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Central Park, New York City


Saturday, April 15


6:15 A.M.


They were closing in on her.


She could feel it.


Like a hunted animal she whirled around, backing away from the danger that threatened. Her eyes darted around furiously. Cowering in the shadows of the trees, she searched the path, terror vibrating through her.


Nothing.


She ran. Sweat drenched her body. She staggered and nearly fell. Regaining her balance, she sucked in short bursts of air, her burning lungs unable to get enough oxygen to satisfy her racing heart. She stopped, unable to go on, gasping as she stumbled down the footpath.


Not a second to waste.


Daylight was beginning to overtake night, the New York City skyline coming into focus.


Detection would soon be a certainty.


Even the oncoming rainstorm wouldn’t be able to conceal her. They’d followed her. They knew just where to look, and what to look for. Her bright yellow robe beckoned like a bull’s-eye. They’d find her. They’d punish her. She was terrified of that. But she was more terrified of what was happening to her.


She was desperate. She needed help. Now. Before it was too late.


She had to get to her sister.


A few raindrops fell, a welcome chill against her overheated skin. The relief was short-lived. The droplets intensified to a steady drizzle, dampening her robe and causing it to cling to her skin.


Her teeth began to chatter.


Her limbs faltered, and her knees buckled.


Reeling, she grabbed a tree trunk for support. She fought the nausea and the dizziness, blinking as she tried to clear her head and regain some strength.


It was no use. Her body was losing its fight. Her heart was bursting out of her chest. She had no energy left to run. And nowhere to run to.


Her sister. She was her only chance.


Why isn’t she here yet? she thought, scanning the park with eyes barely able to see. Where is she?


The path was deserted. The rain was coming in a thin, steady stream now. Maybe she’d stayed in bed. Maybe the rain had dissuaded her. Maybe this entire reckless attempt had been for nothing.


In that case, it was over. The desolate park grounds would make it easy to find her. To catch her. To imprison her for good.


They’d be here any minute now.


Hysteria bubbled up inside her.


Nearly blinded by dizziness, she staggered down the path, no longer certain where she was going, but propelled by the will to live.


A twig snapped in the distance.


Her head jerked up.


Rhythmic footsteps sounded from around the bend. Plod. Plod. Definitely footsteps. She hadn’t imagined them. Not the rapid strides of one in pursuit, but the measured gait of a jogger. The tempo drew nearer—not from behind her, from ahead. It continued to approach, the strides close enough now to be accompanied by the metered pants of someone dedicated to his or her run.


God, let it be she.


Black spots were dancing before her eyes. Her heart rate had accelerated to the point where she couldn’t regulate her own breathing. Her body was shaking uncontrollably. Please, she prayed silently. Please.


A flash of color.


Red. A red jogging suit with a white stripe down the pants legs—the gift she’d given her sister for her last birthday.


Thank God.


She lunged forward, determined to be seen. Her limbs failed even as she did. The ground rushed up to meet her. She felt its impact slam against her shoulder, then her back. A stick jabbed into her arm.


Raindrops struck her face. A gentle hand wiped them away.


As if from a great distance, she heard the familiar voice calling her name. She opened her eyes, but, try as she would, she couldn’t see anything. Only the blackness.


Her lips moved, and she heard her own broken gasps. Or did she? She was speaking. Then why couldn’t she hear herself?


Again she tried. Her mouth formed the numbers.


But, like a suffocating blanket, the darkness choked them into silence.





2



[image: image]


Victoria Kensington had almost ignored her alarm clock that morning.


It had been an exhausting week at work. Three new clients, all matrimonial cases, all emotionally distraught women exploited by their husbands.


She’d heard their stories more times than she cared to recall. There was Faye Larimore, the victim of her husband’s drunken rages. Then Marlene Scallery, an emotionally abused thirty-two-year-old who’d finally worked up the courage to take her two small children and leave. Finally, Doris Webster, a classic case of a middle-aged woman who’d devoted thirty-five years to her husband and children, sacrificing her identity to stand behind her husband during his successful corporate career, only to have him dump her like yesterday’s garbage and take off with their bank accounts and his twenty-three-year-old assistant.


The world might be more sophisticated, but people never changed. Especially scum like these men. They only got worse.


Each new client had required hours of consoling before Victoria could even broach the issue of her legal rights. Those were hours she willingly gave and would never bill for, no matter how badly her fledgling legal firm needed the money. She, Megan Stone, and Paul London were in full agreement on that. It was one of the reasons they’d started this practice—to represent people whose cause meant something to them, regardless of the opportunity for financial gain. They’d planned for years, talking about little else all the way through law school and after. Even when they’d each taken jobs at separate firms and were working grueling hours to establish their reputations, they’d meet every week for a drink at Hurley’s, where they’d map out their partnership on the back of a cocktail napkin.


It was an altruistic dream, they well knew. But it was a dream they were determined to transform into reality.


Now, after three years of conforming to the system, they’d saved enough money, acquired reputations, and secured enough clients to go out on their own.


The law practice of London, Kensington & Stone had opened its doors last autumn. Their offices were modest—one level of a small brick building just north of Midtown that they’d rented at a steal just by being at the right place at the right time. Modest-sized or not, they attracted a respectable number of cases. The firm was beginning to hold its own—just barely, perhaps, but enough to provide a small amount at the end of the month that allowed for each partner to scrape by.


She, Paul, and Meg each had specific types of clients to whom they were particularly sympathetic.


Paul’s were struggling entrepreneurial companies whose principals had grand ideas and empty pockets.


Meg’s were elderly people whose fears and questions outweighed the size of their estates.


And hers?


Hers were emotionally crippled women.


It didn’t take a therapist to figure out why.


Not if one knew the way she’d grown up.


After last week, it wasn’t a surprise that her sleep had been restless, broken by unpleasant dreams. She was weary, her mind preoccupied with the plights of her new clients and how best to address them.


With so much to think about, her ritualistic jog would probably be the best thing for her. She ran every Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday; she had since her days at Columbia Law. Running cleared her mind and renewed her in a way sleep never could.


On the other hand, she really needed sleep. Saturday had finally arrived. The office was closed. And it was about to rain. The ugly gray clouds gathered outside her window told her that within the hour, it would go from overcast to wet. By the time she finished her two-mile jog and returned to the apartment, she’d be drenched.


The arguments in favor of sleep were compelling.


Except that she wasn’t sleeping. She was awake—wide awake—lying in bed, debating whether or not to get up.


She might as well put her energy to good use.


That decided, she’d turned off her alarm, yanked on her running clothes and shoes, and headed out.


She left her brownstone at 5:45 A.M., same as usual. The quarter-mile walk to Central Park was early-Saturday-morning quiet, quieter still because of the weather. Only a spotty dose of traffic trickled down East Eighty-second Street. On the sidewalks, an occasional determined patron hurried along, stopping to buy his or her newspaper or dashing in for a first cup of much-needed coffee. Mixed among the patrons were dog owners, taking their overly exuberant canines for morning walks. The owners tapped their feet impatiently as their pets stopped to sniff every tree, hydrant, and sign. No one lingered; everyone hurried along, obviously eager to get home.


And with good reason.


The skies were about to open up.


A fine mist was already falling when Victoria reached the Seventy-ninth Street entrance to the park. She didn’t waste time on a full warm-up. She just stretched a few stubborn muscles, then broke into a jog.


It didn’t take long to find the rhythm that worked her body and relaxed her mind. Slowly, all the fragments of yesterday’s meetings, which had been plaguing her, seemed to fall into place, the actions she needed to take becoming clear. Her tension began to dissipate, washing away with the first sizable drops of rain.


She was just rounding the first bend when a flash of yellow caught her eye.


She stopped in surprise as a woman wearing a lemon-colored hospital gown teetered toward her, tumbling to the ground just fifteen feet away. The woman’s hair was tangled about her face, and she made a painful sound, arching upward and reaching out her arm as if trying to grasp Victoria. Then her arm fell to her side and she lay still.


Victoria rushed forward, bending over the woman’s form and brushing the hair off her face. A sharp cry lodged in her throat as she saw who it was. “Audrey!”


Everything inside Victoria went cold and numb. Audrey—how could it be? Audrey was in Italy. No, this woman couldn’t be Audrey. And not only because she was here in New York. But because she looked different, almost eerily so. This woman was oddly bloated, her complexion mottled, and her eyes glazed, open but unseeing.


Victoria stared at the woman’s face, and a sickening realization struck, settling like lead in the pit of her stomach. This woman’s features were distorted, yes. But it was definitely Audrey. Something was very wrong with her, something physical that was warping her appearance. Her breath was coming in unnatural pants, her chest rising and falling with each unsteady intake of air.


Fear gripped Victoria’s gut.


“Audrey.” She touched her sister’s cheek, wiping raindrops from her skin.


In response, Audrey’s lips moved slightly. “Fi . . . fi . . . five . . . oh . . . four . . . oh . . . oh,” she rasped, her tone as unnatural as her appearance. “Dan . . . ger.”


She slumped back, unconscious.


Panicked, Victoria threw back her head and scanned the area, hoping against hope she’d see someone who could help.


There was no one.


Cursing softly, she made two attempts to lift her sister, both of which failed. Judging from Audrey’s erratic breathing, there was no time to waste. She needed immediate medical attention.


Leaping to her feet, Victoria cupped her hands over her mouth and called for help. She waited, praying someone would respond. But the area remained deserted.


She gauged her whereabouts, deciding the best thing she could do was to find one of the policemen who patrolled the park. She hated leaving Audrey, even for a few minutes, but she had to get an ambulance. The public phones were too far away, and besides, they never worked.


She cast one quick, worried glance at her sister, then ran off to get help.


It took ten minutes to find a cop, and five more—given her overwrought state and far-fetched story about a sister who’d appeared out of nowhere only to collapse unconscious—to convince him that she wasn’t insane or some wacko looking for attention. Finally, he accompanied her back to the spot on the footpath where she’d left Audrey.


It was deserted.


“There’s no one here,” the policeman announced pointedly, as if Victoria couldn’t see that for herself. She would have told him as much, but she was far too stunned and worried to pay attention to his annoyance.


Where was Audrey?


She darted about, searching the immediate area.


Nothing. Not a sign that anyone had been here a few minutes ago.


“Look, lady, I don’t know who you saw—”


“She was here.” Victoria whipped about, her jaw set.


“Fine. Well, she isn’t here now. So she must have felt better, gotten up, and gone home.”


“She was unconscious.” Victoria slid her hand beneath the clip that held back her mane of sable hair. She rubbed the nape of her neck, blindly scanning the grounds, the anxiety in her gut intensifying. “There’s no way she could have gotten up, much less gone home.”


The cop’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, and he studied her face with an expression Victoria recognized only too well.


“I’m not on anything, Officer,” she informed him firmly. “I’m an attorney. My name is Victoria Kensington. And I’m telling you that my sister collapsed right here at my feet in this very spot. She was unconscious when I went to find you.”


Evidently, the officer was satisfied with the first part of her story, if not the last. “You’re sure it was this spot?”


“Positive. I know Central Park like the back of my hand. I run here three times a week—same time, same course.”


“With your sister?”


“No. Alone. She knew that. She must have come to meet me.” Victoria fought back her rising panic. “With all due respect, I have to find her. If you’re not going to help me, I’m going to scour this park on my own.”


He scratched his head. “If it was your sister, why don’t you check her apartment? She probably went home. Especially if she’s feeling as sick as you say.”


Victoria bit back her explanation. There was no point in telling him that Audrey couldn’t have gone home, that home wasn’t even in New York and hadn’t been for years. And there was certainly no point in elaborating that she’d been dressed in what looked like a hospital gown and that she’d looked odd and distorted, not just sick. It would only convince the cop that she was either lying or completely nuts.


And it would waste time. Time she could use to search for her sister.


“Thank you, Officer. I’ll do that.”


She turned and dashed off.


*  *  *


Two and a half hours later, Victoria let herself into her apartment. She was soaked to the skin, her teeth chattering from the cold. She’d combed what seemed to be an endless stretch of Central Park, and there had been no sign of Audrey. Then she’d gone to the local police precinct and begged for their help.


Even those officers she knew from court appearances had eyed her skeptically. Two of them had offered to call the local hospitals now and later to conduct a search of Central Park—after the weather had cleared up.


The second part of their offer was pointless. She’d checked everywhere on the park grounds within a half-mile radius. And hours from now? By then Audrey could be anywhere. But as for the first part of their offer, calling the hospitals, that she’d taken them up on.


They’d phoned every medical facility within ten miles of the park. Not one of them had an Audrey Kensington listed as a patient.


Where had she disappeared to? What in the name of heaven was going on?


Victoria slammed her front door shut and headed for her bedroom. She paused only to yank open the linen closet, grab a towel, and wrap it around her to absorb the rain. She really needed a bath and a change of clothes, but that would have to wait.


She went straight to her telephone and dialed her parents’ private number at their home in Greenwich, Connecticut.


Her mother’s sleepy voice answered. “Hello?”


“Mother, it’s me.”


“Victoria?” A faint note of concern. No one ever called this number before 10 A.M. When Victoria had lived at home, she’d made sure of it, turning off the ringer so her mother wouldn’t be disturbed. Everyone thought Barbara Kensington just slept fashionably late. Victoria knew better. Her mother was sleeping off the effects of a late-night browbeating and the liquor needed to dull the pain and fill the emotional void created by her husband.


The drinking had eased. The pain and emptiness hadn’t.


“Victoria?” her mother repeated. “Is everything all right?”


“I don’t know,” she replied. “Mother, where’s Audrey?”


“What?” Barbara Kensington paused, and Victoria could almost see her delicate brows knit in puzzlement. “What kind of question is that? You know where Audrey is. She’s in Florence, painting.”


“Are you sure?”


“Victoria, you’re starting to frighten me. Of course I’m sure. What is this about? It’s not even eight-thirty in the morning. Did you hear something on the news that upset you? Is that what’s prompting this call?”


“No, nothing like that.” Victoria watched puddles form at her sneakered feet. She studied them idly as she tried to decide how much to tell her mother. Her first instinct, as always, was to protect her. There was no point in alarming the poor woman unnecessarily—especially since Victoria didn’t have all the facts. On the other hand, she had to do something to find Audrey.


She chose a most distasteful detour.


“Is Father home?” she tried, wondering how long it had been since she’d actually wanted to talk to her father. Years, probably. But in this case . . . well, if anyone knew Audrey’s whereabouts, it would be he. He was the one who paid her expenses, kept tabs on her, sent her cash when she needed it. Not out of love. Victoria knew better. It was another one of her father’s ways of controlling others, particularly members of his family. He was a master at the fine art of domination.


“Mother, is Father home?” she repeated. “Or did he go to the office?” She found herself praying he had. Park Avenue, where the elite law firm of Waters, Kensington, Tatem & Calder was located, was a lot closer than Greenwich.


“It’s Saturday, dear,” Barbara reminded her, as if that in itself were explanation enough. Which, actually, it was. Walter Kensington spent every Saturday morning on the golf course.


“He can’t be teeing off today,” Victoria protested. “It’s pouring outside.”


“Well then, he’s probably inside. He met a client at the club. If their game was called off, they’re probably chatting over breakfast. What has all this to do with Audrey?”


This conversation was going nowhere. Obviously, her mother had no idea that Audrey was in New York, much less that she was ill and missing.


“I was sure I saw her this morning when I went out for my jog,” Victoria supplied carefully. Not a lie, just a partial truth. “It startled me.”


“Well, it couldn’t have been your sister. She’s still abroad.” A hopeful silence, like a puppy anticipating a treat. “Did you want to leave a message for your father? I’m sure that would please him very much.”


Please him? Only if that message meant giving in, agreeing to exactly what he wanted.


Victoria nipped that particularly distasteful thought in the bud.


Her mind raced, latched on to another idea—hopefully one that would preclude the need to involve her father. “No, Mother, there’s no message. At least not yet. I need some facts I thought he might have. But I have another source I can check. If I can’t get what I’m looking for, I’ll call him back later.”


“That would be lovely, dear. I’ll tell him the minute he gets in.”


A hard swallow. “Fine. Now go back to sleep, Mother. I’m sorry I woke you.”


“Don’t be silly. Your father will be so glad to hear you asked for him. Good-bye, dear.”


A click that was as fragile as she.


Victoria winced. But she didn’t allow herself to be sidetracked. The instant she heard the dial tone hum in her ear, she began wracking her brain for the right digits.


Five, five, five—oh, four, oh, oh. That’s what Audrey had been trying to say. Obviously, a phone number. It was the only answer that made sense. Her sister had been urging her to call that number—for what reason, Victoria had yet to learn.


But she intended to rectify that fact right now.


She dialed.


Two rings later, the connection was made.


Silence.


“Hello? Hello—is anyone there?” she demanded.


Ten seconds passed. Then a computer-generated voice replied, “I’m sorry, but you have the wrong number.”


A click, then a dial tone.


Victoria stared at the phone in disbelief. Without hesitating, she dialed again. “I’m looking for information on an Audrey Kensington,” she blurted out the instant she heard the receiver lift. “She gave me this number. I’d appreciate anything you could tell me—”


Again, the computer voice droned, “I’m sorry, but you have the wrong number.”


The line went dead.


Wetting her lips, Victoria gripped the phone more tightly. Someone or something had answered her call, then hung up.


Well, she wasn’t going to accept that.


She redialed the number.


This time, she began, “Look, I know someone’s there. I’m not trying to harass you. I just need to find Audrey Kensington. She’s ill. She gave me this number. I have nowhere else to turn—”


The same message interrupted her, playing woodenly in her ear. Then—dial tone.


Furiously, Victoria called back. The instant the connection was made, she began pressing the keypad, trying to recall every possible combination of voice-mail access codes she could remember.


Nothing.


She made one last attempt, this time just waiting for the connection to be made, then punching random keys as fast as possible.


The detached computer voice interrupted her, indifferently advising her that she’d reached the wrong number. Then, a definitive click.


No, she thought bleakly, hanging up the phone. I’ve got the right number. But I don’t know how to use it to find Audrey.


She sank down on the edge of her bed, dropping her head in her hands. Something was wrong. She was more convinced of it now than ever. And she had no idea how to find out what that something was.


Audrey was dressed in a hospital gown. She was unconscious and needed medical attention. She couldn’t tell anyone that she had a sister, much less how to contact her. She’d said something about danger—God alone knew what that meant. Was someone trying to hurt her? Did that same person take her from the park? To where? Why? To do what?


Victoria’s nails dug into her skin. Audrey needed her, but Victoria couldn’t get to her to help. She couldn’t even get a human being on the other end of the phone. Just a goddamned computer.


*  *  *


At that very moment, elsewhere in Manhattan, another computer completed its programmed function.


A rapid whirring sound. Two beeps.


Information processed.


A security warning flashed on the screen. A window popped up, displaying Victoria’s name, address, and unlisted telephone number.


The attendant monitoring the station acted immediately.


He lifted the telephone receiver and pressed the appropriate buttons.


Minutes later, the disinfection team was dispatched.
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Walter Kensington leaned back in his tufted leather chair, steepling his fingers in front of him and staring intently at the intricately detailed model Jaguar on his desk.


Rising, he crossed over to the window and rotated the wand that controlled the vertical blinds. He opened them just enough so he could gaze out over the manicured grounds of his Greenwich estate.


He remembered when he’d bought this place, twenty-five years ago. He’d just been made senior partner. At thirty-eight, he’d been the youngest senior partner of what was now Waters, Kensington, Tatem & Calder. It had been fitting that he’d moved to an appropriate home. And the shrewd real estate agent the firm had hired, dollar signs glittering in her eyes, had skipped over the other listings, taken him straight here.


He’d bought the place on the spot.


He, Barbara, and Victoria—then three years old—had moved in a month later. Audrey had been born the following summer.


Since that time, he’d added the stables, doubled the size of the swimming pool, and converted the tennis courts from clay to composite. He never did like clay. Too many flaws, leaving too much to chance.


Chance was totally unacceptable. One had to control life, not the other way around.


That brought his mind back to Victoria. She had a will of iron. She’d been born with it. Even at three, she’d already earned his respect. She had backbone, spunk. She was intelligent, confident—a leader. She was her father’s daughter. Audrey, on the other hand, was shy, unsure of herself, filled with silly dreams. An artist’s soul, Barbara used to say about her.


Well, he had little use for artists or their souls. Audrey’s painting classes and nonsensical retreats where she bonded with nature were something for Barbara to deal with, just as she dealt with the staff, the running of the house, and the social calendar.


Important matters were his to manage.


He frowned, considering the problem at hand. Solving it was more than important—it was crucial.


A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts.


“Yes?”


“Excuse me, dear.” Barbara eased the door partway open, hovering uncertainly on the threshold. “I wanted you to know that Victoria called while you were out. Twice. She asked to speak to you. Something about information she needs. It sounded urgent. Maybe she’s working on a case and wants your advice.” A bright smile.


“Really.” Walter turned, smoothing a hand through his impeccably groomed salt-and-pepper hair. “When was this?”


“The first time was early. Before nine. She thought you might not be playing golf, since it was raining. The second time was around noon. She was obviously eager to—”


“So you said,” Walter interrupted. “Did she mention anything else?”


Barbara shifted nervously. She hated it when her husband used that militant tone. It meant he was on edge. “During the first phone call, she said something about seeing a person who reminded her of Audrey. I think that was just an excuse to speak with you. She’s too proud to admit she needs your help. The second time she was more direct. She just asked if you were back yet. When I said no, she left a message for you to return her call.”


Walter pursed his lips, hands clasped behind him. “Is she at home or at that place she calls an office?”


“Home.” His wife interlaced her fingers tightly. “Walter, please—don’t insult her law firm. I know you hate the idea of her devoting herself to something inferior. But she’s finally reaching out to you. If you aren’t diplomatic—”


“Enough.” With a curt nod, Walter waved her away. “I don’t need you to give me lessons in talking to my daughter. I’ll call her now. In private, if you don’t mind.”


Relief flooded her face. “Of course.” She hesitated, just long enough to say what she had to. “Before I go, just a reminder. You invited Clarissa and Jim over for drinks. They’ll be here at seven.”


His brother and his wife. He’d forgotten.


Tensing, Walter spared a quick glance at his Patek Philippe. It was three-thirty. He relaxed. He had more than enough time to call Victoria, resolve his loose ends, shower and change, and read today’s Times—all of which he intended to do before receiving company.


“Fine,” he replied brusquely. “Have Robert check the liquor cabinet.”


“That’s already been done. Robert brought up a new bottle of Maker’s Mark from the basement, and two bottles of that excellent Bordeaux—the ’80 Lafite Rothschild Pauillac—that Clarissa enjoyed so much the last time they were here. Also, if the two of them decide to stay on, there’s sliced filet mignon marinating in the fridge. We can barbecue, if the rain lets up.”


“Good idea.” Walter wasn’t even listening. Barbara was the ideal hostess. She never made a mistake, not when it came to entertaining. It was one of her better qualities. Besides, he was eager to make his phone call.


Sensing her husband’s impatience, Barbara retreated into the hall and shut the door.


Walter sat down at his desk and stared at the phone for a long, thoughtful minute. Then he picked it up and dialed.


“Hello?” Victoria’s voice was taut with anxiety.


“It’s your father. I hear you’ve been looking for me.”


“I have.”


“A specific case of yours, your mother said. Do you need advice, or to borrow some reference books—the kind your firm can’t afford?”


Victoria bit back her anger. “Neither. I made up that excuse for Mother’s sake. My calling you has nothing to do with a case.”


“I see.” Walter gave her no opportunity to explain. Instead, he steered the conversation in the direction of his choice. “Does this mean you’ve given more thought to my offer? That you’re finally going to come to your senses and join my firm? You’ll be coming in as a junior partner, Victoria. It took quite a few strings for me to manage that, but I happen to think you’re a damned fine attorney. So I—”


“Father, stop.” Victoria spoke with quiet control, although her fingers gripped the receiver so tightly her knuckles turned white. “This has nothing to do with my career. As I’ve told you a dozen times, I’m happy where I am. I don’t want to work at Waters, Kensington, Tatem and Calder. I don’t want you to use your influence to get me a partnership, junior or otherwise. I want to practice the kind of law, with the kind of partners and the kind of clients I choose. I realize you don’t understand that. But it’s my decision to make, not yours.”


Walter’s hand balled into a fist. “You’re being a fool.”


“That’s your opinion. I don’t happen to share it.” She drew a calming breath. “I don’t want to argue. The reason I called you was to ask when you last spoke with Audrey.”


“With Audrey? Last evening.”


“Last evening?” Victoria’s heart started pounding. “Where was she?”


“In Florence, where she’s been for the past six months.” A chilly pause. “Is there a reason for this particular inquisition?”


Victoria began pacing back and forth across her room, twisting the phone cord around her finger. “Yes, a good reason. I saw Audrey this morning. She was in Central Park, not Florence.”


“Excuse me?”


“Audrey. She’s here in New York.”


Walter fell silent. When he spoke, there was censure in his tone. “Victoria, I don’t know who you saw, but it wasn’t your sister. Audrey called me collect an hour or two before we sat down to dinner last night. She needed money, as usual, which I wired her, as usual. When we hung up, she was on her way to bed. She planned to be up at dawn to paint the sunrise—using supplies she paid for with the last of the allowance I sent.”


Last night? Victoria shook her head, denying her father’s claim. There was no way Audrey could have still been in Italy then. Their parents ate dinner at eight o’clock. A few hours before that meant the call would have had to come through around six-ish, making it midnight in Florence. There was no direct flight from Italy that would have gotten Audrey into Kennedy Airport in time to place her in Manhattan at dawn.


Something was out of whack.


Either Audrey had lied to their father, or their father was lying to her.


“Victoria?” Her father’s voice was impatient. “Are you still there?”


“Yes, Father, I’m here.” She gritted her teeth and braced herself for the storm she was about to instigate. “I’m here—and so is Audrey. Not in my apartment, but in Manhattan. I didn’t see someone who resembled Audrey, or someone who reminded me of her. I saw Audrey. She was wearing some kind of hospital gown. She looked terrible, all puffy and distorted. Obviously she’s sick—very sick. She collapsed at my feet, muttered a few words, then lost consciousness. I went to get help. When I got back, she was gone.”


Victoria paused, the silence at the other end positively ponderous. Either her father had decided she’d lost her mind, or he was trying to think of an appropriate response.


“Father?” she pressed. “Are you sure it was last night that Audrey called you? And if so, are you sure she was in Florence? Couldn’t you just have assumed she was there?”


“No, Victoria, I couldn’t.” Her father’s tone was glacial. “The overseas operator connected us. The call was made from Florence. And I might be sixty-three, but I’m not senile yet. Audrey called last night. Whoever that poor woman you saw was, it wasn’t your sister.”


“You’re wrong.”


Another silence. “I’m beginning to think working in that office of yours is starting to get to you. Audrey was always the scatterbrained one. You I could count on to be level-headed.”


“I am level-headed. Which is why I know what I saw, and what I heard.”


“What did this person say to you?”


Victoria wished her father were easier to read. Was he trying to placate her or grill her for information? And why would he grill her unless he knew there was an element of truth to what she was claiming?


“She said something about danger,” Victoria replied, trying to gauge his reaction. “And she mumbled some numbers. The way she said them—three digits, then a pause, then the other four—I’d be willing to bet it was a phone number.”


“Ah. Let me guess. Knowing you, you called this phone number.”


“I did.”


“And? Did they give you any answers?”


“No. I got a computerized message. It told me nothing. That’s why I called you back. I was hoping you could tell me something.” Victoria stopped pacing, bluntly coming to the point. “Father, I’m aware of what Audrey’s like when she’s depressed, what she’s apt to resort to.” She leaned against the bedpost, gripping the phone tightly in both hands. “I’m also aware of your feelings on the matter. But she’s my sister. I love her. I want to help. So if you’re keeping something from me, don’t. If Audrey called you from New York, if you know something about her state of mind, I have to know. I won’t tell a soul, not even Mother. But she’s in trouble. I’m sure of it. She’s scared and she’s sick—too sick to contact us. I need to find her, to know who took her away and why. I need to see for myself that she’s being cared for, and that she’ll be all right. So, please, tell me the truth.”


“There’s no truth to tell.” Her father spoke in terse syllables, his words as unyielding as his tone. “Victoria, I’ve never heard you like this. You’re irrational. Maybe it’s you who should see a doctor. You’ve been working round the clock to get that firm of yours off the ground. Maybe the strain is catching up with you.”


Frustration churned in Victoria’s gut. “I’m fine—physically and mentally. I just—” She broke off, realizing she was banging her head against a wall. Her father either couldn’t or wouldn’t tell her what she wanted to know. Fine. She’d get at the truth another way. How, she wasn’t sure. Her options seemed to be vanishing before her eyes. But she was determined to find her sister. “What number do you have for Audrey in Florence?”


“I don’t have one. She didn’t give it to me. She never gave me any of her phone numbers over the past three years.” Abruptly, her father changed the subject, attempting to placate her in a way she found more maddening than his anger. “Uncle Jim and Aunt Clarissa are coming over for drinks this evening. I’m sure they’d be delighted to see you.”


He paused, and Victoria knew he was well aware that this was one invitation she’d be tempted to accept. It was hardly a secret that she felt close to her father’s younger brother and his wife. What she found ironic was that her father was using that, of all things, to distract her. Knowing how strongly he disapproved of her bond with Jim and Clarissa, he must be even more eager than she realized to divert her from her search for Audrey.


Which made her more convinced than ever that he was hiding something.


“Jim and Clarissa will be here around seven,” her father was continuing, clearly taking for granted that she meant to accept his invitation. “I’ll send a car to pick you up.”


“I’d love to, but I can’t.” Victoria felt a sincere pang of remorse. She could use Jim and Clarissa’s calming presence about now. On the other hand, maybe it was just as well she didn’t seek it out tonight, when she still had so much to sort out. Besides, she’d rather see them alone than with her parents. When the whole group of them were together, the tension was so thick you could cut it with a knife.


“I’m having dinner with Meg tonight,” she explained.


“Discussing your extensive client list?” Walter asked with pointed sarcasm.


“Developing it.”


“I doubt the restaurant stays open late enough to make headway on a project of that magnitude.”


Victoria ignored the barb. “Good-bye, Father. Give Mother my love.” She placed the receiver in its cradle, her uneasiness intensified rather than diminished.


Clearly, her father was being evasive. He couldn’t have spoken to Audrey last night—at least not in Florence. Which meant that either he had spoken to her in New York—in which case he knew of her predicament and was trying to sever communications with her so as to protect his damnable reputation—or he hadn’t spoken with her at all and was trying to convince Victoria she’d never seen her for the same reason.


Either way, he was blocking Victoria’s attempts to get at the truth.


And either way, it wouldn’t work.
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At 7:40 that evening, Victoria walked down Third Avenue, lost in thought as she agonized over Audrey.


She should have sensed her sister was in trouble. But how? In the past, Audrey’s relapses in her constant struggle with bulimia were always preceded by bouts of depression or self-doubt. She hadn’t sounded depressed in her last few letters. Then again, it was hard to tell. Audrey’s letters were always a mixture of wonder and melancholy—her artist’s soul, as she described it. Tidbits of travel adventures were blended in with expressions of either excitement or dejection over the state of whatever painting she was lost in and emotional outpourings on the current man in her life. Victoria had become accustomed to her sister’s extreme highs and lows. So it never dawned on her that a relapse was brewing. Particularly since Audrey had been fine since her late teens.


She’d looked so well the last time Victoria saw her, nearly three years ago, on that humid August night she’d taken off for Europe.


“Are you sure this is what you want?” Victoria had asked over the chaotic din at Kennedy Airport’s international terminal.


“Positive.” Audrey gave her sister a fierce hug. “I need to get away from him, Victoria. You’re strong. I’m not. You can’t protect me forever—not from Father or myself. I need to be who I am, to find out who that is. I need to paint, to live on my own. Besides, I’m much better now. Trust me. I have to do this.”


Victoria had nodded, feeling the anxiety and protectiveness of a mother hen who was letting her chick fly. “You’ll stay in touch.”


“I’ll write. It’s too expensive to call. As it is, Father’s paying my way. No sense pissing him off more. Besides . . .” A sad smile. “He wants this to be a clean break. The farther away I go, the longer I stay there, the better an investment this is for him. No chance of my screwups doing much damage from four thousand miles away.”


Victoria’s guts had wrenched. “Sweetie, if you need me—”


“I’ll know where to find you,” Audrey had assured her, lips trembling. “Just as I always have.”


Recalling those words, Victoria flinched. Yes, Audrey had found her. Now it was up to her to do the same.


With a troubled sigh, she stepped into the thriving publike atmosphere of Wollensky’s Grill. She scanned the crowded dining room, spotted Megan, and headed over.


Slipping into her seat, she gave her friend a half-hearted wave. “Sorry I’m late. It’s been one of those days.”


“You look like hell,” Megan noted.


“Thanks. That’s how I feel.” Victoria ordered a glass of cabernet and a burger, grateful they’d picked a casual spot for tonight’s meal. And not only because of their limited budget these days, but because the last thing she felt like doing was getting all decked out, putting on heels and makeup. Here, she could be comfortable, dressed in a silk blouse and jeans, her dark hair loose, curling under just slightly in its customary fashion as it grazed her shoulders. Other than a touch of mascara and several brushstrokes of blush to hide her pallor, she was makeup free.


“Let me guess.” Megan shot her a half grin as she nibbled at a piece of bread. “Another fight with your father. This time he’s sending in the National Guard to personally escort you to your new job on Park Avenue.”


“Cute.” Victoria waited as her glass of wine arrived, then took a healthy swallow before she replied. “But only half true. I argued with my father, but not about that. Oh, he mentioned the partnership—he always does. But our fight was about Audrey.”


“Audrey?” Megan’s brows lifted in surprise. “Why? Did you hear from her?”


Victoria stared off into space, seeing Audrey’s bloated face, her glazed eyes. She had to answer carefully, to keep certain personal fears to herself in order to protect her sister. “If I tell you, you have to promise to believe me. I don’t think I can stand one more person telling me I’m imagining things.”


“That’s not a hard promise to keep. You’re the sanest person I know. Too sane, in fact.”


“Not this time. At least not according to the police and my father.”


“The police?” Megan sucked in her breath. “Explain.”


Sticking to the facts, Victoria told her about the incident that had occurred that morning when she went running, and everything that had taken place since.


By the time she’d finished, Megan’s golden brown eyes had grown wide. “Wow,” she said with forced lightness, trying to ease the anguish she saw on her friend’s face. “And all I did today was lounge around and review my files.”


“Meg, I know it was Audrey.” Victoria leaned forward, her brow furrowed anxiously. “The problem is, I don’t know how to find her. I’ve told you what a loner she was. The only one she was close to was me. I called the little art gallery she used to work in down in SoHo. They haven’t heard a thing. They reluctantly gave me the phone numbers of a couple of Audrey’s acquaintances. No one’s heard from her or seen her since she left for Europe.”


“You could try ‘reverse searching’ on the Internet to see who belongs to that phone number she mumbled to you—although my guess is it’s unlisted. You say you checked with all the hospitals?”


“Twice. The first time, the police made the calls. I tried again from home, just in case Audrey didn’t get admitted until later. Not only isn’t she a patient at any hospital in Manhattan, but none of them uses yellow hospital gowns. It’s bizarre.”


“But you think your father knows something.”


“I’m sure of it.” Victoria inclined her head. “Would you like to hear how he changed the subject to divert my attention from Audrey? He invited me over tonight to have drinks with my uncle and aunt.”


A wry grin. “That’s a first.”


“Exactly. Look, Meg, my father has no tolerance for weakness and less tolerance for Audrey. If she’s ill, if that illness might result in any social embarrassment for him, he’ll pretend she doesn’t exist. Which means ignoring any call for help she might have initiated. It’s no accident that she found me today. She knows I run that same footpath three times a week. She was looking for me. My father must have cut her off at the knees. So, the way I see it, I could dart around like a rat in a maze and get nowhere, or I could follow my instincts and use my father as the starting point.”


“You said Audrey called him collect.” Megan drummed her fingers on the table. “If that’s true, his phone records will tell you where she called from.”


“Not that he’d volunteer those records, but, yes.” Victoria took another sip of wine. “Eventually, Audrey’s call will show up on his bill. But what good does that do me now?”


“Maybe more good than you think.” Megan spoke slowly, gauging her friend’s reaction. “You’re assuming Audrey just arrived in New York, and last night’s call to your father was her first. I don’t mean to sound suspicious, but if he’s hedging about what he knows, isn’t it possible he’s also leaving out a few details? Like the fact that Audrey’s been here awhile?”


“I never thought of that.” Victoria frowned. “I suppose anything’s possible. Audrey would definitely have turned to him first. He’s cultivated that dependency since she was a child. She runs away from him, yet she turns to him blindly whenever she’s in need—financial or otherwise. So if she’s been here a few days, or even longer, yes, my father would probably know about it.”


“Let’s backtrack. Did you try Audrey’s number in Florence, see if she’d left, and when?”


“I never had a number for her in Florence. According to my father, neither did he. He just wired her money when she asked, which she picked up at whatever Western Union agent happened to be nearby. I can’t dispute that. Audrey’s a free spirit. She moved around every few days. She liked to come and go as her artistic muse dictated. So she was never in one place long enough to settle in. She wrote to me sporadically. The last letter I got was dated April fifth. And it was definitely postmarked Florence.”


“Fine. Then start there. Sometime during the past ten days Audrey arrived in New York. As for finding out exactly when . . .” Megan cleared her throat, uncomfortable with what she was about to suggest. “That brings us back to your father’s phone records. Any chance you can get a look at his last bill without him knowing about it? It won’t cover last night, but it might date back a week or two.”


Victoria’s gaze met hers—direct, unflinching. “It’ll take some doing. I’ll have to be careful and discreet. But with a bit of cooperation from Robert, maybe.”


“Robert adores you. He’d never give you away.”


“He also wouldn’t knowingly betray my father. So I’ll have to tread lightly. I’ll do the snooping myself, and just ask Robert to look away.” Victoria scarcely noticed the waiter placing her dinner order on the table before her. “Monday morning,” she murmured. “My father goes in to work early. Before seven. My mother will be sound asleep. I’ll take an early train to Greenwich. I’ll do some nosing around, see what I can find out.”


She pulled out her Day-Timer and scanned her schedule for Monday. “My first appointment is at ten. It’s Faye Larimore. If I’m delayed, will you fill in for me? She’ll need a lot of hand-holding if that bastard of a husband dropped in on her over the weekend.”


“No problem. I’m a good substitute hand-holder.” Megan fell silent, pushing her onion rings around with her fork, but not eating them—an uncharacteristic action for Meg. She and onion rings were like a bear and honey.


“Okay, enough about me,” Victoria announced, eyeing her friend. “There’s obviously something bothering you. Let’s have it—is it a personal or a business problem?”


“Neither. Well, actually it’s a personal problem, but not mine. At least, not directly. Only inasmuch as I care about you.”


“You’ve lost me.”


Meg put down her fork, abandoning the onion rings altogether. “Victoria, you’re going through a difficult time. I hate to add to it, but this is something you’re going to find out about anyway. You already would have, if you’d had time to read today’s paper. But since you didn’t—I’d rather you hear the news from me.”


Having just taken her first few bites of food, Victoria paused, chewing slowly. Megan sounded solemn, almost worried, a mood that was unusual for her high-spirited friend. Meg was the one who was always preaching to her to take life less seriously and not to carry the world and all its burdens around on her shoulders. Yet here she was, her pixielike features drawn, her invariably upturned mouth unsmiling.


Whatever this news of hers was, it was serious.


“Just tell me,” Victoria urged. “What is it?”


Her friend stopped mincing words. “Zach’s in New York.” She opened her purse, unfolded a newspaper clipping, and shoved it across the table for Victoria to see. “He’s the keynote speaker at that SCIP conference being held in New York the week after next.”


Automatically, Victoria’s gaze went to the headline: “Zachary Hamilton to make keynote presentation on Thursday, April 27, at the annual conference of the Society of Competitive Intelligence Professionals.” It went on to list Zach’s credentials: president and CEO of Hamilton Enterprises, Inc., one of the world’s foremost competitive intelligence companies, with a long list of clients from the Fortune 100. Education: LL.D. from Harvard; joint M.B.A. and M.S. in electrical engineering from MIT; B.S. in electrical engineering with a minor in industrial psychology from MIT.


The article announced that Hamilton had arrived in Manhattan on Thursday evening after a prolonged assignment in Europe. It concluded by proudly declaring that this appearance at SCIP marked his first formal speaking engagement in several years, and his first trip back to the United States in as long a time.


Beside the article was Zach’s picture.


That’s what got her.


It wasn’t the bio. She knew it by memory and, besides, it was only a bunch of fundamental facts. It was seeing Zach’s face, even blurred by poor newspaper quality, that twisted a knife in her heart.


Victoria inhaled sharply, staring at the picture. For a timeless minute she battled a drowning sensation as a deluge of memories washed over her in great untamed waves.


Then she pushed away the clipping. “It had to happen sometime,” she noted, keeping her tone as light as possible. “He couldn’t stay away forever. Besides, I don’t think we need to worry. New York is a very big place. I doubt he and I will run into each other. He’s here for the conference. In a few weeks, I’m sure he’ll be jetting off somewhere else. That’s Zach.”


Megan tucked a strand of honey-brown hair behind her ear. She wasn’t fooled for a minute by her friend’s show of bravado, but she knew Victoria better than to push. “You’re okay, then?”


“I’m fine. Thanks for worrying about me, and for telling me. But I can handle it.”


“Can you?”


“Yes. It’s been four years.”


“I know. But you’re still not over him.”


Victoria stared at her burger, wondering how she could possibly swallow past the lump in her throat. “That chapter of my life has long since been closed.”


“Really?” Megan took one forbidden step. “Is that why you’ve had six dates and zero relationships in four years?”


Shutters descended over Victoria’s hazel eyes. “You know very well what I do with my nights. I work. First, I worked to establish a name, then I worked to get enough clients so I could go out on my own with you and Paul. Now, I—”


“Work to forget Zach.”


Silence fell between them, made more pronounced by the boisterous conversations and clatter of dishes taking place around them.


It seemed everyone else was celebrating the pleasures of Saturday night.


“Meg, can we drop this subject?” Victoria asked tightly. “I know you mean well, but I’m not up for an interrogation on my social life tonight. In fact, I’m not up for any more heavy discussions at all. Let’s just eat, drink, and gossip, like everyone else.”


“All right.” Meg took the cue, realizing she’d pushed her friend as far as she cared to be pushed. With one of her more customary grins, she handed Victoria the bottle of ketchup. “Start by drowning those fries. Then we’ll order a few more glasses of wine each and do some serious damage to our images and our waistlines.”


Victoria couldn’t help but grin back. “That sounds perfect. Damage it is.”


She coated her fries with a healthy blanket of ketchup, determined to give her overtaxed mind a break. No more fixating, not tonight. Not on Audrey. And certainly not on Zach Hamilton.


*  *  *


Downtown, in the FBI’s deserted field office at 26 Federal Plaza, Zachary Hamilton leaned back in his chair, skimming the materials he’d been handed.


“Is this everything?” he asked Special Agent Meyer.


“Everything we’ve got. What comes next is up to you.” Meyer propped his elbows on the desk, intently regarding the tall, powerfully built, dark-haired man who was seated across from him. He’d worked with Hamilton before. The man was as cool as they came, and smart as a whip. Oh, Meyer was pretty sure he had his own agenda—he’d read enough about Hamilton’s background to know that, and to suspect what that agenda was. But whatever his personal objectives, they did nothing to compromise his work for the Bureau. He was good. Damned good. And in delicate situations like this one, Zachary Hamilton was exactly what they needed.


“I have some initial surveillance tapes,” Meyer added, running a hand over his receding hairline. “They should be delivered here by Monday. I’ll send copies to your hotel suite right away.”


“Good.” Hamilton rose, slipping the files into his expensive leather briefcase, then snapping it shut and locking it. “In the meantime, I’ll read this thoroughly and come up with a preliminary approach before the tapes arrive. That way I’ll be able to assess the data and develop a comprehensive perspective on what we’re dealing with. From there, I’ll make a final decision on how best to proceed.”


“Okay.” Meyer came to his feet as well. “Thanks for coming by. Sorry to drag you out on a Saturday night. But this couldn’t wait.”


“Not a problem.” Zach shrugged. “At least not for me. I didn’t have any plans. But you—” A quizzical look. “You have a wife and two kids, if I remember right.”


Meyer’s tough features softened. “Yeah, you remember right. Two boys. Nine and eleven. Their mom rented a movie for the four of us to watch together tonight. If I know her, the popcorn’s probably already in the microwave and my dinner’s next to it, ready to be reheated.” He patted the slight paunch he was beginning to acquire.


“You’d better get home then.”


“I’ll be heading out just as soon as I clear off my desk. Fifteen minutes, tops.” Meyer stuck out his hand, gripped Hamilton’s in a firm clasp. “Until Monday. And, Hamilton—welcome back to New York.”


Zach’s expression never changed. “Thanks. It’s been a long time.”





5



[image: image]


Four years. That’s how long it had been since they’d seen each other, how long since they’d shouted their good-byes and forever slammed the door on what they’d had.


Victoria threw back the blanket and perched at the edge of her bed, raking both hands through her tangled mass of hair. She didn’t need to consult the clock to know it was after three. She was exhausted from tossing and turning, alternately worrying about Audrey and thinking about Zach.


She wondered where he was staying. Probably the Plaza Athénée. It was a particular favorite of his, combining Europe’s old-world charm with the pace and flavor of New York. The accommodations were well equipped and spacious, the staff always certain to provide the privacy his work required. As for the elegance and the posh surroundings, those he enjoyed the same way he enjoyed a fine bottle of wine—quietly and with the casual appreciation of one accustomed to the finer things in life.


Although, as he had often teased her, it was she who was born to the Plaza Athénée, not he. Until Hamilton Enterprises took off, his idea of a luxury hotel was one of Boston’s local bed-and-breakfasts.


Their first night together had been at the Plaza Athénée.


Victoria could still recall each detail: her favorite flowers, yellow roses, placed on every table and in the marble bathroom; their mutually craved and often shared late-night snack—a bottle of Franciscan Oakville Estate cabernet sauvignon and a huge platter of chocolate hazelnut biscotti—set up on the dining table along with a stuffed Jack Russell terrier named Jackson, a proxy for the real thing she’d always wanted but wouldn’t permit herself until her fledgling firm could afford a more conducive office—one that allowed her to smuggle a dog into it.


Then there were the other wonders.


The city’s thousand twinkling lights stretching out before them like a sea of glittering stars.


The endless hours in bed.


Dammit.


With a pained glance at Jackson, who was perched on her rocking chair, she bolted to her feet, yanking on a robe and flipping on a few lights as she headed for the kitchen. She’d make some camomile tea. Maybe that would help her sleep. If nothing else, it would divert her energy and force her to stop dwelling on something that was long gone.


Ten minutes later, she carried her cup of tea back into the bedroom, sipping at it as she glanced through the pile of unread suspense novels on her night table. Tonight was a good time to begin one of them. She’d read until she nodded off. Tomorrow, she’d give Uncle Jim a call, see if he and Clarissa were free for dinner one night this week. She’d invite them here. She hated to cook, but preparing a meal would give her something to do and would keep her mind focused on tasks rather than emotions. And she could pick their brains about the situation with Audrey. Carefully. Without saying anything too harsh about her father or openly accusing him of anything. She was always respectful of the fact that, different from her or not, her father was her father—and that he and Jim were brothers.


Still, she was determined to know something concrete about Audrey’s whereabouts by the time her uncle and aunt came to dinner.


She selected a book and tossed it on the bed. Setting her teacup on the night table, she squirmed out of her robe and draped it across a chair. She turned, reaching for the switch on her reading lamp.


For an instant, her gaze flickered toward the window.


Something moved outside.


She caught the barest hint of motion, captured by the streetlight, but it was enough to alert her to the fact that someone was standing directly across the street from her building.


Whoever it was shifted into the shadows.


He didn’t continue on his way or disappear into a building. He just remained as he was, a faint outline in the darkness, standing as still as a sentry manning his post.


Victoria stepped away from the window, telling herself she was being absurd. It was probably someone out for a cigarette.


But who? She knew all her neighbors. None of them went outside at three-thirty in the morning to smoke. Besides, there was no glow of an ember, no flicker of a match. Only the outline of a man. And this particular block didn’t hire doormen.


Casually, she inched forward again, peering across the way.


He’d shifted back into her line of vision.


This time he realized he’d been spotted.


In the space of an instant, he vanished.


Victoria felt a shiver of apprehension go up her spine.


True, this was New York. But her building was in a residential area, one that was pretty quiet at this hour of night. The few people that did venture by walked briskly along, headed home. But this person had just been glued to that one spot, staring up at her building as if he were watching something. Or someone.


Victoria had the oddest feeling that that someone was she.


Badly shaken, she climbed into bed. She pulled the covers up high, feeling like a child seeking comfort—a child who’d learned very young to rely on no one but herself to receive it.


Reading had lost its appeal.


Instead, she stared at the ceiling, asking herself why she felt so certain it was she that the man had been watching.


Who was he? Why would he want to watch her? Could he be stalking her? Was this connected in any way with Audrey? Or was she just letting her imagination run wild?


Danger. Audrey’s broken gasp echoed in her head.


What had she meant by that?


*  *  *


Fuzzy images swam into view.


White caps moving about a room that should feel cozy but didn’t. A wooden ceiling fan, whirring clockwise, pushing cooling puffs of air on her face. Quiet voices. Sunlight flickering across the bed, blocked by the white caps, then back again.


She moaned softly, wishing she could summon the strength to get up. There was something she needed to do, although what it was escaped her. Her body felt heavy, her mind too hazy to focus.


“She’s waking up.”


The brisk voice belonged to one of the white caps.


“So I see.” A man. One whose voice was familiar . . . very familiar . . .


That triggered a flicker of memory—something frightening and ugly.


But what?


She shifted her legs ever so slightly, and she winced at the resulting pain.


“Good morning.” The cap had a pleasant voice. “How are you feeling?”


“Leg . . . hurts . . .”


“I’m not surprised. It’s from all that running. It wasn’t good for you. You’re too weak.”


Running. Central Park. Victoria.


With another moan, she struggled to sit up. “Vic . . . tor . . . ia . . .”


“You’re becoming agitated again.” It was another man’s voice—one she didn’t recognize. “You can’t get well if you’re upset.”


He was right beside her, fidgeting with a lamp beside her bed. No, not a lamp. A silver pole with a plastic bag hanging from it. A plastic bag that moved when he raised it. Something glistened in his hand, something long and pointed that he rested against the bag for what seemed like forever.


“She’s got to eat something solid,” the cap murmured.


“She will. When she wakes up again. She’ll be calmer next time. Won’t you?” The first man leaned over her.


She didn’t answer.


She couldn’t.


*  *  *


Two sleepless nights and another tension-filled day later, Victoria was at the ragged edge of control.


The mysterious man watching her still hadn’t reappeared.


And she’d learned nothing new about Audrey.


She’d spent all day Sunday making phone calls, first to every acquaintance Audrey had known since high school, then to every damned bed-and-breakfast in Florence. Finally, she’d given in to her worst nightmare. She’d called the morgue, her hands shaking violently as she provided them with a description of her sister, then paced and prayed until the attendant returned, assuring her that no one matching Audrey’s description had been brought in.


Weak with relief, yet unwilling to rest, Victoria had gone back to Central Park and examined the footpath inch by inch. She didn’t find so much as a yellow thread.


Nor did she spot the man who’d been outside her building Saturday night.


By the time Monday morning rolled around, she was half convinced she’d become paranoid.


With an aching head and an intensifying resolve, Victoria left her apartment. She was at Grand Central Station before 6 A.M. and on an express train for Greenwich ten minutes later.


The train arrived at 6:45, and she bought a cup of coffee to kill a few minutes, just to be on the safe side. She wanted to give her father’s driver plenty of time to leave Greenwich and get on the road. Then again, not too much time. Should her father question her later—if he found out about her visit—she wanted to be able to claim she’d tried to catch him before he left and had just missed him.


The second part wasn’t a lie. She would have just missed him—but not by accident.


At 7:05, she caught a cab out to her parents’ estate, pulling through the iron gates at 7:15.


Robert opened the door to her knock, the expression on his keen, somewhat lined face showing his surprise at the notion of receiving such an early morning caller. He was even more surprised when he saw who that caller was.


“Miss Victoria.” He still addressed her that way. After working for her family since Victoria was in nursery school, it seemed absurd for Robert to switch over to something as formal as Miss Kensington. So, Miss Victoria it stayed.


“Hi, Robert.” She gave him a rueful smile. “Sorry to barge in so early.”


“Nonsense. Come in.” He opened the door the rest of the way, gesturing for her to enter.


She stepped inside, glancing around the tastefully furnished center hallway. “Is my father still home?”


If Robert was surprised by her question, he hid it well.


“You missed him by ten minutes.” Robert’s forehead furrowed in concern. “Is everything all right?”


“Yes, everything’s fine.”


Victoria had considered her approach a dozen times since Saturday. True, Robert was loyal to her father. On the other hand, he was also loyal to her—and to Audrey. He’d never let anything hurt either of them. But to involve him in this—without knowing exactly what this was—would be terribly unfair. It would compromise his integrity, placing him smack in the middle between her father and her.


Later, she’d be specific—if she had to be. For now, the less Robert knew, the better.


Still, she wouldn’t blatantly lie. Not to Robert. He’d see through it. She had to stick to the truth, but as vague a truth as possible. She had to convey her urgency without divulging the details behind it.


“I badly need some information from my father’s files,” Victoria explained. “Information I didn’t ask him for when we spoke on Saturday.” Robert would know about the call. He knew everything that went on in that house.


“What sort of information?”


“It’s confidential. But I do need it right away.” Victoria met Robert’s gaze. In a few swift, definitive motions, she unbuttoned her khaki linen blazer, slipping it off and tossing it over her arm in a gesture that told him she meant to stay. “I’m sure I can find it myself. I’ll just need a few minutes alone in Father’s office.”


She saw the flicker of understanding—and of reservation—in Robert’s eyes. “I see. Does your father know about this?”


“As I said, we talked on Saturday. We touched on the subject, yes. But we never resolved it. The missing pieces have been worrying me all weekend.”


Robert’s expression gentled. “I can see that. You look exhausted.”


“Please, Robert.” Victoria touched his arm. “It’s a family matter. An important family matter. I’m not asking you to help. Only to look away. Please.”


The word “family” found its mark.


Clearing his throat, Robert plucked an imaginary speck off his sleeve. “Your mother has been getting up earlier since we turned the clocks. Around nine-ish. Will you be joining her for coffee?”


Relief swept through Victoria as she realized Robert was defining her time restraints. “Unfortunately, I won’t be able to. I’ll be gone long before then.”


“Fine. I’ll pour some in a travel mug. That way, you’ll have a decent cup on your train ride back.”


“Thank you,” Victoria said, speaking of far more than the coffee. “I appreciate it more than you know.”


“Is there anything else I can do?”


Victoria hesitated, then went with her instincts. “You still pay the household bills, don’t you?”


“Other than those your father takes care of, yes. I prepare the checks, your father signs them.”


“Including the phone bills?”


“Yes. Those, too.”


Hope flared in Victoria’s gut. “Think, Robert. When did the last phone bill get paid?”


“I don’t need to think. The telephone bills are paid on the twenty-first of every month.”


The twenty-first. Today was the seventeenth.


“The current bill, the one you’ll be paying on Friday, is it in Father’s office?”


A nod. “On the far right-hand corner of his desk, under the small model Porsche, along with the other bills I’ll be paying this week.”


“Perfect.” Victoria was already backing away. “This will take even less time than I thought.”


“Good.” Robert shot her a meaningful look. “The less time needed the better. After all, you have to get back to the city. I’m sure you’ll have a full office of clients waiting for you by then.”


“I’m sure you’re right.” With that, Victoria turned, hastily making her way down the hall to her father’s office.


The door was shut but unlocked, probably so the maid could get in to dust.


She went inside and shut the door behind her.


The phone bill was exactly where Robert had said it would be, under one of her father’s precious model cars.


She skipped over the local numbers, going immediately to the long-distance section.


Thirty-nine. That was the country code for Italy.


Victoria’s eye scanned the listing of calls that began with that number. There were six collect calls in all, each made from a different place. Two from outside Florence. One from Genoa. Two from towns between the two.


The last call was made from Florence twelve days ago.


Of course, the billing period ended on the tenth—a full week ago. So nothing here either proved or disproved her belief that Audrey wasn’t in Italy yesterday.


Quickly, Victoria skimmed the last recorded calls—all the calls that had been made on the ninth and the tenth. Nothing unusual. At least nothing that jumped out at her. Then again, the bill was too long to analyze here. She hadn’t the time.


There was a ready solution to that.


She walked behind the desk and flipped on the copying machine, waiting the few seconds it took to warm up. Then she photocopied the entire invoice. She stuffed the duplicate in her purse and turned off the copying machine. Stepping back over to the desk, she refolded the original bill and replaced it exactly where it had been beneath the model Porsche.


Done.


She drew a huge sigh of relief. Now she’d grab her coffee and get out of here before her mother woke up and started asking questions.


*  *  *


She spent the cab ride on her cell phone, calling all the collect numbers from Italy to see if anyone had information on Audrey’s whereabouts. No luck. She then spent the train ride back to the city examining the phone bill more closely and circling every unfamiliar number.


The marked-up bill was hot in her hand when she burst into the white building on the corner of Madison Avenue and 67th Street that housed her law firm. She ran up the two flights of steps and through the door to the third-floor office suite that read London, Kensington & Stone.


It was 9:40. She had twenty minutes before Faye Larimore arrived, and she intended to use that time to start checking into the handful of circled phone numbers.


She nearly groaned when she saw Paige manning her post at the front desk. Their part-time secretary—who spent twenty hours a week at the office and the rest of her time either at NYU pursuing her undergraduate degree in theater, at her agent’s office pursuing an audition, or at the city’s hottest nightspots pursuing her latest boyfriend—was never in before 11 A.M. Not unless she’d had an especially juicy date and wanted to tell them all about it.


Obviously, this weekend had been worthy of mention. Meg and Paul had probably gotten a full recounting. Which meant that now it was her turn—unfortunately.


Oh, she adored Paige. They all did.


Life with her was never boring.


It was also never without incident or intrusion.


And today was one day Victoria needed her privacy. She also needed to make the most of the next few minutes.


She steeled herself to disappoint Paige.


The nineteen-year-old cute-as-a-button blonde looked up from her desk, her cornflower-blue eyes lighting up with surprise at the sight of her third employer. “Hi, Victoria. Megan said you’d be late.”


“Well, as it turns out, I’m not.” Victoria shot her a grin, glancing around the waiting area. “Mrs. Larimore’s not here yet?”


“Nope.” Paige tucked a strand of strawberry-blond hair behind her ear, leaning over a stack of files on her desk to pat a just-opened box of tissues. “But I’ve got these all ready. Just in case that horrible husband of hers dropped by again this weekend.” She frowned, her customary enthusiasm eclipsed by her equally customary compassion. “That man is a monster. I wish they’d lock him up so he can’t hurt her anymore.”


“Mrs. Larimore hasn’t pressed charges,” Victoria reminded Paige. “Nor does she want to. All she wants is her freedom.”


“Well, I hope she takes him for everything in the divorce.” With that, Paige dismissed the subject, her exuberance restored. “Anyway, wait till I tell you about Maurice.”


Victoria’s brows rose a fraction. “Maurice? What happened to Steve?”


“Steve?” Paige gave a dramatic sigh, accompanied by a wave of her hand. “He’s fini. I bid him adieu after Saturday night. That’s when I met Maurice. He’s très romantique. That means romantic,” she supplied.


“Yes, I know.”


“He’s French,” Paige continued, disregarding the dry note in Victoria’s tone. “You know, like Maurice Chevalier. No, you probably don’t know. Maurice Chevalier was an actor about a million years ago. I’m sure you’ve never heard of him.”


“I’ve heard of him.” Victoria was biting her lip to keep from laughing. “I saw Gigi four times.”


“Then you know how sexy his voice was. That awesome accent. That’s how Maurice sounds when he talks. Oh, and he’s a poet. He’s writing a poem about me. In French. He’s going to translate it into English, then read it to me himself. With that incredible voice.” She emitted an exaggerated sigh.


“Paige, I want to hear all about Maurice,” Victoria interrupted, inching around the front of Paige’s desk and backing toward her own office. “But I’ve got a couple of calls I’ve got to make before I see Mrs. Larimore. The minute she leaves, I’ll be all ears. I promise. Okay?”


“Okay.” An understanding, if slightly disappointed, nod. “I’ll give you every detail.”


“I’m sure you will.” Victoria turned around and hurried off to make her calls.


“You’ll regret that promise,” Paul hissed as she shot by his office. “The Maurice stories are even harder to take than the Steve stories. And you remember how sickening the Steve stories were.”


“Yup. Very well.” Victoria chuckled, pausing to give Paul a brief wave. “But I’ll survive.” She pointed toward her office. “Gotta take care of something. We’ll talk later.”


Without waiting for an answer, she dashed on, poking her head into Meg’s office. “I’m back,” she announced to her friend. “Mission accomplished. Some of the numbers need checking out. If I’m on the phone when Mrs. Larimore gets here, will you start for me as planned?”


“Sure.” Meg looked up from the legal pleading she’d been drafting, lively curiosity dancing in her eyes—curiosity she visibly squelched. “Do what you have to. You’ll fill me in later.” Her lips twitched. “After you hear about Maurice.” A measured look. “You okay?”


“I’m not sure. I’ll let you know.” Victoria continued down to her office and shut the door. She didn’t even waste time sitting down behind her desk. She just grabbed the phone and began.


She’d recognized most of the Manhattan and Greenwich numbers as those of old family friends or legal colleagues. Uncle Jim’s office number in Midtown appeared a couple of times, as did Aunt Clarissa’s at Mount Sinai. Nothing unusual about any of that.


There were about a dozen New York City calls to numbers she couldn’t place. Most of them, it turned out, belonged to other high-powered attorneys or corporate clients of her father’s firm. A few belonged to well-known, affluent individuals whose names Victoria recognized as soon as she heard them—individuals, she learned, who were clients of her father’s.


Two of the numbers didn’t fall into any of those categories.


In addition, there was one overseas call she hadn’t noticed before. A call made to Italy rather than from it. Now that was odd. Supposedly, her father didn’t have Audrey’s number at any of the places she stayed. No one in the family did.


She tried that number first.


A background buzz—the hum of an overseas connection. Then the call went through.


The phone rang twice, clicked, and was answered.


A brisk, efficient female voice at the other end said, “Ospedale de Firenze. Pronto!”


Florence Hospital?


Victoria sagged against her desk. She didn’t speak much Italian, but she certainly understood that. Why in God’s name had her father called there?


“Ciao?” the operator repeated firmly. “È chiunque là?”


“Sì. Buongiorno.” Victoria thought frantically. “Parlate inglese?”


“Un minuto, per favore.”


She was put on hold for what seemed like the longest minute of her life.


At last, another operator picked up. “Hello,” she said, her English punctuated with an unmistakable Italian accent. “I speak English. May I help you?”


“Yes. Please.” Victoria’s knuckles tightened on the receiver until they turned white. “I need information on a patient.”
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