

  




  [image: cover]




  




  




  

    


  




  




  




  




  




  




  A PRESENCE OF DEPARTED ACTS




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  by




  




  




  




  




  




  A.C. Alexander




  




  




  




  TORRID BOOKS




  www.torridbooks.com




  




  




  Published by


  TORRID BOOKS
 www.torridbooks.com 


  An Imprint of Whiskey Creek Press LLC





  




  Copyright Ó 2016 by A.C. Alexander




  




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  




  ISBN 978-1-68299-212-8




  




  




  Credits




  Cover Artist: Kelly Martin




  Editor: Dave Field




  




  Printed in the United States of America




  Other Books by Author Available at Torrid Books:




  www.torridbooks.com




  




  w/a Emma Wildes




  




  The Switch




  Hot Sahara Wind




  




  Pirates of London Series




  Satan’s Slave




  Between a Rake and a Hard Place




  The Devil’s Lagoon




  Dedication




  For Tim and Jack, my constant companions




  Chapter 1




  




  Sanity is defined in the dictionary as being healthy of mind. She knew this because in a macabre moment of introspection, she felt compelled to look it up. Healthy implied a load of adjectives which she wasn’t sure at all applied to her anymore: vigorous, rational, happy…sane.




  Caroline Williams was none of those things.




  Shutting her eyes, she pushed gently on the warm boards of the wooden porch with her bare foot. Not a breath of wind marred the day and the scent of her mother’s roses hung oppressively in the humid air like a narcotic drug. She could still see the fields around her imprinted against her eyelids; the thrusting corn, the fragrant butterfly bush that had overgrown the corner, the sunny porch with the lilac tree that brushed her shoulder with drooping branches. Gone was the roar of the city, the huge teeming highways, the stench of exhaust.




  For the past four months, she thought morosely, she had crawled around on raw nerves. The devastation was inward, a festering wound of uncertainty and self-doubt. She might smile mechanically and make it through each day, but the rickety interior threatened collapse at any moment.




  So she had brought the wreck home to Illinois. After years of exile, she’d run back, something she swore to never do. Sitting on her parent’s porch, those years were suddenly like a puff of smoke. California and her life there might have been a dream.




  “Caroline?”




  Her eyes flew open. The sunlight made her wince, her hand going upward in a defensive gesture. “I’m here.”




  “Are you all right? I mean...you’ve been sitting out there all morning.”




  “I’m fine.”




  Silence. Birds chirping. The smell of earth and damp grass and decaying roses. Her father’s hand rested on the doorknob. He stared out the screen.




  She knew he had no idea how to treat her or what to say. For Caroline, since her return home, it had been painful to watch him struggle against his personality, to seek to reach out. She wished she could help him.




  Of course, she couldn’t. She couldn’t even help herself, much less someone else.




  He blinked, waiting; standing tall and erect, doubt etching lines near his eyes and nose. His mouth was uncertain and half-open, as if the right words might float out.




  “Pete...” he finally began, clearing his throat.




  “...needs to go to the vet next Tuesday,” she finished mildly. “I know.”




  “I told you, then.” His smile was rueful.




  “Several times.”




  “And your grandmother’s medication, did your mother give it to you?” Tiny creases deepened around the edges of his mouth. “Sometimes she forgets to take it and you have to remind her. Your mother usually takes care of that, but...”




  A sigh. “She explained everything, Dad. There are lists and phone numbers and instructions galore. Please stop worrying, will you? Gran and I will be fine and Rob will take care of everything around the farm. Just go and have a good time. Please.”




  His doubt remained, evident in the shadows of his face. He half-turned, almost leaving, but his hand still held the doorknob. Caroline might have inherited his fair hair and blue eyes but not his easy-going disposition. Had they been more alike, more in tune, perhaps it would have been easier.




  Love, she thought wryly, might have a language all its own, but both parties had to be able to speak it. Her brother Rob was his true offspring: happy, generous, physical rather than intellectual.




  She looked away. Anywhere but at the anxious figure of her father in the doorway. Sun made bold blocks of light everywhere. The lilac bush caressed her arm. A robin, intent on lunch, hopped across the grass, throwing a tiny shadow like a moving flame. A sudden urge, throat-clogging and eye-stinging, made her want to leap to her feet, throw her arms around her father’s neck, and weep on his shoulder. She wanted to be his child again, to have him pat her back and frighten the monsters away.




  The feeling was so strong she felt dizzy.




  What nonsense, her brain whispered. A world of monsters was too much for one middle-aged farmer.




  Eventually her father let go of the knob and summoned up a smile. The wrinkles under his eyes looked like fine polished leather. “Well, that’s that then. I guess we’ll go on. The car is loaded.”




  “Great. I hear the weather is going to be perfect here all week, so wear sunscreen on the beach. Give Aunt Sue a kiss for me. Hug the kids.” She dug up her own brave effort and plastered it across her face.




  “Sure will.”




  “I’ve already said good-by to Mom.”




  “Okay.”




  He hesitated one last second, still tied to the other side of that door by words he was incapable of saying. It took her mother’s impatient voice and a honk from the driveway to move him. The slam of the car door was a hollow, final sound.




  Caroline sat and listened to the crunch of gravel under their wheels as they departed and told herself fiercely that she was glad. Glad to be alone, glad they were gone. Being handled like a piece of glass was beginning to wear thin. It had been seven days since she’d arrived home. Seven days of tip-toeing and polite conversation that hadn’t done any of them much good. And not once had her parents mentioned her future plans.




  That was just as well. She had none.




  At twenty she’d left home abruptly, so sure what she needed was to make her place in the world. At twenty-four she’d returned to the only place in the world she felt safe.




  A hummingbird shot past in a low swoop, intent on some flower. At her feet, Pete, her father’s beloved collie, stirred in his sleep, giving a soft bark. Odd, she thought dimly, how a certain sound or smell could evocatively conjure up memory much better than sight. No picture could replace her childhood like the roar of a distant tractor, the creak of locusts in the trees, or the heady scent of overblown peonies.




  Or recreate horror like the smell of hot blood spilling over concrete, the clean flutter of spring leaves, the roll of the ocean against rock and beach, the sound of people screaming until it deafened even the beating of your heart...




  Some smells and sounds were unwelcome intruders.




  She got up and went inside.




  * * * *




  The stack of sandwiches was already enormous. Chin on fist, Caroline watched with amused awe as a tier of ham salad on rye was carefully built over the cold chicken with homemade mustard. A pitcher of lemonade glistened invitingly next to a bowl of potato salad. The most ridiculous touch was an apple pie that steamed on a trivet nearby.




  The table was set for only two.




  “I thought at the last minute they wouldn’t go.” Her grandmother made the comment with pursed lips even as her hands deftly cut another sandwich in half and put in on the plate. “They’re that worried about you.”




  A sigh escaped Caroline’s lips. It was inevitable that the minute they were alone the gloves would come off. She had been avoiding this type of confrontation ever since she’d arrived home. Her grandmother was not nearly as reticent as her parents. With them gone, she felt free to speak her mind. Apparently at the first opportunity.




  “This hasn’t been easy for them, I can say that.” She huffed along to the refrigerator, pulled it open with a vengeance, and took out, unbelievably, another pie. This one was chocolate. When her grandmother was anxious about something, she had a tendency to cook. Her tiny body radiated with a need to say what she had to say. At no more than four-foot ten inches tall, Edith Williams still was, and always had been, an imposing force in Caroline’s life.




  “Gran...” she faltered, wondering what to say to stem the tide. “Look, I never intended that anyone...”




  She was ignored, the set of her grandmother’s shoulders announcing that seven days of silence was too much and she was saying her piece, by God.




  “I want you to see this from our side, Caroline. To realize what happened here, what we went through. First, to see it on the news. Not just hear it, but see it. Two women shot, they said. A famous actress murdered in front of some restaurant in Del Mar, California. It broke in on the local news and later it was on all the big channels, even that CNN. Over and over. The lights and the police standing there and...everything. I didn’t pay much attention at first, even though I knew that you were friends with her.”




  The press did have their appalling way of taking personal tragedy public, but it seemed to be what the world wanted. Had there been no interest in the story, Caroline knew they would have left it alone. She said nothing, feeling a familiar numbness, sitting at the big maple table and picking at her placemat with a restive hand.




  “But they played it over and over,” her grandmother said with less force, “and we saw you. The blood, the ambulance, everything. They said your name and made a great business about the stretcher and what hospital you were going to be taken to, and...everything. Do you have any idea what that’s like?”




  Caroline spread her hands, looking at her fingers against the blue plaid of the cotton placemat. Her fingers trembled betrayingly and she curled them into fists, her nails scoring her palms. She could explain how sickeningly well she knew what her grandmother meant. People seemed to carry video cameras everywhere these days and some tourist had managed to capture most of the bloody mess on tape. Watching it from her hospital bed had been awful. Like recalling a bad dream that you never wanted to remember.




  And Karen. The famous actress who had been murdered. That sounded so cold when Karen had been warm and funny and...so alive. Her best friend, confidant, ex-roommate. Meeting Karen had been the only way she survived Los Angeles and certainly the reason she had found some success there.




  Karen, who would never own that little house she wanted away from L.A. to escape the turmoil of suddenly being a true commodity in Hollywood. Poor Karen had it the worst.




  She was dead.




  Caroline mumbled, “Hardly something I planned. I thought I was having lunch with a friend. That’s all. I’m sorry you were worried...I’m sorry for everything, Gran.” She stared at the mound of sandwiches, keeping her mind carefully blank. The sunny kitchen was warmed by oak floors, wooden cabinets, and baby blue walls. It seemed wrong to discuss such pointless violence in her mother’s lovely kitchen.




  Edith’s face softened. “Of course, honey. I don’t mean that. It was terrible...that awful man, killing someone like that...we were all so frantic, so helpless. Your mother was paralyzed, sitting there and crying but not making any noise, and your father was on the phone trying to figure out who to call...” She swallowed, apparently unable to go on.




  “Yes,” Caroline let her gaze drift to the bay window. The heat outside made the corn fields shimmer like a mirage. Her eyes felt dry and uncomfortable. The guilt, she’d been told by a professional therapist at the hospital, was normal and would pass. People were irrational creatures. “Yes?” Is that all you can say?”




  “What do you want me to say?” There was a dull ache beginning to grow in her chest.




  Her grandmother dropped the tray of sandwiches on the table with a startling plunk. “That’s just it! You hardly speak at all. I’m sure you’d say whatever I wanted you to, but that’s not good enough. Ever since you’ve been home you drift around this house like a...like a ghost. Healing is more than your body, Caroline. Your friend may have died and I am so sorry about that, but you lived. It’s time you dusted yourself off and started living again. You are hurting more people than just yourself.”




  Why was the truth so often ugly? Caroline swallowed down the scream, the hot retort.




  I can’t help it, she raged inside. I can’t fix this, I feel frozen, I’m damaged and afraid.




  Devastatingly, her grandmother added, “You have to try.”




  Quiet. The breeze stirred the leaves in the oak tree outside with a sigh. The gorgeous smell of apples and cinnamon drifted in the air. There didn’t seem to be anything to say.




  Caroline’s wooden silence proved fuel to the fire. Gran took a deep breath. “Four years ago you left suddenly with little more than a wave good-bye. You break your engagement, quit school, left home. And you didn’t come back.”




  That stung. Caroline shifted in her chair. “Christmas, Gran, I...”




  A snort of disgust, “Two days. Fly in and fly out. Not much of an effort, was it? Once a year, like a painful duty. Your mother always went on about the modeling. How well you were doing. Those commercials we would see on television. The famous people you knew. We were proud of you, of course. That goes without saying. But we missed you. It isn’t right to abandon your family.”




  “I...didn’t.” The reply clogged in her throat. Caroline blinked rapidly, searching desperately for a way to explain her flight four years ago without mentioning David. “I needed some space, to be on my own. My whole life I had lived here in this small town and I knew nothing about the world outside. And California was good for me, it was. I made it, Gran. By myself. It was difficult but I needed that in my life.”




  Her grandmother shook her head. Her mouth was a thin, compressed line. “You look ill, Caroline. Not at all like the beautiful girl I remember. Not even like the girl in those magazine pictures. That’s what California did for you. You’re not the girl that left Riverton four years ago.”




  She certainly wasn’t. No arguing there.




  It seemed wrong to not at least try to defend herself, to explain. She said dully, “We all change. Experience changes us. I can’t help...”




  Her grandmother wasn’t listening. She interrupted, her face averted, beginning to load a plate with sandwiches and salad. “Your father made an appointment for you with Dr. Thompson. For Monday morning. He’s not convinced you’re recovered from...well, recovered.”




  She was unable to say the words “being shot.” It was odd, but no one said them. Everyone seemed more comfortable ignoring what had happened, like having an embarrassing relative at the dinner table.




  Caroline stared at the sandwiches on the plate that her grandmother put before her. Lovely white slices of chicken and creamy pink ham on bread made lovingly with her grandmother’s own arthritic hands. She felt humbled suddenly. Felt that perhaps she had taken for granted the unconditional love that she so needed now. She was confused and hurting and off-balance. Apparently, so was her family.




  Besides, a little voice wheedled in her head, she needed a refill on her prescription. Surely Dr. Thompson, with his graying hair and twinkling smile, would be cooperative.




  It caught her grandmother off-guard when she said quietly, “Okay, that’s fine.”




  “You’ll go?”




  “Yes.”




  With that capitulation, the need to battle seemingly melted out of her grandmother like a vanishing fog. Relief smoothed her troubled features. “That’s wonderful, honey. I’m sorry to scold, but I’ve been beside myself. I love you so, you know that. Besides, you need to get out of this house. I swear you haven’t set foot off this property in a week. It can’t be good for your spirits.”




  “Probably not.”




  Gran sat down and beamed at her. On the plate she had given herself sat one half of a ham sandwich and a teaspoon of potato salad. Caroline’s was piled high with enough food for several people. “Avoiding your old friends can’t go on forever. I know you don’t want to be reminded of David, but life does go on, sweetie.”




  David. Oh God.




  “Gran...”




  “I’m sick of tiptoeing round his name.”




  Add failed love, Caroline thought sardonically, to the list of subjects Gran felt they should get out in the open. She protested ineffectually, “I wasn’t avoiding anyone.”




  “Good, then.” Her grandmother smiled blandly, taking a small ladylike sip of lemonade, and picking up her half of a sandwich. “Go to the doctor on Monday and maybe he can give you some vitamins or something. I’m sorry I mentioned David.”




  David, Caroline thought again, half-sick. And then, vitamins-half-laughing in smothered hysteria.




  * * * *




  The sun was leaving in a dramatic swirl of silky reds that spread above the trees in billows like wisps of smoke. The air smelled deep and rich with life and a thousand remembered scents. Inhaling deeply, Caroline strolled past the barn, the livestock pens, the clean new fences. Dew had begun to collect, soaking her shoes. There were frogs singing with the locusts and an owl that called mournfully from the woods beyond the fields. A capricious breeze had arrived with the sunset, stirring the corn with an occasional heavy sigh. In pure cowardice, she had hid in her room for most of the afternoon, trying to avoid another lecture. It felt wonderful to be outside.




  David. The name drifted back even when she pushed it determinedly away.




  David.




  Her grandest failure. Her biggest regret.




  Just hearing it fall so casually from her grandmother’s lips had brought an unwanted rush of emotion, a prick to the unhealed wound. In California, she had fine-tuned the art of not thinking about David. She’d had to, it had been necessary to her survival.




  Of course, there had been nights when her hand had hovered by the phone, her heart pumping with indecision as she contemplated what she might say if she found the courage to actually call him. Lonely nights, that usually ended with her weeping and trembling in her bed. But she had never made that call and gradually things had gotten easier and easier. Now, all she could hope for was that when they met again, the situation would not be too ungodly awkward. A stiff greeting, perhaps. Maybe an ironic but civilized bit of conversation; but no regrets revealed, no real emotion on display. She would be cool and calm and distant. She’d played the scene in her head a thousand times.




  Something whirled past her head with silent, frantic wings, startling her out of her unsettling meditation. A bat, drawn by the dusk. She shivered slightly, realizing it was almost dark, thrusting her hands deeper into the pockets of her shorts. Pete ambled at her heels, making no sound in the grass. The porch light looked suddenly friendly in contrast to the darkness of the fields and woods. Her step quickened as she turned toward the house.




  Her grandmother sat on the swing, a pile of yarn in her lap. Knitting needles flashed expertly and Caroline noticed for the first time how crooked her fingers had become and how the blue veins curled on her wrists. Climbing the steps slowly, she sank down next to her and felt the ache of four lost years settle in her chest.




  “For Andrew?” she asked, lifting the edge of the delicate blanket.




  “Yes.” Busy fingers deftly manipulated the yarn on to the shining steel needles. “He’s a darling, you know. Such a good baby.” Andrew was the newest member of the family, Caroline’s brother Rob’s son, a few months old.




  “Pretty.” She fingered the pattern of blue and yellow before slumping in her seat and lifting the hair off her neck. “It’s so hot. I swear I don’t remember this kind of heat, not even in California. It smells hot. It sinks into your skin. I’d forgotten.”




  “Home has a way of staying with you, child.”




  Caroline stifled a groan, not wanting to bring on another lecture. “I meant that nothing ever changes here.”




  “Not so.” Gran’s lips pursed. “Did you know that Liam Johnson sold twenty acres to a construction company? They’re going to build an actual subdivision along Deer Road. They’re starting anytime.”




  “I wasn’t calling Riverton a backwater, Gran. I was just commenting on our hot summers.”




  “Tomorrow is supposed to be worse.”




  Caroline sighed. “I don’t see how.”




  “Better wear something cool to church.” The needles danced.




  Caroline opened her mouth, shut it, and then swallowed. Church. It was an intimidating thought. Staring eyes, people whispering, talking, smiling, sympathizing...patting her hand, asking her how she felt...most of them well-meaning and kind, but just the same...




  She shook her head. Her hair brushed her cheek. “I don’t think I’ll go, Gran.”




  It wasn’t necessary to see the compressed line of her grandmother’s mouth to sense the disapproval; her whole body radiated it. It was in the set of her shoulders, the furious movement of the needles, the utter silence following that declaration.




  Caroline felt miserable.




  I can’t, she thought. Not yet. Not...yet.




  She stood and said hoarsely, “I’m going to bed.”




  No answer.




  Caroline turned, she started for the door. Her feet scraped along the wooden floor of the porch.




  “Caroline?”




  She tensed, glancing back over her shoulder. “What?”




  “How long will you be home?” The pale eyes were troubled.




  The outright question provoked an honest response. “I don’t know.” She’d sold her car, sublet her apartment and stored her furniture. She wasn’t going back to California. Ever. She just couldn’t.




  “We want you here...don’t run off again, will you?”




  A heartbeat. Running hadn’t worked so well, in retrospect. Caroline shook her head, face averted.




  Her grandmother frowned over the blanket, her old hands going still. “Earlier today, at lunch, I didn’t mean to sound so harsh, child. It just needed to be said. I guess I wanted to shake you.”




  “I’m working on it, okay, Gran?” With forced levity.




  The older woman hesitated. “Well...I didn’t want to hurt your feelings and sometimes I do butt in where I’m not wanted.”




  Caroline’s brows shot up, real laughter bubbling up inside at her grandmother so grudgingly admitting she was a busybody.




  She said, choking, “I forgive you.”




  “There now,” a frown smoothed away as the needles began to flash again, “it’s good to see you smile.”




  * * * *




  It was three in the morning. Her shoulder ached, which still happened often enough. Her nightgown clung to her skin, her pillowcase was soaked with sweat, but she was cold. Down deep icy cold. It was a hot close night and she lay shivering in her bed.




  Just a dream, Caroline told herself. Another dream.




  There were people with glistening eyes and open mouths. No sound of cars, or the waves on the beach, or sea birds screeching overhead. Just silence and her own floating passage down that sidewalk towards disaster.




  In the dream, again, she saw him lift the gun. The young, good-looking face, the vacuous smile, the trembling and excited hands holding the weapon.




  Dry-mouthed, she knows what he’s going to do. Karen’s hair looks red-gold in the sunlight. She’s smiling and unaware, happy over her new house, chatting and waving her hands. With terrible foresight denied on that terrible day, Caroline waits with heart-pounding fear. The leveled gun, the trembling hands, those had meant nothing that day but a horrified pause on that sidewalk. Now she shakes with the knowledge of what happens next.




  The shots are unheard. Her own wound feels like someone has shoved her violently in the shoulder. The blood blossoms from Karen’s chest like plumes of smoke. She watches in shock as her friend crumples and falls at the feet of her killer.




  At that point Caroline usually woke. Limp, gasping, and ineffectual months too late, like she had been on that day.




  The owl called again, dismal and lonely. The curtains moved softly in a breeze that did nothing to cool the room. Willing her breathing back to normal, she rolled over. Pete gave a low whine, a sound of animal distress triggered by her own.




  “Sorry, boy,” she said raggedly, “so sorry...”




  It would be of no use to try to go back to sleep. Months of experience told her that. Getting out of bed, she padded over to the window, turning her hot face toward the air flowing through the screen. Pete lay back down, calming with the return of her own normalcy.




  Normalcy. What a laugh.




  Shoving at her sticky hair, she sighed and went off to the bathroom. Taking a bottle from the cabinet, she shook out a small blue pill, staring at it for a second before putting it in her mouth and swallowing.




  Wonderful things, barbiturates. Giving sleep, taking away nightmares. The doctors in California had been generous at first, knowing the details of her ordeal.




  Crawling back into bed, she waited for unnatural sleep to come and blot the world away.




  She had run home to lick her wounds.




  He’d heard about it in a dozen places in Riverton, whispered by gas station attendants, waitresses, and even in the local newspaper.




  He lay in his lonely bed and imagined her asleep, her blond hair spread out over the pillows, her soft mouth parted as she breathed. Beautiful and as unattainable as ever.




  She had once been his deepest fantasy and now she was his worst nightmare sprung to life.




  He was going to have to do something and soon. He felt the need grow, urgent and pressing.




  There was no choice.




  





  




  Chapter 2




  




  The reception area was unexpectedly crowded. Caroline stood in the doorway, poised for flight. Dismay and surprise washed over her in cold and hot waves at the unexpected changes. Gone were the musty old leather chairs, worn carpeting, dated pictures and yellowing magazines of her youth. Now there was plush burgundy pile underfoot, gray upholstered chairs, gleaming glass tables, and healthy plants in the corners. Music played quietly and a large television was showing a video on the merits of immunizations for children. People filled nearly every chair.




  For a moment she thought she was in the wrong office. Dr. Thompson had obviously done some well-needed remodeling. All she could hope was that he hadn’t gone the way of his waiting room and changed into something foreign and unknown. Pleasant and calm, with silver hair and a benign smile, he had been her family physician as a child, and while seeing him wasn’t the easiest thing in world under the circumstances and the way she had fled Riverton, she was counting on his understanding.




  Counting on it.




  She forced herself to go into the lovely room and approach the desk despite her misgivings. She had to do this.




  A young girl sat there. She had wide blue eyes and honey blond hair cut short in a windblown style right out of a magazine. Caroline took the questionnaire she was handed without comment and ignored the sudden interested stare.




  The girl said fervently, “Oh my gosh, I know you.”




  How disappointing it was to not feel a rush of pleasure at being recognized. That had faded quickly. Instead, the whole process felt annoying and invasive. When it happened now, Caroline wanted to turn, to run to escape the unwanted attention.




  “Do you?” A cool question. Jaded and a bit unkind.




  “I’m sure I do.” The girl looked delighted. “From television.”




  “Uh...yes.” A reluctant admission.




  “I mean I knew you were from here and everything,” she gushed on, “but I didn’t think I would meet you. Face to face and all. You’re Caroline Williams.”




  Somehow the polite smile stayed in place. The muscles in her face felt frozen. Caroline held up the form. “Yes, I am. Shall I fill this out now?”




  As a gesture of rudeness, it was effective. Spots of color came into the girl’s cheeks. “I’m sorry. Yes, please. I’ll take it when you’re finished.”




  Feeling churlish, Caroline went and sat, filling out the form by balancing a clipboard on her knee. Having heard the conversation, several other people were staring now and she avoided making any kind of eye contact. Then she returned the form to the little receptionist and turned back toward her seat.




  “Miss Williams?”




  She glanced back. “Yes?”




  The girl smiled shyly. Her uniform was a white blouse above pale blue slacks, the simple effect making her look even younger. “I just wanted to say you’re even prettier in person and I mean that. It isn’t all just make-up and stuff like they say.” She beamed sincerity. “You know, I went to Riverton High, too.”




  Throat suddenly tight, it took a minute for Caroline to respond. She finally said unevenly, “Thank you. That’s the nicest compliment I think I’ve ever had.”




  Once, long ago it seemed, she too had been star-struck and yearning for the big world.




  “It must have been terribly exciting to have met all those people and been on T.V.” The girl meant it, looking wistful.




  Caroline confirmed hollowly, “Terribly.”




  In spite of the number of patients waiting, Caroline really didn’t have to sit long. Soon a nurse called her name and she followed her out of the waiting area into a long hallway with examination rooms on each side. This part of the office too, she saw, had been redone.




  It was almost a relief that the nurse was a stranger, part and parcel with the way the place had changed.




  “I see Dr. Thompson is busier than ever,” Caroline commented nervously, stepping up on the scale as instructed.




  “Yes, he is.” The nurse recorded her weight with stoic efficiency and asked her height, which she told her was five-eight.




  Then they went across the hall to an exam room where pulse, temperature, and blood pressure were duly noted, none of which raised any eyebrows. Sitting on the exam table, Caroline watched the results being jotted in her chart and tried to ignore the curls of knots forming in her stomach. She could do this, right? She needed to do this.




  “You’re here for a complete physical?” The nurse placidly held the chart, her pen poised.




  She said, “Er...yes, I guess so.”




  The pen dipped and scribbled.




  “Are you having any problems the doctor should know about?”




  Caroline hesitated, giving the stout uniformed figure a sidelong look. She admitted, “Some sleeplessness. Lack of appetite, that sort of thing.”




  “How long has this been going on?”




  The answer to that question; down to the day, hour and minute, was burned into Caroline’s brain, but she said simply, “A few months.”




  “Months?” The woman looked disapproving.




  “I had an accident.” It was a fumble around the truth.




  An Accident. For God’s sake.




  “Oh, ah.” More scribbling, “do you take any medication?”




  It was the true reason she was there. Caroline fought the urge to bite her lip like a child and said with careful casualness, “Sleeping pills. Just occasionally.”




  “Prescription?”




  “Yes.” She told the nurse what kind, which won a disapproving stare worthy of her grandmother. When she finished her notations, the nurse folded the file up briskly and fished a generic cloth gown out of a cupboard on the wall.




  “Disrobe completely and put this on. It opens in the back. You can use this sheet to cover your lap.” She demonstrated and handed over the item in question. “Dr. Thompson will be in shortly.”




  “Completely?” Discomfort touched her skin in a wave of warmth. “I don’t think I need...”




  “Completely.”




  Caroline opened her mouth to object again but then thought the better of it, complying with the request as soon as the nurse left the room. Dr. Thompson was an old friend. It was embarrassing and awkward, but if the exam was necessary, she would do it. Then he would write her a prescription for her pills and she could go on as she was.




  Surviving.




  There was a mirror above the sink on the wall across from the table she sat on. Catching sight of her face, Caroline paused, staring, wondering what he was going to think. Surely the bluish circles under her eyes would inspire pity? It was as if she was looking at a stranger...or a ghost. The tumble of blond hair and the set of the shoulders was familiar, but the rest belonged to someone else.




  She looked away then. At the floor, her folded hands in her lap, at anything but that mirror.




  There was a soft knock on the door.




  She cleared her throat. “Yes?”




  The door opened and David walked in.




  * * * *




  He had stood outside that door for what seemed like an eternity, his hand on the knob. Now that he was face to face with Caroline, he had to control the expulsion of breath from his lungs.




  Her expression was priceless. It would stay there, burned into place in his memory for a long time. One look at her frozen features was enough to tell David Thompson that no one had informed Caroline that he had taken over his father’s practice some time ago. The grim satisfaction he felt over having the upper hand might not say much for his character, but it was there just the same.




  Her stricken graze moved to take in the white coat he was wearing, the stethoscope around his neck, the chart in his hand with her name printed in bold lettering. Her hands clenched convulsively in the material of her hospital gown. Her lips trembled. Her wide, horrified gaze swung back to his face.




  For several seconds he let the silence hang an anvil weight over the tiny room. Then he broke the spell by closing the door and saying quietly, “Hello, Caroline.”




  Hello. After four years and the ugly way they had parted, the greeting seemed somehow inadequate. An anti-climax to the moment.




  She swallowed, choked, and seemed to search for her voice. “I...well, hello.”




  “This is a surprise.” His smile was ironic. He certainly intended it to be.




  “You’re...telling me.” A shaky hand lifted and pushed a stray lock of pale hair aside, brushing the soft curve of her cheek. “I expected your father.” Her throat worked. Under the thin gown her slender shoulders moved.




  “Ah, mystery solved then.” He allowed another tiny smile to move his mouth a fraction. “I just couldn’t quite imagine you comfortable with the idea of me as your physician.”




  “I’m not,” Caroline gulped out the words very quickly. “My father made this appointment. He didn’t tell me about...you. I...I didn’t know.”




  “I see.” His brows lifted a fraction, otherwise he kept his face carefully impersonal. Tilting his head, he made no secret of studying her appearance.




  She was thinner than he remembered, which, given her recent experience was not so surprising. Curling blond hair framed an oval face that was dominated by blue eyes large with fatigue and stress. The long lashes, the perfect mouth, the classic cheekbones; all the elements that had given her success where so many fail miserably, were too achingly familiar. Turning away, he picked up her file with studied nonchalance.




  What he hadn’t expected, or admitted to himself was even possible, was the smote of the past like a blow to the face. Not the anger, the bitter disappointment, the humiliation of being the deserted fiancée.




  But the pain.




  The pain. He thought that was buried, dead and gone. For four years he had worked hard to shove it under and keep it in an acceptable place. He didn’t like the notion of it creeping out to haunt him again.




  “I heard you were home,” he said in that same careful and unemotional tone. “Even before your father called for the appointment.”




  “Did you?” Her voice was hushed, uncertain. “Well, it’s a small town. People talk all the time here.”




  He turned his head. She was studying her bare feet, face averted. Her mouth quivered betrayingly.




  “And you’ve been big news lately.” He still fingered the file absently. “Were the circumstances different, I’d politely ask how you liked California, Caroline. As it is...”




  She flinched visibly and interrupted, “You were never one to tiptoe around difficult subjects, were you, David? But can we forget this one? I’m fine. Fully recovered.”




  “You don’t look fine, or fully recovered,” he stated bluntly. “You look like hell.”




  The flush started in her neck and crawled upward to stain her cheekbones. In a hard little voice, she said, “Thank you so much, Doctor. How very comforting. Is that a professional opinion? I feel so much better. Let me compliment you on your bedside manner.”




  He felt his whole face tighten. The urge to verbally strike back was overwhelming, a welcome distraction from the earlier pain. He said silkily, “Thank you. Tell me, Caroline, is it better than my manner in bed? It’s not a question I can ask most of my patients.”




  Her body jerked as if he’d slapped her. There was a pause in which he could hear her ragged breathing. Her hair shielded her face so that he couldn’t see her expression. Finally, she looked up and whispered, “Was that comment necessary?”




  He took in her pallor, the shadow of her lashes on her cheeks, the hands twisted tightly in her gown as she fought for composure. There was no arguing that she had been through an ordeal. The press had been relentless with the details. He still had trouble reconciling the glossy photo image of who she’d become with the small town girl he remembered so well.




  The girl he had loved.




  He bent his head again over her file. “Probably not. And highly unprofessional, I’m sure.”




  She lifted a haunted face. Her response was a whisper. “But no apology offered, I notice. Do you feel better?”




  “Yes.” It was a lie. He studied her chart like it was gospel, blinking over the scribbled print. Their romance had gone from flame to fireball to smoldering ashes. Words were pretty much useless. Even the smoke had blown away. Striking out had been childish, and he knew it, acknowledged it even to himself. He tried to concentrate, to focus on the words in front of him. The notes his nurse had made seemed distant, hard to absorb.




  A few seconds later, he frowned. “Why are you taking sleeping pills, Caroline?”




  * * * *




  It was so unfair. All of it; the encounter she wasn’t prepared to handle, the claustrophobic room, her vulnerability in the face of David’s always formidable confidence. Her hands shook as she tried to smooth the gown over her bare knees.




  He was staring at her chart, dark head bent in concentration, brows drawn together like wings. His profile was sculpted, clean, patrician. Everything about him was as she remembered; tall, healthy, handsome...and in control. Always in control. Lean and wide-shouldered, he towered over her, not helping the feeling of discomfort and disadvantage.




  The boy she had known grown into a man.




  As opposed, she couldn’t help but think bitterly, to her own childish pose; thin gown bunched around her nakedness, mouth trembling, eyes blinking back unwilling tears. An emotional wreck dragging the physical body down with it. She’d almost forgotten what she’d told the nurse earlier about the pills. Now she wished she hadn’t said a word. If she could spin back time, she would yield to the impulse to flee when she opened the door to the office.




  Too late now.




  “I have trouble sleeping sometimes.” The words came out in a mumble, a cold lump of distress settling in her stomach. David’s father might have given her another prescription of sleeping pills. It was highly doubtful that David would be as cooperative.




  “That goes without saying,” he remarked dryly, looking up. “Answer my question directly, Caroline. You’re an intelligent young woman, you know what I’m asking.”




  Impossible. All of it. Looking at him. Talking to him. Meeting that intelligent, probing gaze and lying successfully to his face. All she managed to come up with was a pitiful whisper. “Insomnia isn’t all that unusual, David.”




  “How long has this been going on?”




  She couldn’t do this. Not face an inquisition. Not from David. She said tightly, “A few months.”




  “Since, say...April? I don’t remember the exact date of the Whitley murder but would guess that would be a good starting place.”




  No answer. There wasn’t one. The truth was obvious.




  He said slowly, “This medication you’ve been taking, I’m sure it has been explained to you how addictive it can be. It’s a schedule 2 barbiturate, not a sugar pill.”




  “I know, I’m careful.” A lie. Desperation was a terrible thing. She could hear it bubble to the surface, naked in her voice. It was a struggle to find the right words. “I do need a refill for those pills, David. They work. My doctor in California...he understood.”




  “Oh, I understand as well. You’ve had a horrific trauma, the mind needs time to heal as well as the body. Have you seen someone? A therapist?”




  She made a helpless, impatient gesture with her hand. “Yes, David, I have. Do we have to go all through this? I just want something now and then for a restless night. Sometimes I have nightmares.”




  He didn’t immediately refuse, which was heartening. Instead he set aside the chart and leaned against the sink, folding his arms against his broad chest. His hazel eyes were direct, his intense gaze catching her own. “How often would you say you have restless nights? Come now, Caroline, be honest.”




  It was necessary to take a deep breath to calm her quivering nerves. She repeated, “Now and then.”




  “Last night? Did you take something last night?”




  “Jesus, David, you’re relentless. No, not last night.” Her throat tightened with the fury of the guilty and the helpless. The truth was she’d gone to one session with the hospital therapist and hated every minute of it. She’d also been refused another prescription for sleeping pills by her physician in California on the same basis as David’s worries. She hadn’t fibbed about one thing, though, she’d taken the last precious pill two nights before. Last night, she hadn’t slept at all.




  That penetrating gaze was fastened on her face. Caroline miserably thought him better looking now than he had been even back in college, when the general consensus had been that he was incredibly gorgeous. Perhaps it was his profession, tempering an intensity that had once bordered on arrogance to an air of unmistakable competence.




  The silence lengthened. Simply by the expression on his face, Caroline felt her hopes for a new prescription die an abrupt death. It had been her mistake, of course, to even mention sleeping pills. David had always irritatingly thought he knew best.




  She said curtly, “Never mind. Do you mind leaving so I can get dressed? I’ll see someone else. A doctor in Galesburg maybe.”




  “When was the last time you saw your doctor in Los Angeles? Surely, given what had happened, he was keeping fairly close observation while you recovered?”




  “I don’t know, David, I don’t remember.” Her poise was slipping away, what little she’d had to begin with. She added bitterly, “Just get out, will you?”




  He straightened, color coming into his face at her abrupt dismissal. His mouth tightened. “If you think for one minute I’m going to help you stay strung out on barbiturates, you don’t remember me very well, Caroline. You’re pale, underweight, shaky. It doesn’t take a genius to guess why you want to knock yourself out every night, but it isn’t the solution. There are victim impact groups, specialists, people you can talk to who are trained to help you get through situations just like this.”




  She stared ahead, knowing the hot tears were there, nipping at her eyelids. Not now, she begged herself frantically, not in front of Almighty David with his Almighty opinions. Don’t cry now. She asked stiffly, “Can I get dressed?”




  “No, dammit, you can’t. Listen to me.” He stepped closer, watching her, the hazel eyes steady.




  She tilted her chin, attempting defiance. “I’m going to someone else. This isn’t comfortable.”




  “Fine,” he said flatly, “but if I have to, I’ll put out the word that you’re an addict. You’ll have a tough time getting an appointment, much less a prescription.”




  “I’m not an addict,” she retorted furiously.




  “And I’m sure your parents would love to hear that you dope yourself into a stupor every night,” he continued as if her outburst had gone unheard.




  Resentment, four years banked, burst into flame. Her voice shook. “You can’t do that. It’s none of their business what I do and absolutely none of yours. Whatever happened to professional confidence?”




  “You just told me you are not my patient.” His brows lifted slightly in an infuriating arch.




  Her self-possession was going right out the window. She sucked in air, feeling a tide of queasiness. The room tipped, tilted, and she blinked several times, trying to control it without showing distress. How perfect, she thought in panic, for her to fall in a heap at his feet. The ultimate in humiliation.




  David made a sound of alarm, stepping forward to catch her arm. “Steady...steady.” His voice was calm, soothingly professional. “Why don’t you lie down? Just for a minute. Breathe normally...” One hand pressed her shoulder, and his face was inches away.




  David’s hands. Touching her. Long sensitive fingers curled around her elbow, touching her in comfort and support. Oh God, she remembered how he used to touch her, to stroke her skin as he whispered in her ear as they made love...




  “No!” On a sob she straightened, jerking out of his grasp, scooting sideways on the table away from him, almost falling off on the floor.




  He dropped his hand and stepped back as if she’d slapped him. A short laugh escaped his lips, but his face was shuttered and cold. He asked harshly, “If it were a different doctor standing here, would you listen, Caroline? If my father said exactly the same thing, would you have reacted the same way?”




  The question was too much. It raised the entire jumble of the past and present, of buried feelings and hidden resentments and a passion that lingered like a forgotten spirit. Once, she had loved him so much that anything he said was accepted without question. Things were different now. She was no longer that young worshipful girl.




  “Where is your father?” she said then slowly, holding hard to the table, fighting for composure. “Why are you here? What happened? I thought you said you would never practice here in Riverton.”




  The cold look stayed in place, but he answered readily enough. “My father had a heart attack two years ago. I was in Chicago at the time, I’d already passed my boards and accepted a position with a group of family doctors...and well, the details don’t matter that much. I filled in here, liked it, and he decided to retire as soon as I could take over.” His mouth tightened. “Let’s just say quite a few of my plans for the future didn’t work out like I thought they would.”




  She swallowed. He meant the marriage that hadn’t happened, the one she’d walked away from. And he said it as if he thought he was the only one that had suffered.




  He continued matter-of-factly, “It’s been great, actually. Chicago was too big, too impersonal for me. I worked at an inner city hospital there during my residency. That certainly took the glamour out of the big city.”




  She scuttled to this newer, safer topic with relief. “I know what you mean.”




  “I suppose you do.” His face did not reflect the irony of that remark. “Besides, Riverton is growing, new people are moving in, new houses are being built.”




  “So I heard.” The dizziness was fading. Caroline just wanted him to leave so she could put her clothes back on and crawl back to the refuge of the farm. Good grief, she had hoped it wouldn’t be awkward meeting David again. Her current situation; naked, desperate, and ashamed, that went well beyond awkward.




  But David didn’t leave. He just stood here, the chart under his arm, his white coat fading into white sterile walls.




  Then he said it. A very simple and natural statement that wasn’t a question as much as a memory. “I don’t ever remember you having nightmares, Caroline.”




  It was devastating. Especially with him standing right in front of her. A sudden image swam unbidden into her mind; the two of them in David’s narrow bed at his apartment in Champaign. His dark hair rumpled against the pillows. His sculpted profile in the early morning sunlight. Lashes against his cheeks, the flex of a muscle in his bare shoulder as he stretched...how many mornings had she awakened there? Awakened with David, laughing and undressed and so very in love.




  It had never occurred to her that the fairy tale wouldn’t weave to the natural end. Or, she reminded herself quickly, maybe this—this bitter distance—was the natural end. Not all fairy tales were happy ones.




  She found that her fingers were crumpling her gown, bunching the material into accordion pleats. “The nightmares are new,” she admitted.




  He clicked a pen, wrote something in her chart, and then said, “Okay, when was your last menstrual cycle?”




  “David!” In vehement objection.




  “I ask that same question ten times a day. Or more. Answer it please.”




  “I don’t remember.”




  “Could you be pregnant?”




  “For the love of God...”




  “Again, a question I would ask any woman your age before writing a prescription.” He was immovable, pen poised, eyes inscrutable. Doing what he did best, which was taking charge.




  The prescription. The magical carrot he was dangling in exchange for cooperation. She glanced away and mumbled, “No, I’m not pregnant.”




  “You’re sure.”




  “Positive.”




  “Would you object to a test? We’ll draw blood anyway to check for anemia.”




  Exasperation rose, coupled with chagrin over her current helplessness. She said tartly, “David, there’s no need for a test because I haven’t been sexually active in some time. There, are you satisfied? How about you, how’s your sex life?”




  His mouth twitched briefly, but all he said was a mild, “I do have to ask, Caroline. Look, if you would trust me, I could help you. At the risk of sounding immodest, I’m a good doctor.”




  She couldn’t help it. A laugh, half-hysterical, bubbled upward out of her throat. “No, David...you? Immodest? And you haven’t answered my question. Who are you sleeping with these days?”




  A muscle moved convulsively in his cheek. He folded up the chart with deliberation and set it on the desk. “I think I’ll skip that one, if you don’t mind. And I concede the battle, Caroline. You win. If you won’t cooperate, I can’t force you or help you. I don’t have the time, frankly, to pry the truth out of you bit by bit. Maybe you’ll do yourself a favor and be honest with another physician. Would you like me to recommend someone or will they be tainted in your eyes just for being my colleague?”




  The laughter died, leaving her with a lump in her throat. She said haltingly, “I’m...well, please, yes. Recommend someone.”




  His nod was grim. He moved toward the door. The ordeal was over. Except she didn’t have what she came for and she couldn’t let him go without trying at least one more time.




  “David?” It was terrible to have to ask the question, the humiliation of it sending blood in a tidal wave of heat to her face. “Could you just give me one refill? For emergencies only, I promise. Just until I can see someone else.”




  “I wish you could hear yourself, Caroline.” The words, and his face, were ice cold. He put his hand on the doorknob.




  Failure. The prospect of it was horrifying, frightening. Caroline slumped with defeat and exhaustion, waiting for him to walk out and leave her to it. But he didn’t leave.




  “Cari?” He said it quietly, turning back around.




  Just go, she thought wearily. Get the hell out.




  His voice was quiet, emotionless. “For what this is worth, I have to say this. When you left for California, I told myself you would be back. That there was no way you would make it on your own, without me. That you were too young, too naive, too shy. The world is full of pretty girls that still wait tables, or clean motel rooms, waiting for that big break in a place like Los Angeles. I expected you home in less than a month. I had the speech all planned, what I would say.”




  She lifted her head. Stared at his set face.




  He went on, “I began to hear you were working as a model. Then there was that commercial, and then another one, and suddenly everyone was talking about it and you were Riverton’s golden girl.” His laugh was small, mirthless. “I guess I didn’t give you enough credit. But that was one of our problems, wasn’t it? I thought you needed me.”




  She had. The appalling depth of that need had sent her spinning off to California.




  He said nothing more. Just left the room and shut the door.




  Riverton’s golden girl began miserably to get dressed.




  


  





  




  Chapter 3




  




  She crossed the street, pausing to glance his way, her hands clutching her purse with exaggerated and white-knuckled force. He couldn’t help but notice how long her slim legs looked in the golden sunlight, or how her breasts swayed slightly under the silky material of her pale blouse.




  It was a shame, truly, that she had decided to come home, thinking she was safe.




  He couldn’t forget that he was powerful, a force that could take life away. Never could he forget that. Once, he had been nothing and now he had everything he ever dreamed. Almost.




  She didn’t see him, and even if she had, it wouldn’t have mattered. There were people all around and no one noticed him watching her.




  For he was careful, on the hunt.




  On the hunt. It had been so long.




  




  The drugstore was cool and clean and not too crowded, for which she was immensely grateful. Caroline picked up a bottle of shampoo, not bothering to even read the label or notice the brand. She wandered down another aisle, perusing a section of paperback novels with seemingly rapt attention, and plucking one off the shelf at random. No one looked interested in her or what she was doing, which was a relief.




  It wasn’t hard to slip around the corner and make her way toward the sleeping medications.




  The large assortment stopped her in her tracks, her mouth opening in dismay. The last thing she wanted was to spend a conspicuous amount of time pondering the drug aisle, especially in a town like Riverton. Grabbing two boxes that sported extra-strength on the label, she headed for the cash register.




  Rounding the corner, she careened directly into a man who was standing by a rack of sale candy. Boxes and shampoo went flying even as she struggled for balance.




  He was fast. Very fast. A helpful hand grabbed her wrist to steady her. Before she could even apologize he had retrieved the bottle, book, and sleeping pills and was handing them over with a charming smile. “Here you go. Nothing broken or damaged.”




  “Sorry,” Her response was hasty, distracted. “I wasn’t looking...entirely my fault.” To her further embarrassment, she saw that the book she had selected had a half-naked woman on the cover, clasped in the arms of a burly pirate. Quickly, she tucked it under her arm.




  “Hi, Caroline.”




  Her gaze swung warily to the man’s face. Juggling her purchases in her arms, she struggled to recognize curly brown hair, fashionable silver glasses, and a thick, muscular build. “Hi,” she murmured uncertainly. Then her gaze slid into a stare. “Brent?”




  Amusement lurked behind the glinting lenses of his glasses. “It’s been a long time.”




  “It sure has, but...”




  “Hey, we all change,” the man finished, not offended. “It’s a fact of life, isn’t it?”




  “Yes,” she said blankly. The Brent Manning she remembered from high school had been a chubby, silent boy who trailed on the edges of the crowd.




  He grinned, correctly reading her startled expression and then laughed, very lightly. His watch, an expensive-looking gold affair, glinted as he shoved his hands into his pockets. “The suit throws you, I think. Probably not what you remember.”




  “And the tie.” She still couldn’t believe it was the same person, but managed a reasonable smile. “It’s nice to see you again.”




  “Same here. You look great. I mean...since...I mean great. Sorry.”




  The discomfort flowed in waves, as it always did. The stumble in the words, the sideways shift of the eyes, the hidden longing for details without the guts to actually ask. What was it like, body language could say, to see your friend die before your eyes? Human beings, Caroline had decided since Karen’s murder, were a morbid lot.
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