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Prologue



THE SOUND OF GRAVEL CRUNCHING under the tires reminded the driver of the phantom, metal-wheeled carriage that came up the driveway each spring on a moonlit night, a specter from an earlier century. It was said that family ghosts still monitored the comings and goings of their living relatives in the manor house, patiently awaiting each new heir to be born.

A true ghost story.

The driver barked out a laugh, a sound that aroused the sleeping infant who lay wrapped in a blanket on the passenger seat. The baby’s cry was a sharp intrusion into the silence of the car, as though the child had not yet recognized the sacred trust of the future that now lay within the grasp of its tiny hands.

“Shush,” the driver murmured. “All is well. It’s fitting that the moon is full tonight, a sign that I’ve done the right thing.”

“That you’ve come home.”

The infant’s response was to cry louder, the high-pitched sound of a terrified animal.

Soothing words only quickened the baby’s fright, as though the child sensed the danger—and the tragic loss of loved ones. The driver pressed down on the accelerator, causing the vehicle to surge forward, up the final slope to the side of the immense house—the mansion on the hill above the Hudson River. The car screeched to a rocking stop, gravel flying out from under the back tires. The driver jumped out, opened the passenger door, and reached to pick up the infant.

Holding the baby, the driver comforted the child and the crying subsided into a soft animal mewing deep within its throat. Then they moved forward, past the porch pillars of the side entrance, toward the back door that in pre-Revolutionary War days had been reserved for servants. But the driver kept walking, around the access to the pull-up of the cellar cover and on to the house itself, and pressed a place behind a low fascia board.

There was a pause, then a creaking sound of movement.

The timbered platform in front of the woodpile began to slip open, revealing a crude staircase that led under the house itself. Quickly, the driver, baby in arms, went down the steps and pressed a lever at the bottom, and the opening closed. A dark tunnel loomed ahead.

A scratch of a match brought fire and the driver lifted a torch from its place on the wall and lit it. Instantly, light flooded a dirt-walled tunnel.

The secret passage into the house.

At the end of the passageway the driver climbed steps to the main floor, then rapped on the closed panel that separated the secret place from the main house.

Within seconds a door opened to a woman with outstretched hands. A moment later the baby was in her arms.

“Thank you—thank you! You will be rewarded.”

“When?” the driver asked.

“Soon. I will contact you.”

“But—”

“No buts.”

“You said when I delivered.”

“I know.” A pause while the woman fumbled to find something within her bosom. “Here,” she said. “Part of what I promised.”

The driver took her funds.

“It’s only a third.”

“I’ll get the rest…soon.”

The driver took a step forward. “But I already paid for the silence of—”

“I know.”

“If you don’t pay I’ll tell all.”

The driver was still looking at the woman when the blow to his head struck. Then everything went black.








Chapter 1



GLANCING OVER HER SHOULDER , Abby Carter quickened her pace along Fifth Avenue, aware that the man in the tan overcoat still followed her, had been behind her for the last seven blocks.

Shit! she thought. Maybe he’d been back there the whole fifteen blocks since she’d left her apartment for the early-morning walk to her job at the gallery. How would she know? Her eyes were on where she was going, not on where she’d been. But after initially spotting him she couldn’t get him out of her mind: tall, scruffy, and with a mass of thick long hair that obscured his features. He was another street person who’d zeroed in on her, she decided, the third time in the past ten days.

Abby made a quick decision as she waited for the light on the next corner. She flagged down an approaching taxi, its tires squealed to a stop, and she jumped in, leaving her pursuer to stare after the cab as it sped away.

For a moment Abby took deep breaths, realizing that she’d been frightened, that the man had definitely been a threatening presence.

“Miss, where to?” The cabbie spoke with a heavy East European accent. “Uptown, downtown, cross-town?” he asked, his dark eyes meeting hers in the rearview mirror.

“Um,” Abby said, momentarily too shaken to remember the gallery address. She pushed back the strand of reddish brown hair that had fallen over her face, then managed to give him the street and building number.

“That’s only a few blocks away, yes?”

Abby nodded and ignored the driver’s questioning glance. She knew he wondered why she’d bothered to take a taxi for such a short distance. She wasn’t about to explain. Instead, she gave him a large tip after he’d pulled in to the curb, even though she was spending more than she could afford. In seconds she was safely inside the gallery. A short time later she forgot all about her random stalker as she began cataloging new art pieces into the gallery. Her fear had been transitory; it was part of living in a city. A slender young woman with long chestnut hair and matching eyes would always be the target of someone on the streets. She smiled wryly. It was just as her aunt Carolina, the woman who’d raised her, had always warned, especially after Abby had decided a few years ago to pursue her art career in New York City. “If you’re beautiful you’ll be the target of predatory men. You just have to be aware of that fact, Abby.”

That thought vanquished Abby’s last trace of fear. The incident had been random. No one had followed her for any special reason, only because she’d presented herself on the street at the wrong time—and that everyone she knew said she was beautiful.
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Abby stared at Neville Figg, her superior. “Are you saying I’m fired?”

The rail-thin man got up from behind his desk. “Of course not—we hate to let you go but we have to because of our low-volume sales.” Abby could almost smell his bad breath as he came around his desk, pushing his glasses up his nose. “The gallery is losing money and we have to cut corners.”

“So I’m the one who’s expendable?”

There was a silence as he made the final steps to face her. It was right after lunchtime and her summons into his office had been unexpected. She kept her gaze level, knowing that he was right about the sales volume, but she’d believed that revenue would be better once they were into the holiday season.

“We wished not, Abigail, but that is where we find ourselves—you are an asset that we can no longer afford.”

“Maybe you should reconsider, Mr. Figg, because you need to employ someone like me to generate income—like I want to do online—sort of like an eBay, even an Amazon-type format, where this gallery can display its inventory.”

Mr. Figg’s smile was patronizing, his round eyes owlish behind his oversize glasses. “We’ll consider that, Abigail, for future reference,” he said, evading a direct answer.

Shit, she thought, for a moment longer staring into his opaque gaze. She’d really been let go. She was now an aspiring artist in New York City without a job—or an income to pay the rent—and winter was coming in just a couple of months.

Abby managed a smile but the fear of paying her bills in two weeks was already on the top of her priorities. She’d been saving her money, dollar by dollar, for such a contingency—losing her job—but she hadn’t reckoned on the reality of its happening so soon. She didn’t have enough set aside for next month’s expenses, let alone the rent and the costs of pursuing the possibility of having her own art show.

Damn! she thought. Even though she’d recently started freelancing as a street portrait artist at tourist spots, she hadn’t generated much extra income. She’d started at the wrong time. Tourist season was almost over: Sketching in summer attracted many subjects and a steady flow of money; sketching in the wind, rain, even snow, of fall and winter attracted no one. Plain and simple, it was the worst time of the year for her to lose her job. She had few options.

She wondered what her boyfriend Sam would say now. He was a commercial artist, a tall, blondish, wiry man whose brown eyes sometimes twinkled with humor, a man she’d met seven months earlier at a gallery opening, and she’d been impressed by his astute observations about the artists and their work. Captivated by his charm, she’d fallen for him and they’d become a couple shortly thereafter.

It had all seemed like a wish come true. But was that only because she fitted his perfect mold of a woman who praised him?

Of course not, she told herself as she worked to finish up the tasks she’d started that morning. Mr. Figg had told her to finish out the day but not the week, even though the gallery would pay her salary for the week. She was not to return tomorrow.

Abby felt like the proverbial piece of dirt—the lowlife who couldn’t hold a job at twenty-eight years old—as she gathered her things at closing time and left the gallery. She wasn’t in the mood to walk all twenty-some blocks to her apartment, so she again hailed a cab. Too hell with the cost, she thought, remembering an old English saying: In for a penny, in for a pound. She’d think about financial ramifications later.

The taxi took her uptown to her apartment house, where she paid the driver and then climbed the steps to the front entrance of her building, thinking about checking her mail for a letter from home. Surprisingly, Jacob Sell, her sixtyish landlord, was waiting for her and let her in the door before she could use her key and head to the mailboxes.

Abby stepped into the vestibule and Mr. Sell made sure the outer door closed behind him. He took her arm and steered her to his own apartment on the ground-floor level. His plump wife stood in the open doorway.

“My dear,” the woman said, fingering her graying hair nervously. “I’m afraid we have some bad news for you.”

“What?” Abby asked, wondering what could be worse than losing her job.

“Just come inside, dear,” the older lady said, ushering her into their apartment. “Jacob, make sure the door is shut behind you,” she added, her gentle request sounding ominous to Abby. “We don’t want to be disturbed.”

“It is,” her husband replied as the door closed and he stepped into the room.

“What’s happened?” Abby asked, glancing between them. She suddenly felt apprehensive, noting the exchanged glances between the older couple. “Please, just tell me what’s happened.”

The woman took hold of her arm and steered her to the sofa, where Abby had no option but to sit down. “We’re so sorry, Abby dear. The call came while you were gone.”

“What call? From whom?”

“A Detective Williams from Carterville,” Mrs. Sell said.

“Oh my God,” Abby said, and tried not to feel alarmed. That was the town in upstate New York where she’d grown up, where her aunt Carolina still lived on the Hudson River.

There was a momentary silence.

“The detective was looking for you, Abby.” Another pause. “We didn’t have your work number to give him.”

“So I took a message,” Jacob said. “I have his number for you to call him back.”

“But why was he looking for me?”

Another silence.

Mrs. Sell moved closer on the sofa where she’d seated herself next to Abby. She took Abby’s clenched hands in hers. “I’m afraid we have bad news.”

“What? Just tell me.”

A brief silence went by.

“Sweetheart, we’re sorry to be the ones to tell you but your aunt Carolina was found dead this morning,” Mrs. Sell said, gently. Her voice lowered. “As Jacob said, we have the detective’s number.”

Stunned, Abby jumped up, unable to stay in their apartment one more second. “Why are you telling me this? It can’t be true!”

She ran to the door and yanked it open. After managing to thank the older couple who only meant well, she took the stairs two at a time to the second floor. With her key in hand she ran to her apartment door. She needed to be alone.

How could her beloved aunt Carolina be dead? It was impossible.

She stumbled into her apartment and slammed the door behind her.

And then she realized that a whole new terror awaited her in the evening darkness.

She wasn’t alone.








Chapter 2



THE LOWER HALL WAS EMPTY NOW that the mailman had completed his delivery to the tenants. The man who watched had loitered on the front porch of the apartment building, slumping deeper into his overcoat, knowing that his mass of hair obscured his features. He jingled a ring of keys in his hand, pretending to search for the right one. As the mailman pushed open the door to leave, the man grabbed it, nodded his thanks, and stepped inside. Continuing his role of a person who lived in the place, the man walked to the metal mailboxes on the nearby wall and again pretended to fumble for the correct key.

Satisfied that the man was not an intruder, the mailman hoisted the strap of his mailbag higher on his shoulder and headed down the steps to the sidewalk, his thoughts already having shifted to the next stop on his route.

“Dumb bastard,” the trespasser murmured, his lips twisting into a smile. It was always so easy. He could fool anyone, including the two old fools who managed the apartments.

A glance around the entry hall told him it was safe to take the next step in his plan, which meant the narrow staircase to the second floor. He pulled an envelope from an inside pocket as he started upward, as though he belonged in the building. The first door at the top of the steps was hers.

He sucked air, a half-breath gulp, as he hesitated at her door. No one was in the hallway. He was alone.

He felt sweat under his arms, beading his upper lip, and matting his hair against his forehead. Don’t be a wimp, get on with it. You know what you have to do.

He knocked softly with only two knuckles the first time and was met with silence. The second time he used all four and the knock was much louder. He knew she wasn’t home from work yet, but just in case someone answered he was ready with an apology: “Isn’t this the Thompson residence?” He’d be down the steps and out the front door before anyone realized that he wasn’t a resident.

But no one answered his repeated knocks. He was safe.

For the moment.

This time the key he produced from his pocket was real. It fit the lock—as he’d known it would.

A moment later he was inside, the door closed behind him. Instantly, he was struck by the style and artistic flair of the beautifully appointed studio apartment. A faint smell of turpentine blended with an elusive perfume fragrance, both of which seemed enhanced by the smell of baked muffins that she’d left cooling on the counter.

He stood in the middle of the room, contemplating the best place to hide. The tiny kitchen space was tucked into one corner, the bedroom area partitioned off by a standup screen from which she’d hung portrait sketches that he knew she’d drawn. The living room area was small: an apartment-size sofa and chair, an antique trunk used as a coffee table, an end table and a lamp, and a television set. A bookcase against the wall was crammed with books and topped with a huge ivy plant with shiny leaves that cascaded over the books. The walls were filled with framed art and he wondered if they too had been painted by her. The total effect of the place was charming.

But where could he hide?

He quickly assessed his options. There wasn’t enough space under the bed, but there were two doors, one to the tiny bathroom and one to a small clothes closet. He chose the closet.

A cliché, he thought, smiling wryly. Wasn’t that where all rapists and murderers hid from their unsuspecting prey?

But he didn’t fit the typical profile.

He was here for another reason. The rape was only a bonus, if a little ahead of schedule.

The sound of someone in the hall alerted him to action. She was home.

He slipped into the closet, working his way behind the hanging clothes. Then he waited, ready, alert to his next move, as the garments settled back into place.

His excitement mounted.

He was about to experience a perk of the job.








Chapter 3



IT WAS THE SMELL OF SOMETHING male that hit Abby’s senses first: shaving cream or deodorant, maybe a man’s cologne. It wasn’t Sam’s; he hated anything that even hinted of perfume.

Had someone been in her apartment?

No, she told herself, reaching for the light switch. It was Mr. Sell, who often used too much cologne. On occasion her landlord had entered her apartment while she was away to check on a plumbing or heating problem.

Oh God, the Sells must have been mistaken, she thought, her mind reverting to their terrible news.

More tears slid down her cheeks and her body seemed to quiver with harmonic tremors; her beloved aunt Carolina could not be dead. She needed to make calls, leave for Carterville up on the Hudson River, do something immediately.

She must clarify what had happened, if what she’d heard was the truth.

Abby found the switch, then stood momentarily uncertain when the light didn’t turn on. Had the bulb burned out? She leaned back against the closed door, her eyes scanning the darkness of the studio apartment, suddenly fearful to step farther into the room. She fingered the wetness from her eyes to clear her vision. For a second the words she’d just heard about her aunt faded, replaced by vague apprehension.

Something was different.

Nothing moved, but the smell of male cologne seemed even stronger, as though it originated from someone nearby, not from her landlord or his apartment one floor below hers. The scent was too strong to be secondhand.

Her place suddenly felt alien, like it didn’t belong to her. And the smell was almost suffocating. Was it the realization that she no longer had one living relative on the whole planet that magnified her fears? Was that typical of someone who had no one left who loved her? Oh God, she’d never felt so alone. How could she go on without her aunt Carolina, who’d been the only mother she’d known since coming to live with her at age eight—after her parents had died.

Get a grip, she told herself. Focus on the present.

And the present meant facing facts. Get out of the apartment, she told herself. Get the Sells to check out the validity of her current fears, let them ascertain whether she was being paranoid, overreacting to their horrible news.

A silence settled over the room as her hand groped for the doorknob behind her. Once she found it, Abby whirled around and began to yank open the door.

Out of the darkness, arms came around her. The door that she’d begun to open was slammed shut by two hands that suddenly slipped past her to press against the barrier with greater strength. Before she could scream, one hand moved to her mouth, suppressing any sound from her throat.

She was completely incapacitated—unable to cry out for help. But she knew that the person who held down her arms and pulled her back against him was a man, a strong man whose upper arms were muscled and whose body was tall and fit, a man who used a perfumed scent.

Instantly, she was fighting her captor, kicking against his legs, trying to knee his groin, twisting her head to free her mouth from the fingers that were cutting off her air.

“Help! she screamed, momentarily free of the tight clasp of his hand. “Please help me!”

“Bitch!” The word was muttered, deep behind clenched teeth, a voice she’d never heard before. He slapped the side of her head so hard that her knees buckled. Before she could regain her footing he’d stifled her cries once more with a grip that stopped the breath in her throat.

Abby was being dragged farther into the room, unable to release her arms, which were pinned by his against her body. Then he flung her down on the sofa. For a second she was free of his control over her movement. Her hand flew to the lamp, felt for the switch, and turned on the bulb.

He was on top of her, his face only inches above hers, when the light shone directly on his features. He hadn’t bothered to disguise his identity under a mask. His dark eyes narrowed to slits and his lips twisted into a snarl, and she knew he had no intention of letting her go.

The frozen moment was shattered by pounding on her door.

“Miss Carter!” Mr. Sell shouted. “Miss Carter, are you all right? Open the door!”

Her attacker jumped up, releasing her. Abby gulped air, filling her lungs so that she was able to speak. The man was already at the door, his hand on the knob, when he glanced back.

“Next time, bitch. I won’t be forgetting you.”

He flung open the door, surprising Mr. Sell, who was sent sprawling to the floor. Abby heard her attacker’s feet on the stairs, then the door to the building open and slam shut.

The man was gone before Mr. Sell had pulled himself back onto his feet.

“What’s going on?” he said, catching his breath.

“Jacob! What happened?” Mrs. Sell asked, having come running up the steps after hearing the commotion. “Why are you on the floor?”

“I was pushed,” her husband answered. “By the person who just ran out of the building.” His gaze shifted to Abby, who’d made it to her door. “Someone you know?”

Abby shook her head. “He’s a stranger.” She sucked in a ragged breath. “He was in my apartment waiting for me.” Her glance darted between them. “How did he get in?” Abby’s voice wobbled. “I’ve never given anyone a key, not even my boyfriend.”

“You think he had a key?” Mr. Sell’s brows tightened into a frown. “Impossible.”

“But true,” Abby said. “How else could he have been there? My door was locked when I got here.”

The Sells were obviously upset. “We need to report this to the police,” Mrs. Sell said. “Not only did the intruder get into your apartment, he also got into the building.” She turned and started back down the steps. “I’ll call them while Jacob waits for you to get your purse and essentials and brings you down to our place.”

Suddenly, Abby remembered her aunt Carolina. “I can’t leave here,” she said, tears again stinging her eyes. “I have calls to make.”

“I understand, my dear,” Mrs. Sell said. “But you must come along with Jacob. You can make your calls from our phone. After the police check everything out and Jacob changes the lock on your door you can return to your own apartment.” She continued down the steps as Abby stared after her. “We have to make sure the building is secure,” she added over her shoulder.

Shattered by all that had happened, Abby had to agree. She retrieved her purse, closed and locked her door, then followed her landlord downstairs to await the police.

She’d just reached the bottom of the steps when a sudden question hit her brain: Hadn’t the Sells told her that a homicide detective had called with the news of her aunt’s death? She was sure they’d said homicide.

Police detectives, particularly homicide detectives, didn’t call surviving relatives when there was a death from natural causes.

Had her aunt been murdered?








Chapter 4



ONCE THEY’D RETURNED TO the landlord’s apartment, Mrs. Sell led Abby to the telephone table in their tiny entry hall. “The detective’s number is on that pad next to the phone,” the older woman told her, and indicated that Abby should sit on the wooden chair she’d pulled out from the wall.

“Thank you,” Abby said, her voice wobbling with sudden emotion. “I’ll pay you for the long-distance costs.”

Mrs. Sell nodded. “Don’t worry about that, my dear. We’ll settle up later.” With a pat on Abby’s knotted hands, she left her to disappear into the apartment.

For long seconds Abby stared at the pad with the number, knowing that once she called it, the voice at the other end of the wire could change her life forever. Tears welled in her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. Maybe it was a joke; maybe the man who’d called the Sells wasn’t a detective at all. Hadn’t the caller given himself away by identifying himself as a homicide detective? The caller sounded like a novice, someone who didn’t realize the difference between homicide detectives and a typical police notification of a death to the nearest of kin.

The more she thought about it the better Abby felt. It was possible that her aunt was perfectly fine—after all, she was only in her sixties, too young to die. The person who’d called might be a fake.

Oh my God! she thought. Too many things were happening all at once. A creep on the street had followed her just this morning, and then she’d been attacked in her own apartment a short time ago.

The thought momentarily caught her breath in her throat. She jerked herself erect, jumpstarting her heart. But her next thoughts threatened to stop her in her tracks. She knew that Mr. Sell had been in her apartment at times while she was gone. What if it had been someone else?—the person who’d followed her on several occasions when she walked to work?

Shit! Why did she have to think of that now?—the paranoia of a small-town girl in the big city imagining all the fears that her aunt Carolina had warned her about.

Her aunt Carolina—that was the person to call first, not a supposed homicide detective. Instantly, her decision released her from her fears. Quickly, she punched in her aunt’s number, then waited as the phone rang at the other end. She could just picture her aunt’s immaculate little office, the phone and answering machine on her antique desk.

But as the phone rang and rang, Abby felt the apprehension rush back like a tidal wave, drowning her. The answering machine didn’t pick up; the phone just kept ringing. Finally she hung up, knowing that something was wrong. Oh no, dear God, please don’t let Aunt Carolina be dead.

She held the receiver in her hand, focusing on its shape and length, anything to prolong what she still had to do.

Taking deep breaths, Abby managed to control her feelings, so that her emotions receded while her professional persona took precedence. Then she punched in the number Mrs. Sell had written on the pad. The phone at the other end rang, and was suddenly answered by a deep masculine voice.

“Williams here.”

Abby gulped air, momentarily daunted, almost afraid to identify herself.

“Hello?” the man said again.

Still she hesitated, gathering her thoughts.

“Hey,” the voice that had been acknowledged as Williams’s said. “You may as well answer because you’ve been on the line long enough to be identified.”

Annoyance shot though Abby. Didn’t the police in her aunt’s jurisdiction have any compassion?

“Okay, Mr. Williams, since you know who I am—I’m Abby Carter, returning your call.”

“Carolina Carter’s niece?”

“That’s right. And I don’t understand what’s going on.”

There was a long silence.

“Your aunt is dead, Ms. Carter,” he said gently.

She sucked in air as the walls seemed to close in around her. She feared that she was about to faint and fought the sensation. “No, it can’t be,” she whispered.

Another brief silence.

“I’m afraid it is, Ms. Carter.” He paused. “I’m very sorry, and especially so that you had to hear the news over the phone.”

“How did she die? She was so healthy.”

“We’re investigating that.”

“What do you mean, investigating? Are you saying that her death might not be from natural causes?”

“Yes, that is the status at the moment. We haven’t established an, uh, exact cause of death yet. It appears that she fell down the steps and struck her head on something at the bottom. We know that a blow to the head killed her.”

“Fell down the stairs in the house? But my aunt isn’t feeble, and even if she were, there are banisters to hold on to.” She gulped air. “And there are no obstructions at the bottom except an inlaid wooden floor in the entry hall.”

His hesitation sounded louder than words. “Precisely. The fatal blow didn’t match the location.” His sigh sounded in her ear. “But your aunt Carolina didn’t die in her front hall, Ms. Carter. She fell down the steps on the outside of the outbuilding she uses as a garage.”

“The barn stairs? But they end on grass.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, the single word telegraphing his concerns. “The garage was once a barn?”

“Uh-huh, over a hundred years ago. Before that it was the carriage house.”

“We’ll have lots to discuss when you get here. I’ll explain what we know then, okay?”

Reluctantly, she agreed.

She watched the second hand on the wall clock as she processed what he was saying. “Are you really a homicide detective?” she asked finally.

“Yup, I really am.”

“Which means you investigate murders?”

Another pause.

“Yeah, that’s what I do.”

“So you really believe my aunt’s death wasn’t accidental, I can hear it in everything you’re saying.” She tried to keep the tremble out of her voice even as a wave a tremors swept through her body. “That’s impossible, Detective. Everyone loved my aunt Carolina.”

“As I said, we’re still in the investigation mode and haven’t come to a definite conclusion, Abby—I trust that you don’t mind if I call you Abby?”

She switched the phone to her other ear. “No, of course not, uh, Detective Williams.”

“As I said moments ago, I’m very sorry that you had to get this news over the phone and not in person, Abby, but we didn’t know exactly how to contact you except for the address in your aunt’s personal phone book.”

All of her limbs—arms, legs, even her torso—quivered with a low steady vibration, a new sensation she’d never felt before. But then she’d never heard such devastating news.

Her beloved aunt was dead.

She was totally alone in the world.

“I understand, Detective Williams,” she managed. “I’ll take the train home in the morning.”

“Good. Please let me know if I can help. If not, I’ll see you tomorrow in Carterville. I may have more to tell you by then.”

She managed to thank him before they hung up. For long seconds she sat paralyzed as the reality of his words hit her. She couldn’t fool herself into thinking that her aunt was still alive. She meant to get up there and find out what had really happened—the circumstances that had led a detective to investigate a possible murder as opposed to natural causes.

It was time to think in real terms, and not to be a victim of magical thinking. She meant to find the truth. If someone had murdered her aunt, she would find the killer.

Or die trying.



Abby sat on the overstuffed chair near the front window with the view of the street. It had started to rain around nightfall and now, only an hour later, the streets were shiny and wet, the scene deserted, as though no one dared to be out in the early evening darkness.

Drops of windblown moisture slid down the outside of the glass, just as a stray tear trickled down her cheek. She’d realized that under the current circumstances she must leave the city, at least until she could settle matters at home. Her foreseeable future was too up in the air to hold on to an apartment when she no longer even had a job. The decision had been necessary but sad.

She shifted position, her mind replaying her interview with the two policemen who’d responded to Mr. Sell’s call. She’d told them what had happened, including her belief that she had been followed to work earlier in the day, that her attacker had been waiting for her in the apartment, and that she didn’t know how the man had gained access to her place without a key. The officers had taken down her statement, then left with the pat warnings about making sure her door was locked when she left, being aware of who might be following her, and to alert the police to anything suspicious.

During her talk with the officers, Mr. Sell had changed her locks, and had left as they did, letting them out through the front door of the building. Abby thought it was all an exercise in futility. In the first place, none of them could really protect her if someone was after her. She would be in her apartment only until morning, when she’d leave for Carterville, up on the Hudson River. The Sells had agreed to let her out of the rental agreement—because of her circumstances, and the fact that she forfeited a deposit and almost a month’s rent, and because they knew they could rent out the place the very day that she left.

Sighing, Abby stared out into the gathering darkness, thinking about her decision to leave the city. It was all so sad. She’d called Sam, her boyfriend, the person she’d hoped would offer to drive her upstate to Carterville in the morning, rather than have her take the train alone. He hadn’t picked up his home or cell phone and she’d left a message on both. Once she’d started to talk she’d cried instead. Her messages had been garbled. Finally she’d just blurted out her plea for him to call her as soon as possible.

The sudden knocking on her door startled her. For a moment she froze in the chair. Who would be in the hall? Her landlords? Another tenant? No one else would be allowed through the main entrance to the building. She certainly had not been buzzed on the intercom.

Then she heard Sam’s voice: “Abby! Are you in there? It’s me—Sam!”

She ran to the door, yanked it open, and flung herself into his arms. “Oh, Sam,” she murmured. “I’m so glad you came.”

“Mr. Sell let me in,” he said, holding her against his chest, smoothing her hair with his hand, her emotions calmed by his words. Then he gently led her into the apartment and closed the door behind them. Back in his arms, he feathered her face with kisses, at first tenderly, then with rising passion as he claimed her lips. “My sweet, it’s going to be all right. Believe me, it’ll be okay.”

“I don’t think so, Sam. Aunt Carolina was all I had.” She choked back a sob. “I feel so alone.”

“You have me, sweetheart.” Affection shone in his brown eyes as he looked down at her. “I’m here to help.”

Abby smiled faintly, liking what she saw—a tall man who was both handsome and kind, if unbending at times. Somewhere in the back of her mind she wondered if her aunt’s death would motivate him to finally make a commitment to her, perhaps insist that they move in together once he heard that she was no longer able to afford living in the city.

They sat down on the sofa and he snuggled her next to him as she explained the day’s happenings, from being followed to work, to losing her job, to the news of her aunt’s death, to the attack. As her voice faded into silence Sam’s breath whistled out of his mouth.

“Jeez, Abby, the whole thing is unbelievable. All that in the space of a few hours.” A pause. “I’ll help you with anything I can.”

She nodded and swallowed hard, again fighting tears. “There’s one thing I’d hoped you could do for me.”

“Just say.”

“Could you drive me to Carterville tomorrow?”

He stiffened. “That’s one thing I can’t do.”

She lowered her lashes, hiding her disappointment. “I understand.” She gave a brief smile. “It’s okay. I know it was short notice. I figured you probably couldn’t, so I planned on taking the train anyway.”

He dropped his hands from around her and wiped back his longish brown hair. “At any time I could drive you, but tomorrow I have a meeting at a gallery. They’re making the final decision on whether or not they’ll display my art. If I cancel I’m afraid they’d drop me.”

“Of course you can’t sacrifice that opportunity, Sam. That wouldn’t bring my aunt back.” She hid her disappointment behind a smile. “I’ll take the train as I’ve already planned.”

“Thanks, sweetie, I appreciate your support. Being an artist yourself, you realize what’s at stake. If my work starts selling I can drop the damn commercial art job.”

She stood up. “Can I get you something to drink?”

He got up, too. “Thanks, but I can’t stay.” He shrugged regretfully. “I have a lot of preparation to get ready for tomorrow.” He dropped his hands onto her shoulders and pulled her close again. “You’ll be okay tomorrow?”

“Of course,” she said, lying. In truth she’d never felt so shattered and alone—and scared. “I’ll take a taxi to the train and be met at the station in Carterville, probably by my aunt’s best friend, Katherine. I’ll make that arrangement in the morning.”

“Good. You’re a strong woman, Abby.” They walked to the door, where he kissed her good-bye. “It’s one of many traits I like about you. Your self-reliance is awesome.”

She closed the door after him and made sure her new bolt lock was in place. Then she went back to the window and watched Sam head up the street to the corner where he flagged a taxi. She sat on for a long time before getting up to begin packing.

Abby knew what she had to do. It might take all night but she’d get it done. Self-reliance had suddenly become a word she wished weren’t in her vocabulary. That and two others: obligation and responsibility.

She couldn’t dodge those. Her obligation and responsibility was to her beloved aunt Carolina—until she resolved what had happened.








Chapter 5



THE TRAIN EASED OUT OF the station into a tunnel, quickly picking up speed. Abby sat back, resting her head against the seat and allowing her lashes to flutter down, for the moment giving in to her fatigue. She hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours, not since she’d gotten up yesterday morning.

Her life had changed forever in that one day: She’d lost her job, her aunt had died, and she’d been attacked in her own apartment. Abby sighed. And she was basically leaving the city and placing her hope to succeed as an artist on hold—because she was the only family member left to take care of her aunt’s affairs. She just prayed that her art wouldn’t become a fatality, too. She’d make sure that it didn’t.

Abruptly, the darkness seemed to brighten; she opened her eyes to see that the train had come out of the tunnel and was headed up the tracks along the Hudson River, and the rain had stopped, even if the sky was still overcast and threatening. But the day was still gloomy, and matched her mood, she thought. She’d never felt so down and alone in her entire life.

Leaning her forehead against the cool window, she wondered what the future really held for her. Her first task would be to see to her aunt’s funeral, her second to settle Carolina’s estate. Abby knew she was the sole beneficiary of the will, but that could be a mixed bag. The family home didn’t carry a mortgage as far as she knew, yet there were the costs her aunt had incurred in running a bed-and-breakfast business out of her house. Her hope was that she would be up to the task of settling everything in a manner that would have met with Carolina’s approval.

And what about her feelings for Sam? She no longer knew what to think about him, aside from profound disappointment. Irrational or not, she couldn’t help but feel that he’d let her down, that he’d put his meeting ahead of her loss. All she knew was that she would have placed a loved one first in similar circumstances.

But did he love her? He’d never said so, although in the past couple of months he’d begun to speak about the future they’d share. She’d also realized that he was wary of personal commitment, unable to consider living together, even on an equal, roommate basis. He was totally dedicated to his career.

Whoa, she told herself. First things first, and that means coping with Carolina’s death.

The sound of her cell phone was unexpected, jolting her away from the window. Quickly, she rummaged though the handbag that rested on her lap, trying to get to it before the melodious music stopped and she missed the call.

“Hello,” she said, even before she pressed the device to her ear.

“Abby?” Sam said. “I can hardly hear you.”

“Better now?” she replied, speaking into the receiver and pushing long strands of hair away from her face.

“Yeah. Where are you? No one answered at your apartment.”

“On the train to Carterville.” A pause. “Remember, I told you that I’d be going in the morning?”

“Uh-huh. I guess I missed the time part.”

A brief silence went by while she adjusted the phone.

She didn’t contradict him. Another piece to their personal puzzle: He didn’t pay attention to what was going on around him when he was focused on the important happenings in his own life.

“How did your meeting go?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Super.” He transitioned from her situation to his own without missing a beat. “It couldn’t have been better.”

“Which means?”

“They want to give me a show at some point.” He sucked in a quick breath. “I can’t quite take it all in yet, Abby. They love my work, told me I have a great career ahead of me.”

“That’s wonderful, Sam.” She hoped she’d managed enough enthusiasm in her response. “It sounds like your career is about to take a giant step forward.”

“Yeah, it’s what I’m hoping happens.”

Another pause between them.

“So, when will you get back from Carterville?” he asked, breaking the brief silence.

“I don’t know, Sam.” She turned back to watch the passing scenery, and realized that she hadn’t told him about giving up her apartment—that when, if, she returned to the city, she’d have to locate another place. “I have to see to my aunt’s affairs.”

“But that shouldn’t take long, Abby.” A hesitation. “I know you have no other family up there.”

“Which is precisely why settling the estate will take a little time,” she replied. “I’m the only one who can do it.”

“But it should be simple.” A pause. “You’re too upset right now to see that.”

“See what?”

“That you can see to your aunt’s cremation, funeral, whatever—and then take a couple of days to go through her things and then put the house on the market.”

She was stunned into silence.

“The house has been in our family for generations. I don’t know if I want to sell it.”

“Of course you do. The proceeds will pay your way here in New York for several years—the time you need to get your art off the ground.”

“And if I did that, what would happen when the money was gone and I, like most artists, hadn’t succeeded?”

“You can’t think like that, Abby. That’s your problem: You think too much.”

Annoyance hit her. How would he know what she was talking about?—he had a small trust fund that was just enough to indulge his goal of becoming a successful artist. And he also had wealthy parents who would no doubt step in if he was ever in need—and he had the security of knowing that.

She sat back against the seat cushion as realization struck her: He was one of the privileged people who could not understand those who struggled for success, who worked the hard way. And he did not have a sense of family history like she had, knowing that Carterville had been named for her ancestors. Her aunt Carolina had preserved the family house in the only way she could—by converting it into a bed-and-breakfast that would pay for itself.

He was oblivious to her plight.

He would never understand family tradition.

Or the fact that she was the last descendant, that she had inherited a sacred responsibility—to keep the Carterville home. She knew her aunt Carolina had believed that one day Abby would marry, have children, and carry on in the house and town on the Hudson River that had a history that went back many generations.

Abby couldn’t dismiss that responsibility—she didn’t want to. The past was everything to her; the past was who she would become in the future.

“I’ve given up my apartment,” she told him, bluntly. “Under the circumstances, the Sells let me out of the rental agreement.”

There was a long silence.

“My God! Why would you do such a stupid thing, Abby? You had a sweet deal there—you won’t find anything comparable that you can afford in the city.”

“That’s just it, Sam.”

“What?”

“I won’t be coming back to the city in the near future.”

“Son of a bitch! Why not?”

“First, I have to settle things in Carterville one way or another.” She went on quickly before he could interrupt. “And second, I can no longer afford to live in the city without income. Remember, I told you that I’d lost my job?”

“Yeah, but now you have your aunt Carolina’s assets.”

“Or liabilities.”

“What do you mean?”

She told him. She had no idea about the worth of her aunt’s estate, although she knew that Carolina had struggled financially. “I might have inherited a bankrupt property, I don’t know yet what’s involved.” A pause. “I only know I was lucky to get out of my lease right now.”

“Shit! You make everything sound grim, Abby. Your plight puts a pall on my own success.”

“I don’t want to do that, Sam.”

“But nevertheless, you have.”

She drew in a shaky breath, wondering what she could say to make him feel better. Somehow the conversation had turned things around: He was the victim of her sad circumstances. Then she had another thought: Did he really feel bad about her plight?—or was it that she’d put a damper on his feelings of success? Either way, she needed to let him off the hook.

“Sam, don’t let me bring you down for even a minute.” Her tone was upbeat, just as she’d always reacted to his gloomy outlook on his career in the past. “You’re on your way whether I live in the city or not.”

There was a silence while he digested her remarks.

“Yeah, you’re right, Abby,” he replied finally. “You’ll be back when you can, right?”

“Right.”

But her agreement was only a salve for his position on the issue. She wondered if she’d ever return to the city; the price of doing so might be too much—in money and personal commitment.

“Okay,” Sam said. “I’ll stay in touch.” His sigh sounded in her ear. “But I predict that you’ll be fed up with the small-town stuff within the month it takes to settle everything. You’ll be back looking for an apartment before you know it.”

“You may be right, Sam.”

But she knew he was wrong. She had no security but the family house that her aunt had left her. Under no circumstances would she sell the place where her mother had grown up, and her ancestors before that. Not unless she was forced to by law—because of debts too big to overcome. She didn’t know what she was up against, but she knew one thing for sure.

She faced it alone.

“I’ll stay in close touch,” she told him, trying to sound upbeat. But she felt far from happy as she disconnected. He hadn’t been there for her, but she would have to think about that later. Maybe she was just being too emotional, even irrational. For now she needed to stay focused on her aunt’s death.

She would do her best, keeping the historic significance of the family in mind. For a moment she remembered that she’d been born a twin. She just wished her sister had survived birth.

So she wouldn’t feel so alone.








Chapter 6



THE TRIP PASSED IN A BLUR of landscape and Abby gathered her bags and purse as the train slowed for its stop at the Carterville station. She braced herself for what lay ahead.

For the first time in her life, her aunt Carolina wouldn’t be there to greet her, wouldn’t be scurrying around in the house, attending to her and all the guests. Abby swallowed hard. Dear God, she prayed silently. Please let me be as strong as my aunt would expect. Please allow me the grace to face what must be faced.

You Can’t Go Home Again. Of its own volition, her mind flashed on the title of Thomas Wolfe’s classic novel. How right the author had been. Even though she was going home to the same town, the same house that had been in her family for generations, the place would never again be as she’d left it. Aunt Carolina was gone forever.

Abby didn’t allow her thoughts to drift into dangerous channels, like the dark cloud of murder that had hung over her thoughts ever since she’d heard from the homicide detective. Even as she’d packed her things during the night, hesitating when something seemed out of place, Abby had dismissed the suspicion that her attacker had gone through her possessions. Nothing had been missing, not even the several pieces of good jewelry that had belonged to her mother.

Don’t let your imagination go to scary places, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time. Her aunt’s death and her assault by an intruder were separate events, if both horrific. There was no reason in the world why they would be connected. It was merely coincidence that they had happened on the same day.

But was it?

The Sells had promised to keep tabs on the New York Police Department’s progress in finding the intruder. “We’ll call with updates and let you know either way,” Mr. Sell had assured her.

Abby stood up as the train came to a stop at the small Carterville station. Don’t think about that now, she told herself again. Once she was home, in her aunt’s house, she could begin the process of trying to understand what had happened. She waited her turn as passengers filed toward the door. Then she stepped into the aisle and followed them to the exit. Once on the platform, she hesitated as people moved around her, headed for meeting places or their vehicles in a connecting parking lot. Within the few minutes that she hesitated, considering her transportation options, the hustle and bustle around her dissipated: Passengers had disappeared into the day, and the train had picked up a few more people who were headed north, toward Albany, and was already leaving the station. Seconds later she was alone.

Except for the tall dark-haired man in the tan raincoat who stood watching her. As he noticed that she’d spotted him, he stepped forward, approaching her.

“Abigail Carter?” he asked in a deep, totally masculine voice.

She managed a nod, aware that they were alone on the platform. She measured the distance to the entrance of the small station building, backing away from the man as he advanced, her fears of being attacked surfacing with a terrifying remembrance of last night.

“I spoke to you on the phone,” he said, flashing a badge she couldn’t make out. “I’m Detective Stanley Williams.”

She kept moving backward, her eyes on him, suddenly fearful of trusting his words, even though his voice sounded familiar. He was so tall, so attractive, so sexy. Why would a man who looked like that be a small-town homicide detective? It didn’t make sense. More important, she didn’t trust that he was who he said he was. Again aware that the platform was deserted, she glanced all over the surrounding area, looking for another person who would come to her aid if necessary.

There was no one.

She turned away and ran, headed for the door to the station, where she knew there was at least one person in a kiosk selling train tickets. Her fingers grasped the door handle just as a hand came down on her shoulder, stopping her cold.

“Abby, take it easy. I’m really Detective Williams. Remember, I said I’d see you in Carterville?” A pause. “Maybe I forgot to mention that I’d be meeting your train.”

She turned, facing him as his hand dropped away. Instantly, her gaze was captured by his, pale gray-blue eyes that were a startling contrast to his black hair and olive skin. A fleeting thought hit her: He was one of the most attractive men she’d ever met, even though he had eyes that reminded her of a wolf.

She immediately controlled her reaction and stepped back, so that a foot of space separated them. In those few seconds Abby composed herself, meeting his stare with her best possible business persona. But she wondered why he was meeting her train. Surely homicide detectives were too busy to meet next of kin as they arrived.

Then another thought surfaced, bringing back her apprehension. She hadn’t told him which train she was taking, so how had he known which one to meet? Again her hand was feeling behind her for the door lever.

“I didn’t know your arrival time, Abby,” he said, guessing her fears, and she glimpsed a flicker of amusement on his face. “This was the third train I met, and I wasn’t even sure it was really you when I called your name.” A brief grin tilted his lips at the corners. “I was guessing from the picture of you on your aunt’s piano in the parlor.”

Abby suddenly felt foolish. Oh God, she was a basket case. But she also felt her momentary panic slide away. He’d convinced her that he was the detective she’d spoken to on the phone. About to speak, she closed her mouth as another question struck her: Why was meeting her so important that he’d wait three trains?





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/space.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
SKETCHING
EVIL

DONNA
ANDERS

&
POCKET BOOKS
k London Toronto Sydney





