friends and family gave her support. No officials handled her with dignity. She squealed like a hog and watched her blood seep into the carpet.”


“Dad, stop it!” Elaine cried.


Tears were running down his cheeks.


“Pull over and let me drive,” she said.


Harry suddenly screamed. He released a deeply held, horrible, grotesque cry and began to pound the steering wheel madly.


“Dad!”


He had to slow down, stop, and pull over to the side as he raged from side to side, slamming his hands against the windows like a trapped animal in a glass cage and then pounding his fists on the dashboard until the pain shooting up his arm and into his shoulder brought it to a halt.


Elaine remained out of his way until he fell forward, exhausted, gasping, drooling, his stomach cramped. Cars whizzed by. Then she got out, went around the car, and opened his door.


As soon as she did, he leaned out of the car and regurgitated. She held him until he was finished.


“I shouldn’t have eaten dinner,” he muttered. “I had to be a big shot and put on an act for your mother and you.” He sat back, closed his eyes, and waited for the waves of nausea to subside.


“Move over. I’m going to drive,” Elaine commanded.


Bright lights in the rearview mirror brought him to attention. He sat up as a highway patrolman got out of his vehicle and strolled up to their car, a flashlight in hand. The beam hit Elaine in the face.


“What’s the problem, ma’am?” the patrolman asked.


“My father got sick while he was driving, but he’s all right now,” she said quickly.


The patrolman held the light on Harry a moment and then moved the beam around the car before shutting it off.


“You’re … Mr. Ross, aren’t you?”


“Yes.”


The patrolman looked at Elaine. “Then you people were just coming from San Quentin?”


“Yes,” Elaine said.


“I’m really sorry. Can you carry on or would you like some assistance?”


“No, we’ll be fine,” Elaine said. She looked at Harry. “I’m going to drive the rest of the way.”


“Well, again, I’m sorry, Mr. Ross. You and your family have been through hell,” the highway officer remarked.


For a moment, with the shadows around him, the patrolman looked like some vision from the underworld, the shape of a creature in a nightmare, something the devil himself had sent to remind Harry that evil had a way of lingering, like the seemingly endless echo of a gunshot and a scream and all the wailing of the bereaved.


“Yes,” Harry said. He moved over so Elaine could get behind the wheel.


“Take care,” the patrolman said.


Elaine put the car into drive and started away.


She looked at her exhausted father, slumping in the seat. Then she gazed into the side mirror and saw the patrolman standing there watching them drive away.


In a wild part of her imagination, she thought. She heard the sound of laughter.
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“HAS THERE BEEN A GEOLOGICAL report on this property?” Mr. Feinstein asked.


Harry stood at the window in the living room and gazed out at the drop-dead view of Topanga Canyon. The morning fog had long lifted, revealing plush green hills spotted with expensive homes tucked away in every nook and cranny Mother Nature afforded. From the east a passenger jet floated through puffy clouds that resembled globs of cotton candy. It was truly a make-believe world.


So much of life is illusion, Harry mused. Here they were in the heartland of the entertainment industry, a business empire built on illusion. There was a time when people worked and lived mostly in the real world, spending their leisure hours reading or listening to others read. That was a limited time of the day because it took so much of the day to earn a living. Now, with the work week shrinking, with everyone guarding and worshiping his and her weekend as something sacred, with CDs, videos, electronic media, television, films, and the Internet, the world of make-believe had overtaken the real world. Everyone he knew seemed to be wrapped up in some fantasy, whether it was loyalty to a soap opera or remaking their own self-image on the model of someone’s imaginary hero or heroine. Even recreational drugs were designed to take one away from reality.


No wonder so many people treated what had happened to Farah and to his family as if it were a televised soap. The Rosses had become characters in some Hollywood production, and as a result, they had lost some of their humanity. It was almost as if the public believed he and Lil hadn’t really lost their beautiful daughter. It was just … just an episode in the weekly drama played out on slick newscasts.


“Excuse me,” Mrs. Feinstein said after a long, silent pause. She was at least twenty-five pounds overweight for her five feet six inches. Her lean husband looked absolutely meek beside her, and she had asked most of the questions and made most of the comments. “Mr. Ross?”


“What?”


Harry turned and looked at the two of them so strangely that they both felt as if he had forgotten they were there, forgotten he had brought them to the house. He looked that surprised.


“I’m sorry, what did you say?”


“My husband asked about the geological study. It’s very important,” she added, stating the obvious with a pedantic air.


“Oh. Yes, there was a geological study.” Harry went to his briefcase and started to sort through the documents. “I must have left it at the office,” he said after a few moments.


“Really?” Mrs. Feinstein said, pulling her shoulders back and lifting her abundant bosom like two pieces of artillery. Harry imagined her pumping nipples at him like rubber shells. He actually smiled. “Is something funny, Mr. Ross?”


“No, I was just … remembering something,” he said quickly.


The Feinsteins looked at each other. Mrs. Feinstein’s eyebrows curled like two annoyed caterpillars.


“Yes, well, this is a nice house, but it’s not for us,” she said sharply. “We’re looking for something not quite so dramatic,” she added. “I thought you understood that from our discussion in your office.”


“Well, in my experience people aren’t sure what they want until they see it,” Harry offered. It was a weak excuse for poor preparation. Mr. Feinstein looked embarrassed for him. “Sorry,” Harry added and closed his briefcase. “Let’s return to the office and I’ll show you some other—”


“Let’s just go,” Mrs. Feinstein remarked. She started toward the door, her husband snapping around to trail after her as if there was some invisible leash around his neck.


Harry scooped up his briefcase and locked up the house. The two were already seated in his car, the impatience building like a rash on Mrs. Feinstein’s fuming face. Harry got in and drove them away as quickly as he could.


Nearly eight months had passed since Dirk Stoner’s execution and Harry had sold only three properties, each under a half million. Lil still carried the ball. Harry had lost his passion for so much in life that he appeared nearly lobotomized at times. The healthy competition, the excitement of the kill and the rising sales charts, the respect he had once commanded in the business no longer interested him. Making money had become a droll activity. He resembled a man who was bored with himself.


He performed so poorly in their new regional television advertisement that Lil decided to cancel it. There used to be an amusing and very entertaining banter between them. Harry was once a very funny guy. Their older friends called them the George Burns and Gracie Allen of the real estate world. Others called them the Tim Allen and Zsa Zsa Gabor of Realtors. There was Lil, deliberately overdressed, draped in jewelry, rings dazzling on her fingers, talking about this or that high-end property, and there was Harry, emphasizing the more practical aspects, like built-in cabinets in the garage, home improvement possibilities.


“Why would anyone want to spend any more time than necessary in a garage, Harry?” Lil would quip. Even people who had no interest in new real estate tuned in to catch them.


However, the camera was a psychological X-ray, exposing the depth of depression in Harry’s psyche. His eyes were vacant, the rings around them thickening. The light that was once in his face was gone, and there was a heaviness in his voice that made the pronouncing of each word seem laborious. He had the look of someone who was saying, “Just leave me alone.”


He watched television the same way, gazing at the tube like a man mesmerized by the glow. Most of the time he didn’t follow the thread of the story. He appeared to go in and out, recalling a detail here and a detail there, but not tying things together with any real interest. He would just as soon sit and stare at a set that wasn’t turned on. He spent most of his time looking at pictures behind his eyelids anyway, replaying memories as if his brain housed some immortal VCR with an endless supply of videotape.


Lil was patient at first. When Harry drifted away in the middle of a conversation, she would calmly repeat everything. When he forgot a client or neglected to show clients the most obvious properties to fit their demands, she quietly reminded him and tried to compensate by taking on more of the load. They rarely made love these days, and when they did, it was as a friend of hers had once complained about her own husband and their own dying marriage: “I masturbate with Gordon in me.”
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