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    It is only with the heart that one can see


    rightly; what is essential is


    invisible to the eye.


    


    ~Antoine de Saint-Exupéry


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter One


    The Helen Keller Alliance


    


    Every morning, Abby ran her fingers over the cluster of raised dots on the sign outside her office door.


    


    Dr. Abigael Gallant, Psychologist.


    


    Above, serif letters spelled the same thing. She opened the door. “Morning, Cleo.”


    “Morning, Abby. Got everything ready for you.”


    “You always do.” She sniffed. “Morning, Ellie.”


    “How do you always know I’m here?”


    “I know.” The too-sweet scent of her intern’s perfume wafting in the air almost drowned out the rich aroma of coffee bubbling into the pot. Abby went into her office, unhooked Daisy’s halter and gave her guide dog a neck rub. Then she and Daisy settled at her desk.


    Cleo brought her a cup of coffee. “Thanks. What would I do without you?”


    “You’d do it all by yourself like you did before you hired me.”


    “But you make it so much easier.”


    “First appointment at nine,” Cleo said. “New patient. Luke McCallister. Cop. Sergeant Dykstra said he has issues. It’s all in the report.” Abby flipped the crystal on her watch to finger the time.


    “Okay, I’ve read the report, but I’ll go over the information to refresh my memory.” Cleo left and Abby got to work, reading the Braille printout of Hub City detective Luke McCallister’s file. He’d lost his hearing in the line of duty, and issues was putting it mildly.


    Half an hour later, Ellie knocked on the door. She came close to Abby’s desk and whispered. “McCallister’s here, and he’s a hunk.”


    “Thanks for letting me know. Ask him if he’d mind waiting while I take a quick shower, change my clothes, and refresh my lipstick.”


    “Funny.”


    “Show him in. Oh, and, Ellie, stop panting. You sound like a teenage boy in heat.”


    Abby didn’t hear McCallister’s footsteps because he started speaking long before he reached the patient’s chair.


    “Well,” he said, “put the two of us together and we have one Helen Keller.”


    She breathed in the scent of sandalwood, and her highly-tuned antennae picked up on the nervous quiver in his words, even though the detective tried to conceal it with sarcasm.


    She followed McCallister’s voice and faced in his direction. “Have a seat, Detective. I assume you read lips.”


    The leather seat cushion whooshed as he sat. “Read ’em, been known to kiss a few.”


    Arrogant SOB. This is going to be a long hour. She moved to the chair opposite McCallister, offering her best nice-to-meet-you smile. “We’ll stay with the reading for now.” She wanted to say she never kissed on a first consultation, but the ethically questionable response would probably give this patient the wrong idea. “Do you have any hearing at all?”


    “None at normal decibels. I would hear enough of a siren to know one is wailing, feel the vibration from a loud noise, but that’s about it.”


    Because she specialized in counseling the disabled, she knew a good lip-reader took in the whole face. She enunciated her words. “I’m pretty good at following sounds, but you’ll need to tell me if I’m not facing you correctly. Ask me to repeat anything you don’t understand, okay?”


    “Fine, thanks. My speech reading instructor said I was her quickest study, but I still understand only about forty percent. I fudge the rest. Sometimes I tune out, or if a person talks fast or turns away, I’m lost. It’s frustrating as hell. But if I can’t keep up or miss something, I’ll ask you to repeat.”


    “Forty percent is better than good.”


    “It still means I miss sixty percent.”


    “We’ll work this out, and I can always write down anything you don’t understand. Now, your sergeant said you weren’t happy about counseling.”


    He shifted in his seat. “I’m fighting hard to stay in the department. If I didn’t agree to see the shrink my bosses recommended, they’d have reason to can me.”


    An honest response. “So, will this be a battle of wills or a forced collaboration? I say ‘forced’ because I’m used to working with people who want what I have to offer.”


    Silence. Did he misinterpret her words or was he debating another smart-ass answer? She’d treated macho types before. Many relegated therapy to the weak-minded and struggled to adjust when faced with a life-altering disability. She waved her hand in the air. “Hel-lo. You haven’t slipped out on me yet, have you?”


    “I thought you people could hear better. You didn’t hear me leave, did you?”


    “We people hear better than you, but I’m not Superwoman. I suppose if you wanted to escape, you could sneak out and I wouldn’t know.”


    “Ah, but then you’d report me, and I’d be out on my ass.”


    Abby stifled a smile. “Your choice.”


    “What does your voice sound like?”


    She wondered if a little humor might help to connect. “Deep and husky. Bacall talking to Bogie.”


    He discharged a throaty laugh. “I remember that. Something about teaching him how to whistle. Put your lips together and…blow, wasn’t it?”


    The heat rose on Abby’s face from the sexual implication of McCallister’s tone. This man took pleasure in penetrating her professional façade. “Something to that effect, yes.”


    “Okay, you win. I give up.”


    “This isn’t a win-lose game, Detective. You leave, you lose.” She raised a small recorder. “If you agree, I’ll record this session. It’s the way I take notes. You see, we both have to make adjustments.” He didn’t argue. “I could ask you questions, but I’d rather you tell me how you felt after you learned you were deaf. How you still feel.”


    More shifting, a tongue click, a deep breath, a long exhalation. She waited.


    “I was blindsided, totally unprepared.” He hesitated. “Sorry, bad allusion.”


    “It’s a perfect allusion. I know exactly how that feels, maybe better than you.”


    After a moment of silence, he said, “Yeah, I guess you do.”


    “Let’s get one thing out of the way. I’m not big on political correctness. I don’t tippy-toe around the facts or use words like visually impaired or audibly challenged. I’m blind, you’re deaf. Continue.”


    “I didn’t get all that, but enough. You’re blind, I’m deaf. No tippy-toeing.”


    Silently chastising herself, she said, “Sorry. I’ll speak slower.”


    “Don’t worry about it. I got the gist of what you said. Now, where was I? Right, how I felt.” He paused for a long moment. “I thought when I recovered I could go back to my old job. Instead, the brass assigned me to the damn computer—AFIS, tracking searches, stuff like that.”


    “AFIS?”


    “Automated Fingerprint Identification System. I’m a street cop, Dr. Gallant. I don’t do well sitting behind a desk.”


    “You’re a liability on the street. You have to know that. You wouldn’t want me on the road driving a car, would you?”


    “That’s different.”


    “Is it? Lives are at stake in both situations.”


    McCallister went into another prolonged silence as if he were thinking of the perfect response. Usually a patient’s long pause preceded a significant confession. Just tell the truth, McCallister.


    “You know, this is a mistake,” he said. “I’m not comfortable opening up to a stranger.”


    She heard him rise.


    “In fact, I’m not comfortable opening up to anyone.”


    She didn’t want to lose him. How could she make him see that his job, maybe his future, depended on at least giving the first session his best shot? “What you say won’t leave this room. I offer my professional opinion after we complete our sessions. If you can’t continue, I’ll send the report, and you can deal with your superiors.” He didn’t walk to the door. Then she heard the cushion whoosh again as he sat.


    “I got enough of what you said to know I’m screwed either way, aren’t I?”


    “Like I said, your choice.” She waited a good three minutes. After a deep sigh he started.


    “At first, I didn’t believe the doctors. I thought one morning I’d wake up to the sounds around me, but that didn’t happen. Between the silence and tinnitus buzzing in my ears I thought I’d go out of my mind. I couldn’t read anyone, couldn’t respond, because I didn’t know who said what. I tried to swallow my anger because I hate whiners, but it gnawed in my gut until I thought I’d explode.”


    Good. That’s a start. “Your file says you’re divorced. Did the injury have anything to do with your divorce?”


    “I’m here about my job, Doctor, not my marriage.” His tone took on a hard edge. “After I lost my hearing, I wasn’t the same man my wife married. She deserved better. I’m not proud of it.”


    Now we’re getting somewhere. “Do you think you’re less of a man because you’re deaf?”


    This time she sensed his silent isolation. The quiet, always louder to her than to most, echoed off the walls.


    After a while, he spoke. “Yes. I do.”


    “And does my blindness make me any less a woman?”


    Before he could answer, Daisy got up from behind the desk, stretched, and sauntered to the water bowl. She slurped for half a minute, then burrowed her drooling head into her mistress’s lap, greedy for affection. Abby scratched Daisy’s ears, rubbed her neck, and settled her down.


    “Is she how you get around?”


    “She’s my eyes, yes.”


    “You need to look at me. You looked toward the dog and I couldn’t see what you said.”


    She was really screwing up with this patient. She faced in his direction, pictured him focused on her lips. “Yes, Daisy’s my eyes.”


    “Good, thanks.”


    “A question, Detective McCallister. Have you considered a cochlear implant?”


    “A gun shot off near my ear during the takedown of a meth lab. Most of the auditory nerve fibers were destroyed, making the effectiveness of an implant questionable. I’m still seeing specialists.”


    “I wouldn’t give up. Improvements are being made every day.”


    “When I learned about this session, I researched you. Your résumé’s impressive.”


    She ignored the personal reference. Some patients used the ploy to shift focus. “Quite a résumé yourself, especially your anti-drug work with kids in the projects.”


    “Don’t tell me the dog reads too.”


    Abby smiled at the image. “She’s pretty amazing, but no. I have a screen reader program on my computer that audibly reads what’s on the screen, then I print it on a Braille embosser. It’s the blind equivalent of texting.” Back to you, Detective.


    “It’s weird to carry a phone I can’t hear, but texting keeps me connected.”


    “Because technology has opened new worlds for the disabled, and a deaf patient who can’t speak can text me, and my phone converts the text to speech. This was unheard of years back. I can hardly keep up with the advances.”


    “I’m big on email, too.” McCallister hesitated. “This is a new world for me, and if I’m being honest, I’m not sure I’m up to it.”


    McCallister’s revealing admission took Abby by surprise. She expected an hour’s tug of war, but by session’s end, he’d allowed some barriers to tumble. She fingered her watch. One more probing question. “What’s been your darkest thought, Detective?”


    He paused, but not for long.


    “Eating my gun.”


    * * * * *


    Ellie breezed through the door as soon as McCallister left. “Well, what did you think?”


    Abby’s fingertips skimmed the Braille printout of her next patient. She lifted her head in Ellie’s direction. “About what?”


    “You know, about Mr. Gorgeous.”


    “He’s a patient, Ellie, off limits except for therapy. Besides, I have only your word he’s good looking, not that it makes a difference.”


    “I didn’t say good looking. He’s better than that. Wait a minute.” She called to the outer office, “Cleo, come here. Tell Abby what Detective McCallister looks like.”


    Abby wanted to stop this discussion, but Cleo’s rolling chair moved back, and she entered the office. “Hunky. Six feet plus, cerulean eyes, and a body Calvin Klein would photograph in his tiniest bikini briefs.”


    “You must have X-ray vision to get that picture,” Abby said. “And cerulean? Good thing you weren’t paying attention. Dare I ask if he had any birthmarks?” She shuffled some papers to determine their order. “Anyway, I couldn’t care less. He’s a patient. It wouldn’t matter if he were a Greek god or Quasimodo; I wouldn’t know the difference. Stop trying to fix me up. You both know strict rules apply between therapist and patient.”


    Ellie leaned in close. “You need a man in your life, Abby, and this guy is all man.”


    A wave of sadness hit Abby as she thought back to the man who’d changed her life so irrevocably. “I’ve had a man in my life. One was enough, thank you.” She could almost sense the exchange of raised eyebrows and shrugs. “Now, can we get our minds off men’s butts and get back to business?”


    “You still didn’t tell me what you thought of him.”


    The last hour had generated a few silences, and now Abby contributed one more. She found Luke McCallister interesting, no question. The description of his looks meant nothing. No longer influenced by appearances, she found the tone of a voice and the inflections of a person’s words revealed more than any visual. The cop showed a better grasp of his problems than most, but knowing them solved only part of the dilemma. She needed to convince him he still had value, even if in a different capacity than before he lost his hearing.


    “I thought of him only as a patient,” Abby said, answering Ellie’s question. “Anything else would be inappropriate.”


    But Detective McCallister isn’t quite ready to face the facts of his life, and I don’t want to be anywhere near him when the volcano erupts.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Two


    Same, Same; Always, Always


    


    Abby hooked Daisy to her harness and checked to make sure the light switch was in the off position. Her last session ended at six thirty―later than usual―but she’d adjusted her schedule as a professional courtesy to a physician patient. Cleo left for the day, and Ellie took off early to study for an exam.


    She locked the door to her office, a two-room suite on the first floor of the Data Resource Building, walked through the main lobby and down the narrow hall toward the side exit. The sound of footsteps followed. She stopped to listen. The hall went quiet. Unless someone stayed to work late, everyone left the building by six on Friday.


    “Is that you, Mike? Shawna?” When neither the night watchman nor the cleaning woman responded, she continued toward the door, sure her ears were playing tricks.


    There it is again! The soft tap-tap of steps, nearer now.


    She stopped. So did the footsteps. “Who’s there?” Still no answer. Why isn’t someone answering? The hairs on her arms stood erect, charged with electricity. She possessed an uncanny ability to feel another presence, as if all her nerve endings put out tiny sensors. Someone prowled the hall. Daisy emitted a low growl from the back of her throat. Pulse racing, Abby hurried to the side door and pushed against it. Locked. This door was never locked from the inside. “Stay, Daisy,” she said, releasing the harness to fish inside her purse for her keys.


    One of the hall doors squeaked, and a whisper of air floated across the back of her neck. And something else. A spicy scent. What was it? Cloves. Daisy turned around against her leg.


    “Stay,” she repeated, willing herself calm. Damn. Who could have locked the door, and where in hell are my keys? She always put her keys in the outside zippered compartment of her purse. That’s how she lived life. Count your steps. Listen to the sounds. Put everything in the same place. Same, same, same. Always, always, always.


    Then she remembered. Ellie borrowed the keys to get into the stockroom and returned them to the wrong place. Her trembling hands worked against her as she fumbled through the contents of the purse. She felt the narrow hallway closing in, trapping her inside. Daisy’s muffled growl, deep in her throat, proved someone lurked nearby.


    Finally. She dug out the keys from an inside pocket and felt for the key slot with her left hand while guiding the key with her right. Her hands shook so much she couldn’t get it to slide in. Another sound behind her. Her body tensed, waiting for whoever skulked behind her to attack. She twisted the key to a dead stop. Damn, why wouldn’t it turn? Pushing deeper, she managed to rotate it and turn the latch. She thrust against the door and burst outside, grabbing Daisy’s harness on the way. She wanted to run as fast and as far as she could, but instead fell back against the building wall, still shaking, gulping fresh air into her lungs. Sweat oozed from every pore, plastering her blouse to her back.


    I’m out in the open. Can anyone see me? She didn’t want to appear hysterical, but the urge to scream welled inside her, and she swallowed hard to prevent the wail from escaping.


    The familiar trumpet of the horn sounded, and Abby felt a wave of gratitude that her taxi had arrived on time. “Taxi, Daisy.” Her dog knew the routine and led the way. James, her regular driver, opened the back door and took her arm.


    “Are you okay, Doctor Gallant? You look like you’ve seen a gho—I meant—”


    “It’s okay, James. I know what you meant. I thought I heard someone behind me. Do you see anyone coming out of the building?”


    “No, just you is all. Want me to go look?”


    “No, no. I’m sure it was my overactive imagination. I’ll be fine.” He helped her into the back seat after Daisy bounded in. That had to be it. The sound of my own footsteps echoing in the empty hallway. She chalked up the spicy odor to more imagination. Sure she solved the mystery, she relaxed, and her heart rate returned to normal.


    Before James drove across town to her three-bedroom ranch, Abby requested a detour. “Would you mind stopping at Deluxe Liquor? I’d like to pick up a bottle of wine.”


    “No problem. We got enough time to get there before they close.”


    The wine would settle her down even more. Abby didn’t spook often—she’d trained herself not to—though sometimes a noise outside the house or the sound of approaching footsteps set her on edge. The blind were easy marks for anyone with less than honorable objectives. It’s the way it is and always will be. Nothing she could do about it. Still, despite all she’d learned, the last few minutes demonstrated how vulnerable she was. How goddamn fucking vulnerable.


    Her plan to indulge in a glass of Pinot Noir, have dinner, listen to an audio book, and go to bed changed when she opened the door and the aroma of food wafted in the air.


    “Dinner’s almost ready,” her mother announced.


    “Smells great.” Abby brought the wine into the kitchen, opened the bottle, and poured a glass. If her occasional drink bothered her mother, Lucy didn’t let on. She’d spent years in an alcoholic haze, hit rock bottom, and stayed there until the day Abby was shot. Lucy always made it clear that if Abby wanted a drink, she should have one. Life couldn’t stop because Lucy Gallant was on the wagon. Instead, she created basic but tasty dinners. Fish, chicken, or beef with lots of highly-seasoned vegetables.


    “Have you been busy at work?” Abby asked, settling into a chair at the kitchen table.


    “Just enough framing to keep me from feeling pressured. Even sold a nice drawing today from my secret stash of erotica.”


    Abby grinned. Leave it to Lucy to inventory erotic artwork.


    “Oh, before I forget, you have a message. A man said he was calling for a friend and that you should check your email.”


    “Did you get a name?”


    “I wrote it down. Now where did I put that piece of paper?”


    Abby sipped her wine, hiding a smile at Lucy’s forgetfulness. Abby left her counters clear of clutter, so unless Lucy dropped the note in her cooking mess, it must be on her person.


    “Here it is, in my apron pocket. Wouldn’t you know? Now, where are my glasses?” She giggled. “On top of my head. Okay, let’s see.”


    Abby heard the crinkle of paper.


    “Luke McCallister. That’s his name. Why didn’t he leave a phone number?”


    “He’s deaf.”


    “You mean hearing impaired, don’t you?”


    “No, I mean deaf, like I’m blind and not visually impaired. I hate euphemisms. It’s one more way to avoid reality.”


    Lucy’s fingers brushed Abby’s cheek. “Sorry, honey. Just being politically correct.”


    There it was again. That catchphrase made her cringe. Abby captured her mother’s hand. “I know. I didn’t mean to snap.”


    “So the deaf guy. You were saying?”


    “He had his first session today. Probably wants to tell me he’s not coming back. I’m tired. I don’t know if I’m up to answering an email right now.”


    “His friend said it was important. Have dinner, then decide.”


    Lucy served grilled chicken with tomatoes, onions, and zucchini, spiked with enough garlic to require an industrial strength gargle of Listerine. It boosted Abby’s energy enough to tackle the computer.


    In her office, she activated JAWS, the screen reader program. It announced three emails, Luke McCallister’s being the latest. She’d access the first two in the morning at work, her time for answering correspondence. She put on her headset so her mother couldn’t hear. It didn’t matter that McCallister was a patient. To Lucy, every man in Abby’s life meant a potential love interest.


    The semi-robotic voice read McCallister’s message:


    


    Dear Dr. Gallant,


    I must admit, I had low expectations of our meeting today, but I was pleasantly surprised. You opened a few doors for me, and though they were doors I might have preferred remain closed, I left your office with a renewed sense of self. I look forward to our next session on Thursday.


    By the way, I didn’t answer your question. No, I do not find your blindness diminishes you as a woman. Quite the contrary. Would you consider having dinner with me?


    Luke McCallister


    


    Taken aback by McCallister’s unexpected invitation, Abby typed her reply.


    


    Dear Detective McCallister,


    If you realized any benefit from our first meeting, I am gratified. Counseling is what I do, and I take it seriously. Your invitation to dinner is flattering, and I thank you for it. That said, any contact on a more personal level would be highly inappropriate and would jeopardize our professional relationship. See you Thursday, 2 p.m.


    Abigael Gallant


    


    Abby heard her mother hovering near the door, making no secret of watching. Abby wouldn’t be drawn into a dialogue about her love life, or lack of it. Lucy always had a man in her life. During her drinking days, she coupled with partners who shared the same weakness for alcohol. Back then, Abby played the role of mother to Lucy’s needy inner child. She’d never been able to call her “Mother” since.


    Meyer Goldman, Lucy’s current and longest-lasting significant other, was crazy about her, catered to her every whim, and was always available if Abby needed something. Meyer never had a problem with alcohol but encouraged Lucy’s abstinence, even during her drying-out period, when she tested everyone’s patience.


    Lucy asked the inevitable question. “Who’s Luke McCallister, Abigael?”


    “I told you, a patient.”


    “Does he want to take you out?”


    Abby sighed. Not again. “You know I can’t do that.”


    Lucy pulled up a chair next to the computer and put her hand on Abby’s arm. “Go out with him, Abigael. You need a life outside work. You’ll dry up and rot.”


    “I have a life, and I like it the way it is. Stay out of it, Lucy. I’m a big girl.”


    “You’re a scared big girl.”


    “Scared of what? Men?”


    “Yes. What happened with Stewart was a freak thing. It won’t happen again.”


    Abby threw her head back and laughed. “Is that what you think? That I’m afraid I’ll meet another Stewart—a man who’ll murder my daughter and blind me?” She pushed back from the computer. “That’s already happened.” Rising, she turned and walked the six steps to the hall leading to her bedroom. “I’m going to bed,” she said over her shoulder. “Do me a favor. Let Daisy outside for a while. Let yourself out when you’re finished.”


    “Go out with this guy,” Lucy said.


    Abby brushed the back of her hand along the wall leading to her room. “I know you mean well, but please, I know what I’m doing. Thanks for dinner. Good night.”


    * * * * *


    There were nights when going to bed didn’t mean going to sleep. This was one of them. Not for Daisy, though. The dog’s snoring didn’t keep Abby awake but made her aware that she wasn’t sleeping. She tossed and turned most of the night. The face of her seven-year old daughter flashed in her memory. Stewart’s blue eyes stared at her in the darkness, and she felt the dampness on her pillow. Would this ever pass? Would she ever forget the haunted look on her daughter’s innocent face on the last day of her life?


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Three


    Unfamiliar Territory


    


    It’s Friday, thank God, or is it the other way around?


    When Abby checked her email, another message awaited from Luke McCallister. Two words: Please reconsider.


    No way. Not with a patient. She put McCallister out of her mind and turned her attention to the day’s business.


    Cleo had scheduled Abby’s two most difficult patients, dampening the end-of-the-week highs. Abby was tired, cranky, and not looking forward to either of them.


    She turned on her tape recorder and speed-listened to her last session with Jonah Wall. A bizarre vision of him locked in her mind from Cleo’s description, and she stopped herself from mentally, and unprofessionally, referring to him as Jonah Whale. She rarely asked what a patient looked like, unless his appearance contributed to his psychological problems. Eighteen, acne-faced, and pushing three hundred pounds, Jonah Wall got off on being disturbed. Abby thought he liked her because she couldn’t see him. She shared notes with Jonah’s psychiatrist, Dr. Don Weston, and in a moment of professional candor, Don said the boy needed to get laid. She didn’t disagree. They were trying to convince him to go to a summer camp—socialize with others in the same predicament. Maybe with a lake and a moon and a large diet pizza…maybe.


    Her second patient from hell, Vietnam vet Ted Shand, lost both legs in the war. An ex-heroin addict who came wrapped in forty years of bitterness, he wore two prosthetic limbs and walked with crutches, but she smelled him long before she heard his four-legged gait. The man needed a bath. She suggested he take one, but whether out of spite or stubbornness, he never did. Fortunately, he came only once a month, but on that day a little Vicks Vapor Rub under the nose helped her get through the hour.


    By the time she finished with both men and two other patients, the residual effects of her sleepless night caught up with her.


    “Go home, Abby,” Cleo said. “It’s Friday, you don’t have another patient, and you’re exhausted.”


    Abby massaged her neck. “I think I will.” Lucy would be with Meyer most of the weekend, and she wouldn’t have any distractions. She intended to spend tonight like she’d planned to spend last night. Alone, with a glass of wine and an audio book. She called the taxi service for an early pickup.


    When she got home and put the key in the lock, the door glided open. I know I locked it this morning. Calling Lucy’s name met with silence. Daisy refused to budge, and for the second time in two days, she expelled a low growl. Puzzled why her dog was acting out of character, Abby let go of the harness and within two steps knew. She tripped over something in the way and went flying onto the floor. Getting up, feet feeling things in her path, she realized the house had been ransacked. She tripped again.


    “Shit!” Pushing things aside, she crawled on hands and knees toward the ringing phone, out of place in the mess.


    “Things in the way en route to the phone?” a synthesized, androgynous voice asked when her shaky hand found the receiver.


    “Who is this?”


    “Your house was such a mess, I straightened it for you. How do you like it? Oops, I forgot. You can’t see.” The voice burst into a fit of electronic laughter before the phone clicked into silence.


    Abby had left the door wide open. Was the intruder nearby? Would he come back? She wanted to get up and lock the door, but fear kept her in place. She couldn’t move. Everything in the room had been rearranged. Nothing was more disorienting to a blind person than being in unfamiliar territory. She structured her life into neat, orderly areas. Every step counted, all items in place. She might as well have been in the middle of Times Square without Daisy. As she fumbled for the phone to call the police, it rang again.


    “Why are you doing this?” she asked.


    “Is…Is this Dr. Abigael Gallant?”


    “Who is this?” she asked tentatively.


    “My name is Pete Valkonis. I’m a friend of Luke McCallister. Are you all right? You sound upset.”


    “Someone broke into my house and everything’s turned upside down. I’m sitting on the floor afraid to move.” She heard the man relating what she said to someone else.


    “What’s your address? We’ll be right over.”


    “Should I call the police?”


    “We are the police.”


    She gave him the address.


    With Daisy by her side, Abby sat anchored in place. She listened. Was someone inside watching? Feeling helpless and vulnerable, she reached for her purse to search for a defensive weapon. Where was it? She must have dropped it when she fell. Then she heard noises at the door and froze. Two men identified themselves as police. “I’m over here,” she said, as if they couldn’t see her parked in the middle of the room.


    “Jesus, what happened?”


    She recognized Luke McCallister’s voice as the two men moved things out of the way to get to her. “I don’t know. I came home and went flying.” A hand on her chin directed her face upward. She flinched until she realized Luke couldn’t see her mouth.


    “What happened?” he asked again.


    She repeated what she said and told them about the phone call. The other man straightened the furniture while Luke helped her to a chair.


    “Dr. Gallant, I’m Pete Valkonis, the one you spoke to on the phone.”


    “What does the place look like?”


    “A mess,” Pete said. “A crime scene unit is on the way. Did you touch anything?”


    “No, I put the key in the door and it swung open.”


    “Maybe there’s a print off the broken door lock.”


    Abby’s stomach took a dive. “The lock’s broken?”


    “I can get someone to fix it if you give me the word.”


    “Thank you. Yes, please.” She massaged her temple in an effort to finesse a threatening headache from taking hold. “Why would anyone do this?”


    Again, the hand directed her face. “Have you had any hostile patients?” Luke’s words were clipped in concern, but he kept his voice calm. “Anyone who didn’t agree with your evaluation or method?”


    She riffled through her mental Rolodex. “No one I’d consider capable of doing this. And I should know, shouldn’t I? I mean I couldn’t miss something like that.”


    “No, I doubt you could,” Luke said.


    She told them about the spooky incident in her building, admitting the possibility that her imagination had played tricks.


    “Anyone you want to call?”


    Abby thought about her choices. “My mother would cancel her life if she knew about this. I have a cleaning lady who knows where everything belongs. I’ll call her.”


    Pete brought her the phone and she called Bertie, who promised to come first thing in the morning. When the crime scene unit arrived, Abby heard Luke suggest in an authoritative manner they examine this or that detail.


    “Luke’s making all the right suggestions,” Pete Valkonis said, “but while he’s being evaluated, he’s not supposed to be in the field, and he’s certainly shouldn’t direct the CSU. Have you eaten, Dr. Gallant?”


    “I’m not hungry.” In fact, her stomach kicked back at the thought.


    “Well, get hungry. I want him out of here before someone gets pissed off.”


    “Why did you bring him if he shouldn’t be here?”


    Valkonis leaned close to her ear. “You don’t know him very well, do you? He insisted, and he’s not an easy man to dissuade.” Valkonis must have done something to get Luke’s attention. “Why don’t you take Dr. Gallant for a bite to eat? The crew will be here for a while.”


    “Good idea. Come on, Doctor, I’ll buy you a drink before dinner.”


    Abby understood Detective Valkonis’s tactic and figured Luke McCallister did too. The ruse was meant to save everyone’s face.


    She followed the sound of McCallister’s voice. “Well, Detective, I think messing up my house to get me to go out to dinner with you is a little extreme, don’t you?”


    “Actually, I thought it was a brilliant idea,” he said.


    She heard lightness in his words, as if he were smiling. The banter relieved some of the tension, and she laughed. She liked his husky voice and wondered what his smile looked like. Smiles and eyes—the visual preview into a person’s character. Now she used other senses, but nothing made up for a great smile.


    Valkonis said he’d watch Daisy while the arriving forensics crew did their job. Abby thanked him and took Luke’s arm, breathing in once again the subtle scent of sandalwood. He thoughtfully announced the terrain: a step, a curb, a door. She knew the way out of her house as if she were sighted but let him lead anyway. He suggested Billy D’s for hamburgers and she agreed, rating theirs the best in town. When they were seated, they both ordered a beer and slipped into easy conversation, avoiding the upsetting incident at her house. He asked questions about her practice and seemed genuinely interested in her answers, which she kept short.


    Abby felt around the table, her hands low, until she located the napkin, silverware, and water glass. It had taken a long time to feel comfortable eating in front of anyone but Lucy. So simple, she thought. She’d done it three times a day for thirty years. But when you can’t see what’s in front of you or where it is without touching it, making people around you uncomfortable, your tendency is to eat in private. With instruction in the proper way to navigate a plate of food and practice three times a day, she learned. Occasionally, she asked for help.


    She faced Luke. As she had during their first meeting, she enunciated her words carefully. “Will you do something for me?”


    “Um, sure.”


    She felt for the side of her plate. “Would you mind pouring some ketchup here? Glass bottles are a bitch.” She knew Billy D’s had glass bottles from her last visit. “First they clog, then one good hit and my fries are swimming in ketchup.”


    Luke obliged, then related the placement of her food according to the clock. How did he know to do that? she wondered, but didn’t ask. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”


    He ordered two more beers. “You impress me, Dr. Abigael Gallant, and I’m not easily impressed.”


    “Thank you.” She picked up a fry, dipped the end in ketchup, and scraped the excess on the side of the plate before putting it in her mouth, hoping it didn’t drip all over her. She blotted her lips with the napkin to be sure. “I hope it’s because I’m a good therapist and not because I’m blind and a good therapist. There’s a difference, you know.”


    “A little of both, I guess. Frankly, I don’t know how you do it.”


    She’d heard the sentiment before, mainly from new patients beginning their long, hard climb back. “Same way you are. One step at a time.”


    “Yeah, but I’m not doing too well. It’s been over a year, and I’m still struggling.”


    “You’ll put it together. I didn’t do well at first, either, but I had other distracting issues.”


    Luke waited a moment before he spoke. “Tell me about them.”


    Abby shook her head. “Oooh, no. I’m supposed to ask you the questions.” She pointed to herself and then to Luke.


    “I’ve already had my hour, but if you’d rather not, I understand.”


    Muffled conversations from nearby booths, mixed with the clanging of silverware and dishes filled the silence until she spoke.


    “I thought everyone knew the story. I heard the whole country tuned in as if it were some end-of-the-season television cliffhanger. Crazy ex-husband kills his daughter and blinds his ex-wife in a botched attempt to kill her, too. Then he kills himself.” She sipped her beer. “Fascinating stuff.”


    The cold fizz dulled the prickly warmth on her face. Abby swallowed hard. Mentioning Macy always brought her daughter’s image into her sphere of darkness. She forced herself to think of all the beautiful things she remembered, shrugging off those last moments before they burned like acid in her veins.


    In spite of her usual self-control, Abby’s eyes filled with tears, and she brushed her finger to her cheek to wipe one away. “It’s more complicated than my simplistic explanation, of course. My husband was very sick.”


    “I didn’t get everything you said, but I got enough. I vaguely remember the incident, but I didn’t put it all together until now. The articles written about you don’t mention it.”


    “I make sure they don’t. Am I speaking in the right direction and pronouncing clearly?”


    “It’s not anything you’re doing. In fact, you speak visually and use your hands for emphasis, so you’re easier to understand than most people.”


    She thought he picked up his beer and drank.


    “What happened next?” he asked.


    “I’d rather not talk about this.” She reached for her beer and tipped over the water glass. “Shit.” She dabbed her napkin onto the puddle. “I can’t believe I did that.”


    Luke rushed to her side of the booth. “It’s okay. Just a little spill. You were almost finished with it.”


    “Damn. I’m sorry.”


    He wiped the table and patted the splash of water on her lap. “It’s okay. No big deal.”


    She felt his hand cover hers. His touch was warm and gentle.


    “It’s okay,” he repeated. “It’s my fault. I upset you. I shouldn’t have pried. The next time we have dinner, I promise I won’t ask you any personal questions.”


    The next time? His hand still wrapped around hers, and a strange feeling rushed over her. She was enjoying her dinner with Luke McCallister. Even communicating with the occasional repetition, she found him easy to talk to. Too easy. The idea of another dinner appealed to her more than she wanted to admit. His touch awoke some dormant emotion.


    The waiter came over with more napkins. Luke moved back to his side of the table because he could read her better. Abby immediately missed the feel of him next to her. That problem hit her hard. She needed to get matters straight. “May I call you Luke?”


    “Only if I don’t have to call you Doctor Gallant.”


    “My mother and ex-mother-in-law call me Abigael, but everyone else calls me Abby.” She reached for the beer and lifted it to her lips, then patted the table for a clear place to put it down. She hoped she faced him, hoped he could read what she was going to say, because it was important. She spoke slowly and clearly.


    “Luke, I’ve made a terrible mistake. I’ve allowed our exchange to get personal. That diminishes my ability as a therapist. This is my fault, not yours. I’m sorry, but I need to recuse myself as your therapist.”


    He asked her to repeat and she did.


    “You’re serious?”


    “Yes. I could be called before the ethics committee for my unprofessional conduct.”


    “What if we maintain a purely professional relationship until our sessions are over?”


    She shook her head. “The ethics code applies for two years after termination. Some therapists have broken the rules and gotten away with it, but I won’t. There’s an excellent counselor in Greenville who specializes in psychology related to adjustments in the workplace. I’ll recommend him so you won’t lose your job.”


    “But you understand the adjustment in relationship to my—damn, I hate this word when it applies to me—disability.”


    “I dis-like that word too.” Luke couldn’t hear the emphasis on the dis part of the word. “It has a negative connotation. Dis-able. Not able. Not capable. I have a file cabinet full of success stories to disprove that.”


    “You’re a perfect example.”


    Abby rested her head on the back of the booth, feeling she’d betrayed not only Luke but herself as well. “I’m not so perfect. I have hard days all the time. Part of my job, by the very nature of my…disability, is to set an example for my patients. It gives me an inside track. That doesn’t mean I have a lock on being blind. It’s tough, and there’s never a time when it isn’t.”


    “If you refer me to someone else, I’ll lose my job.”


    “And if I don’t, I’ll lose mine. I’m sorry, Luke. If I could replay the last hour, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.


    “If I’m being honest, I find you attractive. I guess if it’s a choice between another therapist or not seeing you again, I’ll take the other therapist.”


    Abby couldn’t ignore the spike in her heart rate. She felt her face flush. “Then, that’s that. Case closed—literally. I’ll explain the circumstances to Dr. Tollison and to Sergeant Dykstra. He’ll understand.”


    “What else will you tell him? You’ve spent an hour with me. You must have some impression.”


    “It would be unethical to discuss it with you.”


    “This is my life we’re talking about, Abby.”


    Desperation filled McCallister’s voice. She knew how much his job meant to him. “We’ve spent one hour in consultation, and an hour having dinner, during which time I spoke mostly about me. I wouldn’t judge a person’s psychological makeup in that amount of time, other than to say that I’m probably the one needing therapy. I will say I think you’re having problems you aren’t willing to acknowledge.”


    “Like?”


    “I’ll let someone else discuss it with you. From now on we’re two people feeling our way.”


    How apropos. Feeling my way is how I live life.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Four


    Hindsight Is Blind


    


    Luke hadn’t wanted to move to the other side of the booth, but he could see her better. They rode home in silence, and as he guided her to the door, he covered her hand on his arm. Daisy greeted her.


    “Hey, girl.” Abby leaned down and rubbed her dog’s back. The crime scene unit had gone and Pete Valkonis had straightened up, clearing a path from room to room.


    Pete filled her in on the damage. “Nothing broken, just messed, as if the intruder wanted to cause you as much confusion as possible. A locksmith changed the lock to the front door.” He handed Abby two new keys and closed her fingers over them. “I checked the lock on the gate in the back yard. It hasn’t been tampered with, and someone would need a ladder to jump the fence. I’ll have a patrol car keep an eye on the house tonight to be safe.”


    “Thanks. I’ll double-lock the doors and put on the safety chain. I’ll be all right.”


    Luke moved closer. “If you hear anything, anything at all, call Pete. Give me your cell phone and I’ll program his number.


    “It’s in my purse.”


    Luke got it and handed it to her. She took her cell from the front pocket and he tapped in Pete’s number. “Do you have any numbers already designated on speed dial?”


    “Yes, five of them.”


    “Okay then, Pete is six.”


    “I live alone,” Pete said, “so don’t think you’re interfering with a life. I don’t have one.”


    Luke touched her hand, adding a little squeeze, and a shot of electricity surged through her.


    “Take care. I’ll email you tomorrow.”


    Abby felt safe enough to go outside so Daisy could do her business. She sat down in one of the patio chairs, welcoming her dog’s nuzzling head in her lap. She rubbed the furry neck, working her fingers in deep. So many emotions swirled in her head that she couldn’t think straight. Who could have done this and why? She wracked her brain but couldn’t come up with a single suspect.


    Exhausted, she went inside to get ready for bed, but she couldn’t get Luke McCallister out of her mind. She made a point to maintain a code of professional ethics, separating personal involvement from therapy—not easy when dealing with damaged people. A few patients had tested her emotional detachment, and it took all her resources to erect a wall defining their positions. In an odd way, her blindness helped disassociate on a personal level. Even though she detected the voice variations of her patients, she didn’t see the emotional reactions or the visible pain when one of them broke through a psychological barrier.


    Luke had an entirely different effect on her. What she felt wasn’t professional at all. How could she have let it happen? In spite of her determination to free him from her mind, she fell asleep thinking of Luke McCallister, remembering his kind attention when she spilled her water, his warm hand enclosing hers. In her mind’s eye, he looked like the Marlboro man…with hearing aids.


    * * * * *


    The next morning, Luke’s thoughts of Abby distracted him from tracking an amber alert. What about her attracted him? He’d been with more beautiful women. His ex-wife was more beautiful in the classical definition. And Abby was blind—certainly not a feature one sought in a woman. But seeing her sightless eyes follow the sound of his voice, watching her lips speak words that resonated not with sound but with meaning, he understood why the article he’d read praised her so highly. She listened without judging, then told it straight. No bullshit. No patronizing.


    He remembered how a simple act like pouring ketchup from a bottle created such a problem, and the stark reality of her life struck him. Things he’d never thought of before. He closed his eyes and surrounded himself in darkness. He struggled with the total silence that had invaded his life, but no way could he live life without sight, dependent so much on others.


    He pictured her. With a lean, athletic body, she stood a few inches shorter than his six-one height, hair the color of dark chocolate and beautiful thick-lashed eyes to match, even though they never quite made direct contact. In fact, one eye wandered once or twice, then righted itself as if she’d focused. A trace of burnt orange glossed full lips, and her smile revealed straight white teeth. No, she wasn’t beautiful, but something about her looks set her apart. He questioned whether what he felt bordered on an emotional crutch and decided it didn’t. Abby was an interesting, attractive woman.


    Luke usually felt the vibration of an approaching person, but when Pete’s hand touched his shoulder, he almost jumped out of his chair.


    “Jeez, Pete, you startled me.” He focused on Pete’s lips, his tongue and his teeth, watched his body language and expressions. Anything to help him understand.


    “Maybe I should get one of those little laser lights to flicker in front of you so you’ll know I’m coming.”


    “That’s not a bad idea.”


    Pete took a seat next to Luke and spoke directly to him. “A car went by Dr. Gallant’s house half a dozen times during the night. Nothing.”


    “Thanks. She’s an easy target. I would have stayed with her, but she thinks there’s a conflict of interest. She’s even referring me to another therapist.”


    “From what I saw, I think that’s a good idea. Be careful, friend. The brass are looking for any reason to retire you. They think you’re a liability, a lawsuit waiting to happen.”


    Lip-reading could be very informative. Luke had read what some of the guys were saying from across the room. They reined in their conversation when they saw him watching, which only verified what he’d halfway deciphered. They thought cops needed all their senses and didn’t think he should be on the job, computer or not. His attitude over the last year hadn’t helped his case either.


    “Screw them. How can I be a liability sitting behind a damn computer, tracking fingerprints and license plates?”


    “I’m giving you a heads up,” Pete said. “If you’re interested in her, wait until after the evaluation. Keep it professional. That’s my advice, not that you’ve asked and not that you’ll take it.”


    “I don’t have much choice.”


    Pete put his hand on Luke’s shoulder. “I’ve known you a long time, Luke. You’re a good guy and my best friend, but you’re lousy with women. In fact, you’re usually a first class dick.”


    “Funny, I was just telling myself the same thing.” He thought back over his history with women. Definitely not one of his strengths. He’d relegated them to a certain place in his life—a partner for a social evening or the occasional one-night stand to satisfy whatever needs he had at the time. His marriage was a textbook case of irreconcilable differences because he kept his wife at an emotional arm’s length, no matter how much she tried to break down the barriers.


    “Dr. Gallant isn’t your typical woman,” Pete said. “Don’t be drawn in because she’s blind and you want to protect her. Compassion can get a man in a heap of trouble, and right now you’re looking for something to give you back what you’ve lost.”


    “Well, who’s the shrink now?” Luke asked. “Actually, you’ve taken the words right out of my mind. I’m way ahead of you.”


    “I’m serious. Be careful.”


    Pete’s words rang true. Abby had caught him off guard. Was Pete right? Did her vulnerability fill a need to protect her that his deafness had robbed him of on the job, or were his feelings an honest physical attraction? Either way, he hated leaving her alone and felt lodged between the proverbial rock and hard place. He’d talk it over with his therapist, but at the moment he didn’t have one.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Five


    It’s Not Over


    


    “What happened here, Dr. Gallant?” Bertie asked. “I know you said break-in, but why?”


    Abby was glad her housekeeper could come and clean up the mess the intruder left. “I don’t know. My computer and TV are still here, and unless you find something missing, I don’t think robbery was the motive.”


    “Then what?”


    “I don’t know. I wish I did.”


    “Papers everywhere. I’d put them in order, but I can’t read them little dots.”


    “That’s okay. Gather them up, if you would. I’ll sort them later.” Abby heard Bertie moving objects, organizing papers, and fluffing sofa pillows.


    “Lord, child, it is a mess.”


    “Don’t tell me. It’s too upsetting.”


    “Don’t you worry your pretty head. Bertie’s here. I’ll get it straight for you.”


    Abby ran on Saturday mornings at a local track with her friend and guide runner, Jackie Davis, but she cancelled their standing appointment without going into specifics.


    Pete Valkonis called around ten. “There were a few sets of prints in your house. We’ve identified yours and your mother’s. None of the others are on file.”


    “How do you know they’re my mother’s?”


    “Do you really want to know?”


    Abby thought about Lucy and her past life. “No, I’ll take your word for it. The only other people who come here are my housekeeper, intern, and secretary.”


    “I have to ask this. Any possibility one of those women is capable of doing this?”


    “Absolutely not.”


    “Then whoever broke into your house must have worn gloves. Have you given any more thought to patients who might want to throw a monkey wrench into your life?”


    “Only all sleepless night long, and I’m no closer to an answer than I was yesterday.”


    “The telephone number was untraceable, probably from a throwaway cell.”


    “Do you think he was close enough to watch when I came home?”


    “Anything’s possible. I’ll have the cruisers add you to their routes.”


    The thought of police cars circling her house every hour made the break-in even more ominous. It meant Detective Valkonis worried that the intruder might return. “Do you really think that’s necessary?”


    “Can’t hurt.”


    “I appreciate your concern.”


    “Let me know if anything suspicious occurs or if you get another call. Anything, okay?”


    “I will, and thanks.”


    Abby decided to check her email before doing any work. Nothing from Luke McCallister, which caused an irritating twinge of disappointment. She opened the only email since yesterday, and an uncontrollable wave of panic shot through her.


    It’s not over, the mechanical voice said.


    * * * * *


    Pete Valkonis called later in the day. “I’d like your patient list, Dr. Gallant.”


    “You know that’s privileged.”


    “Someone’s trying to hurt you, and I can’t help if you’re not willing to be forthcoming.”


    “Well, I’m not. But I will vet my patient list. I promise if I find anything pertinent to your investigation, I’ll inform you. Fair enough?”


    Valkonis exhaled a long breath. “I guess it’ll have to be. Don’t wait too long. This guy’s fixated on you. I don’t want to scare you, but guys like this become bolder the longer they go unchecked. We need to find him and fast.”


    “You are scaring me, Detective.” An understatement. Her heart pounded like a jackhammer.


    “I’ll get back to you.”


    “I’m ready to leave, Dr. Gallant,” Bertie said. “Got everything back in place. Anything else I can do before I go?”


    “Thank you, Bertie. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Would you let Daisy out, please? And make sure the back door is secured when you come in.”


    “Sure. Come on, Daisy, Bertie’s gonna take you out.”


    Daisy padded to the door, her excitement audible. When she returned, she stuck her head under Abby’s hand, demanding attention. Golden retrievers were affectionate and eager to please, but Daisy took her guide responsibilities seriously. Abby would be lost without her.


    After thanking Bertie and letting her out, Abby double-locked the door, hooked the safety chain, and returned to her office. Current patients’ information was on the computer and on audio. When a patient completed counseling, she converted the text, using Braille translation software, then printed it onto special one-hundred-pound paper on a Braille embosser. She pulled up records going back five years. The files were kept in an unlocked cabinet. No one with access could read the code but her. The system worked well.


    A couple of hours buried in the files uncovered no surprises. No one reached the level of likely suspect. Then who? And why?


    The only person who ever wished her harm was dead.


    * * * * *


    Abby referred Luke to Greenville psychologist, Dr. Mack Tollison, a colleague and friend. She made sure Mack understood that the reason she withdrew from Luke’s therapy was personal and didn’t reflect on him as a patient.


    She and Luke agreed to wait until after his evaluation to explore a relationship, for his protection as well as hers. Abby wanted no hint of impropriety. That didn’t stop Luke from emailing or having Pete check on her, which instilled a sense of security into her unraveling life.


    Everything all right? he wrote. Drop a line if you need to talk. I won’t tell.


    You’re making this hard as hell, she answered.


    Still, she looked forward to his messages and felt disappointed when they weren’t there.


    The next month passed without incident. No break-ins, no scary emails or phone calls, nothing suspicious at work. Abby tried to put the menacing situation out of her mind, but it resurfaced without conscious effort.


    Luke kept his word. He made no overtures to see her. The inability to cultivate the relationship somehow made the idea more desirable, much like forbidden fruit. His emails fostered the impression that he’d adjusted to his job, but she read between the lines that marking fingerprints and referencing other data bored him. She credited him for sticking with it but kept her professional opinion to herself.


    After six sessions, Mack informed her that he’d completed Luke’s evaluation. “Just letting you know,” he said. She didn’t ask any questions. He didn’t offer the information.


    Luke showed up at her office a few days later, unannounced. Cleo showed him in.


    “This is a surprise,” Abby said, pleased to hear Luke’s voice.


    “So was my evaluation.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “As if you didn’t know. All you shrinks stick together.”


    Abby stiffened at the acid bite to Luke’s tone. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What did Dr. Tollison say in his evaluation?”


    “He said I’m through.”


    “Through? How?”


    “Some damn psychobabble about feeling diminished and angry.”


    “Aren’t you?”


    “Damn right. I’m about to lose my job.”


    Abby didn’t know what to say and questioned whether she wouldn’t have come to the same conclusion had she completed his counseling. “I’m sorry, Luke.”


    “Would you have agreed?”


    She hesitated. “I…I don’t know.”


    “Sure you do. You knew the first time we talked.”


    The hairs on Abby’s neck prickled. Luke was forcing her to divulge an evaluation she could only surmise, but she decided to be as honest as possible. “I never formed an opinion, but I told you I thought you had issues you weren’t facing.”


    “So you would have cost me my job too.”


    “Is that what happened?”


    “Not yet. The evaluation is under consideration, but I can see the handwriting on the wall. You saw it, too. Oh, I forgot. You don’t see anything, do you?”


    If she hadn’t been sitting down, she would have collapsed into the chair because her knees went weak and rubbery. Responding to the hurt that must have shown on her face, Luke knelt close and reached for her hand. She jerked it away.


    “God, Abby, I’m sorry. That was inexcusable. I spoke without thinking.”


    His words were a low blow, spoken in momentary anger and frustration, but how they stung. Though Luke’s emotions simmered close to the surface, she hadn’t expected them to boil over so soon. Certainly not at her.


    In that moment, Abby lost her sense of equilibrium. She reached for the intercom button to call Cleo and couldn’t find it. Groping around the desk, she felt blind in her own office, one of only three places where she felt normal. She finally found the phone base and depressed the button. “Cleo, would you come in here, please?” She turned to face Luke. “I’d like you to leave.”


    “Forgive me, Abby, please. I’m a jerk.”


    “Go, would you? Just go.” She swiveled the chair around so he couldn’t see her eyes fill with tears or her lips say something she might regret. She wanted to tell him again to leave but heard him walk to the door as Cleo came in to ask what she wanted. The outer door closed.


    Cleo approached and put her hand on Abby’s shoulder. “What happened?”


    Ellie followed close behind. “Abby, tell us. Did he hurt you? If he did I’ll—”


    “No, nothing like that. It’s the downside of therapy. You can’t always make everyone happy.” Abby managed to contain her emotions but felt a surge of sadness breaking through her ever-present veneer of resolve. “I need to go to the restroom.”


    “Do you want me to go with you?” Cleo asked.


    She shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine.”


    She knew the layout of her office, hall, and bathroom. Brushing alongside the desk, her outstretched hand touched the doorframe. Straight ahead. Ten steps through the outer office. Right turn. Twenty-six steps to the bathroom door, hand skimming the wall. Seven to the stall, where she locked the door, sat down on the commode, and burst into tears.


    What just happened? She’d been ambushed. Betrayed. She needed time to make sense of it. All her training left her unprepared because this was personal. She felt like someone had rammed a fist into her gut and pushed the air right out of her. Her tears exhausted, she hung over the sink for a minute, took a few deep breaths to fight off the nausea, then splashed cold water on her face. She blotted it with a paper towel—grateful the mirror’s reflection didn’t stare back.


    Cleo ushered Abby into the office and embraced her as soon as the door closed behind them. “There, there, let me wipe away your drippy mascara. Jonah Wall is out there, and we wouldn’t want him to see his therapist upset, would we?” Cleo took some lotion and patted it under Abby’s swollen eyes. “He can’t be worth it if he made you cry, honey.”


    “Oh, dear. Jonah. I forgot. Of all people. No, I wouldn’t want him to see me upset. I can never get away with anything. There’s always a telltale clue. That damn mascara is supposed to be waterproof.” She sniffled and wiped her nose with a tissue. “I feel like an idiot.”


    Cleo put the finishing touches on Abby’s face. “There isn’t a woman alive who hasn’t felt the same way.”


    “Somehow that doesn’t make me feel any better. How do I look?”


    “This might be a good time for your dark glasses, honey. You’re a bit—”


    “Puffy?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Great. Jonah Wall’s puffy-eyed therapist needs a therapist.”


    For the next hour Abby tried to concentrate on her patient, but Luke’s sharp words twisted her stomach in knots while she struggled to hold back the tears. How would she ever get through the day?


    * * * * *


    Luke couldn’t hear the sound of his own words, but remembering the expression on Abby’s face, he knew how much he’d hurt her. Words once spoken can never be retracted. God knows, he tried. He didn’t blame her. She tried to help and he stabbed her in the back. But that had been his habit, his signature as far back as he could remember. Letting down the people he cared about.


    Mack Tollison concluded the only way he could, and Abby would have agreed. They were both right. That’s exactly what she said he wasn’t willing to face.


    No, he wasn’t. He wanted his life back the way it was before the accident. He wanted his old job on the streets, to hear the sound of Abby’s voice. Then the thought struck. Abby hadn’t been part of his old life, and he’d done everything to insure his new life would be without her too. Time to get his head straight, put things in order, or he’d continue on a straight path to nowhere.


    He had some time coming. He’d ask the captain for a few days now while they discussed his future without him around. He needed this job, and he’d leave no doubt in anyone’s mind that he’d do whatever necessary to keep it. Then he needed to come to terms with the new Luke McCallister.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Six


    The Internal Compass Goes Awry


    


    That evening, Abby listened to the computer’s robotic voice of Luke McCallister begging forgiveness. For once, she was glad she couldn’t hear the inflections of someone’s words.


    “I know I have issues,” he wrote, “and that Mack Tollison’s evaluation was spot on, if I were being objective, which right now I’m finding difficult.”


    Another apologetic email followed. Then another. She didn’t answer any of them.


    Abby knew Luke was going through hell. Bad enough to lose your hearing to the job, but to lose the job because you couldn’t hear was a cruel irony.


    During her training dealing with disability—she gave in to the word—her instructor had posed this question: Which handicap is worse, being deaf or blind? She remembered the words of Helen Keller because at the time she didn’t agree.


    


    I am just as deaf as I am blind. The problems of deafness are deeper and more complex, if not more important than those of blindness. Deafness is a much worse misfortune. For it means the loss of the most vital stimulus – the sound of the voice that brings language, sets thoughts astir, and keeps us in the intellectual company of man.


    


    Abby thought about those words for a long time after hearing them, and eventually agreed. Through a sign language interpreter, a former patient, deaf since birth, conveyed her total isolation from the hearing world, from music, from television before closed captions.


    Although the intellectually-gifted woman had been mainstreamed in school, children still teased her and called her dummy. She felt ostracized from both the hearing and the deaf worlds and attempted suicide in her adult life when the loneliness became so pervasive she couldn’t go on. Luke could communicate, but his situation still left him at a disadvantage concerning the work he loved.


    She weighed Luke’s situation for a few days, pondered his apologies, and found both difficult to consider objectively. When she did, she wrote him an email. No response. She didn’t want to ask anyone to text him, so she waited. Still nothing. Finally, she called Pete Valkonis.


    “Pete, I’ve been trying to reach Luke. Do you know where he is?”


    “Luke’s taking some personal time.” Pete hesitated. “He didn’t say where he was going, and I didn’t ask. I could text him if you want.”


    “No, that’s okay.”


    Pete changed the subject. “Have there been any more incidents?”


    “No, thankfully.”


    “I doubt there will be. Whoever spooked you accomplished what he set out to do. Call if you need me.”


    * * * * *


    Abby scanned the letter that waited for her when she got home from work. She listened to its contents. Someone had lodged a complaint against her to the Board of Examiners of the South Carolina Psychological Association.


    She called immediately. “Can’t you tell me who made the complaint?”


    “No, Dr. Gallant. All I can say is that someone filed an anonymous complaint that you have engaged in unethical conduct with a patient. You’ll be assigned an investigator who’ll communicate with you in the near future.”


    “You mean you don’t even know who filed the complaint?”


    “That’s all I can say. I assure you the investigation will be conducted in a fair and thorough manner.”


    She got off the phone and realized she hadn’t felt this low in years. Everything was happening at once: the ransacking of her home, the phone calls and computer messages, the complaint to the ethics committee…and Luke McCallister. She knew she’d acted properly, but that didn’t assuage the sickening rumbling in her stomach. What a mess.


    Abby called her attorney, Zeke Barnes, to establish her rights. “I’ll accompany you if it comes to a hearing,” he said, “but considering what you’re telling me, I doubt it will.”


    She called Don Weston and explained the situation. He’d been her counselor in school and had helped her through some bleak days. They’d developed a professional and personal relationship, and she felt he would advise her objectively. She assumed the unethical behavior charge concerned Luke and explained the situation to Weston.


    “I can’t discount the possibility of a future association with this man, Don, although at the moment it seems remote.”


    “Abby, I don’t see you’ve done anything inappropriate or unethical. Conversely, your actions were above reproach when you recused yourself. Even if a relationship develops, I think vindication is in order.”


    Don’s evaluation lifted her spirits, at least for the moment. The complaint still weighed on her mind, and she worked late into the evening, burying herself in current files to free her mind. Stressed and tired, she almost fell asleep at her desk. Time to call it a night.


    She called for Daisy, who’d been in the back yard for the last hour. “Come on, girl.” She waited, leaning against the doorjamb. “Come, Daisy.” Abby was dead on her feet and wanted to go to bed. She whistled and cajoled, but still no Daisy.


    A noise in the far corner of the yard drew her attention. She never ventured past the chairs on the patio but knew the grassed area stretched almost thirty feet deep, enclosed on three sides by a high wooden fence attached to both ends of the house. A locked gate on the right side let the yardman enter with his key. The sound persisted, now identifiable as Daisy’s whimpering. What happened? Abby felt her way along the boxwood hedges bordering the house until she came to the fence.


    One foot in front of the other. Working her way around, she followed Daisy’s mewls as they grew louder.


    Thirty feet to the left corner. A splinter from the fence slivered into her finger. She barely felt it as she continued along, hugging the slatted enclosure. Daisy rustled in the grass, her whines more pronounced.


    Movement on the other side of the yard. Daisy expelled a warning growl and shifted in what sounded like an attempt to rise, followed by a grunt and a thud as she dropped to the ground.


    “I’m coming, Daisy. I’m almost there.” Then, another sound from farther back.


    “Who’s there?” Abby cocked her head to listen, but all she heard was her own heartbeat thundering in her ears. The fine hairs on Abby’s arms stood erect like sentries warning of impending danger, exactly like the day in her office building.


    Footsteps in the grass advanced toward her.


    Slowly.


    Deliberately.


    She stood pinned against the fence, ears pricked to the sounds.


    “Please answer me,” she said, her words no more than a whisper. “Why are you doing this? Tell me. Maybe we can solve the problem. If it’s something I’ve done…”


    But what? What can I do to make it right? Is that what I should say?


    Nothing she’d ever done merited this intrusion into her life. She wouldn’t beg, and she’d be damned before playing the role of victim again. She wanted to scream. But as she stood frozen, a Pompeii victim in her own yard, her vocal chords were as paralyzed as her body.


    The steps in the grass came closer.


    A shift in the airwaves. That indiscernible feeling someone sighted doesn’t notice but a blind person is conditioned to sense. To hear. The difference between a closed room and wide-open spaces. Whoever invaded her home came with a purpose, and he stood right in front of her. She felt his heat.


    And she smelled cloves.


    She wanted to push him aside and run, but who was she kidding? One thing running on a track with a guide, another on unfamiliar, uneven ground. Before she could say anything, a gloved hand reached around her throat and squeezed, trapping her words inside her. She pushed his hand away and started to scream, but he grabbed hold again, snickering under his breath. His other hand pressed hard against her mouth.


    “Shhh,” her tormenter whispered. “Shhh.” The force of his body crushed her to the fence. Evil radiated from him, surrounding her like the devil’s fire. She looked straight at him, conjuring up an image of his height and the mass of his body, but not his face. Never his face. How safe he must feel, knowing she saw nothing more than the blackness of night.


    She tried to wriggle away, to raise her knee into his groin, but she couldn’t move, her strength no match to his. His hand tightened around her neck, cutting off her air supply. She drew a ragged breath into her lungs. Not enough to scream.


    His breathing rose and fell like someone in a deep sleep whose heart beat half the rate of hers. The pungent smell of cloves made her want to gag.


    She lunged at him, pushing her body off the fence with as much force as she could muster, but lack of oxygen rendered her light-headed, and her body went limp, supported only by his hands. Breathe. She was slipping away. It can’t end like this. Not like this. Breathe, Abby, breathe.


    He released the pressure on her neck enough for her to suck in a breath of air.


    Whispering, he said, “Shhh, or your dog is dead. Understand?”


    She nodded, and he slid his hand from her mouth. She gasped another pocket of air. Then another. He stroked his fingers over the contour of her chin and neck, over her breasts, and down the front of her body. She shoved him away, shivering. He snorted.


    Neither moved until he backed away, one step at a time. The fading sound of his footsteps retreating into the house.


    Then nothing. She tried to cry out, but her voice came out in a raspy sob. She didn’t doubt for a second that if she screamed, Cloveman would return and kill Daisy with pleasure while she listened helplessly.


    The front door opened, then slammed shut, and the night’s silence roared once more. She took a step but lost her sense of her surroundings, as if she were levitating in space, her internal compass devoid its magnetic field. That hadn’t happened since the beginning, when space was a black hole, swallowing her into its emptiness. She reeled from the alien effect but regained her balance when she heard Daisy’s pitiful whine.


    “Daisy, talk to me, baby. I’m here, talk to me. Tell me where you are.” Still lightheaded, she took tiny, careful steps toward her dog’s whimper, wishing she had her cane. About five feet inside the backstretch of fence, her foot touched Daisy’s body and she fell down beside her.


    The hair on her dog’s neck felt warm and sticky. “Oh, my God, Daisy.” Abby patted her way to what felt like a gash on the side of Daisy’s head. “It’s all right, girl, it’s all right. I’m going inside to call the police. I’ll be right back.” She rubbed her friend’s neck, then backed off, afraid of aggravating a wound she couldn’t see.


    Retracing her steps along the fence, adrenaline pumping, she reached the sliding glass door. What if the door slamming was a ploy and he waited inside? But why? He could have killed her outside if he wanted to. Why didn’t he go out the way he came, through the garden gate? She couldn’t think about that now. She didn’t care. She rushed through the patio door to the phone and punched 911, explaining the situation and begging them to send someone immediately.


    She needed to get back to Daisy, make her feel safe, even if she didn’t feel that way herself. Working her way back along the fence, she judged Daisy’s location perfectly and sat down on the grass beside her and spoke soft, soothing words.


    Sobs of relief erupted when she heard the police car pull up in front of the house, but her pride wouldn’t let them see her falling apart. She wiped away the tears and called to them. The intruder must have unlocked the front door to get out. She hoped he hadn’t locked it when he left. They knocked and she shouted for them to come in. “I’m out here.”


    “Why is it dark in here?” one of the officers asked.


    “The emergency operator reported a blind occupant,” the other answered.


    “In the back yard,” she directed them. “Someone broke in and hurt my dog. We have to get her to the emergency vet. Please, hurry.”


    “Mick, see if there’s an outdoor light.”


    “There is,” Abby yelled. “To the left of the patio door.” She heard the officers approach.


    “Jesus, she’s hurt bad, miss. Do you have a blanket or a large towel?”


    “There’s a blanket on the sofa. Hurry.”


    Abby heard the familiar voice of Pete Valkonis inside the house. “What happened here?”


    One of the officers went to the door and explained the situation. “It’s Pete Valkonis, Dr. Gallant.” He approached and stooped down.


    “Detective, I’m so glad you’re here.”


    “I heard dispatch radio that someone was attacked this address. I was on this side of town and got here as fast as I could. I drove around, but I didn’t see anyone.”


    He helped her up and they walked inside while one of the officers took Daisy. Valkonis touched her arm. “What happened? Your neck is bruised.” Abby explained the last half hour, leaving out her attacker’s sexual fondling.


    “You need to see a doctor.”


    “I’m okay, really. But Daisy isn’t. I need to go with her, please.”


    “The officers are taking her to the emergency vet now. You come in the car with me.”


    Abby touched her throat. “Why would anyone do this?”


    “Any idea who it was?”


    “No, he didn’t say much, and what he did say, he whispered. I thought he was going to kill me. Then he left through the front door, like a ghost.”


    “Give me a minute to check the house. Make sure he’s not still inside.”


    “Hurry. Daisy will be scared if I’m not there. I’ll get my purse and find my cane.” Abby used her cane when she didn’t want to harness Daisy or in new situations to get her bearings. She kept one in her office and one at home. Damn, where is it? She felt around the doorframes where she sometimes leaned it, then remembered she’d left it next to the refrigerator after using it to coax something out from underneath.


    Pete met her in the living room. “No one’s here. I locked the glass door. You ready?”


    She grabbed the cane, slung the purse over her shoulder. “Let’s go.”


    Abby took Pete’s arm. He ushered her into the car and fastened her in.


    “Hold on,” Pete said. “I’m going to hit the accelerator.”


    “Go.”


    Pete drove like a cop in pursuit of a mass murderer. The emergency vet was on the other side of town, normally a twenty-minute ride. With the help of a few wails of the siren, they arrived in ten.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Seven


    Words Unspoken


    


    Sitting in the waiting room of the emergency vet hospital, Abby still felt the pressure of the intruder’s gloved fingers around her neck, still felt Daisy’s sticky blood on her hands. The vet, Mike Rayland, had taken Daisy into one of the examining rooms by the time she arrived. He’d treated her a few times after normal office hours. Mike stuck his head out to greet her but when Abby tried to force a prognosis, he remained noncommittal. Not until he had a chance to see the damage, he said, and disappeared into the back. Pete had to go but told her to call when she was ready to leave, and he’d return to take her home. Dazed, she sat holding her cane between her legs for an hour, trying to make sense of everything that had happened. More importantly, why?


    “Abby?”


    The familiar voice sent her heartbeat into double rhythm. She’d know it anywhere—in a crowded room, in her dreams. “Luke? What are you doing here?”


    “Pete sent me a text and told me what happened.”


    She still felt emotionally off balance, and Luke’s presence didn’t help. He took the seat beside her. “Abby, I’m sorry.”


    Distracted, she made a conscious effort to face him. “I know. I can’t talk about any of that now. I can’t.”


    “I mean about Daisy. I’m beyond sorry for everything else.” He took her hand. “How is she?”


    “I don’t know.”


    He touched her neck. “Are you okay? You’re bruised.”


    “I’m fine.” She didn’t want to sound needy and dependent, but that’s how she felt. Wrap your arms around me, Luke, and make everything bad go away. But she couldn’t say that, or wouldn’t, still cautious of a man with the potential to hurt her in a different way than the intruder. Instead, she recapped the night’s events.


    “I don’t scare easily. I’ve been through too much to scare. But this guy scared the soul right out of me. What kind of person could hurt an innocent animal? Then he wrapped his hand around my throat and strangled out my breath. He got off on it. I felt it.”


    “I should have been there. I’ve been such a jerk.”


    “You’re not my bodyguard, Luke, and I don’t want you to be.” He didn’t speak, and she was glad he couldn’t hear the churlish snap of her words.


    “Anything you recall that can help identify him? Did he say anything?”


    “Nothing but a whisper, but he chews cloves. Not a great clue, is it?” She thought back. “There was something, though. A feeling at the time, but I’ve lost it. It’ll come to me.”


    “We’ll get him, Abby.”


    She wanted to believe him, but how do you find someone who has no motive. “He’s a man with no conscience.”


    “Sooner or later, he’ll make a mistake and we’ll be there.” Luke got up, touched her shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”


    Abby heard him open a door, heard running water, and his footsteps returning. “There’s blood all over your hands.” He scrubbed a soapy paper towel over both hands and another to dry. “That’s better.”


    “Thanks. I’d almost forgotten. I must be a mess.”


    “Nothing a change of clothes can’t fix.” Luke hesitated. “Do you mind if I wait with you?”


    She wished she had the strength to tell him to go, but the words fell uncontrollably from her lips. “No. I’m glad you’re here.”


    He rubbed her neck and massaged her shoulders. His thigh touched hers and his warmth defrosted the icy chill that had settled in her heart. She nestled into the curve of his body and sat that way for half an hour while he stroked her arm. No words passed between them. Whatever needed to be said had already been spoken.


    “Abby?”


    The voice jabbed like a pinprick, pulling her back to the present. She sat up straight. “Yes, Mike?”


    “Daisy’s gonna be fine. She has a laceration on the side of her head. I extracted pieces of wood lodged in the bone and put her on steroids to decrease any possible pressure in the brain. Her pupillary responses are normal, and I don’t see any other neurological signs. There’s no fracture, but I’ll watch for any signs of trauma over the weekend and transfer her to Dr. Daniel Monday morning. We’ll monitor her for a few days to make sure she doesn’t have any seizures. She won’t be ready to lead until then.”


    “But she’ll be all right?”


    “No reason to believe she won’t fully recover.”


    Abby released a long sigh. “Thank God. I thought for sure she was going to die.”


    “Naw, she has a hard head. Come on in. You can visit, but don’t get her too excited. She’s still a little groggy.”


    “I won’t. Promise.” She stood up and introduced Luke, then he took her arm. “Did you read that? Daisy’s going to be all right.”


    “I did, but I would have known from the smile on your face.”


    They walked together into the back room where Daisy acknowledged her with a series of whimpers. Abby’s smile blossomed.


    “Her head’s sutured,” Mike said, “so keep your hands on her back or stomach.”


    He directed Abby’s hands and she gave Daisy a rub. “It’s okay, Daisy girl. You’re going to be all right.”


    “Do you know who did this, Abby?” Mike asked.


    “No, I wish I did. Why would anyone do this to such a sweet, gentle creature?”


    “The coward should be jailed.”


    “I agree.”


    Luke grazed Abby’s hand as he patted Daisy’s back. They stayed until the dog dozed off, then left.


    “Pete said he’d come back to get me.”


    “I sent him a text that I’d take you home.”


    Abby smiled and reached out her hand. “Thanks for being here, Luke.”


    When they got to Abby’s, Luke checked the house and yard, while Abby collapsed onto the sofa like a bone-tired marathoner.


    “The house is clear. The intruder picked the lock on the fence door. I wedged a big rock against it to keep it closed. I found the stick he used to hit Daisy. The lab will run it for prints, but since you said he wore gloves, I doubt they’ll find anything. I’ve locked the patio door and put the bar in the groove. I’ll come over in the morning to check more thoroughly. It’s too dark now.” Luke paused. “If…if that’s okay with you.”


    “I’d appreciate it. Thanks.”


    “I’ll replace the lock on the fence door and get a key made for the yardman. Remember to put the bar in the sliding door when you come in from outside.”


    “Okay.”


    “You look tired.”


    “Not tired, exhausted. It’s been a stressful day.” She refused to tell him about the ethics committee, sure he’d feel responsible. Someone was out to get her, and they were using Luke as a means to do it.


    “Email me in the morning when you get up,” he said.


    Abby nodded.


    “Will you be all right?”


    “I’ll be fine.”


    “I’ll stay if you want. On the sofa. In my car. Whatever.”


    Abby laughed and touched his arm. “Thanks, but I’m okay.”


    “If you’re sure. Lock up after me and go to bed.”


    “Yes sir.” She walked him to the door. He put his hand around her waist and kissed her cheek. She let him out, took off her bloody clothes, and fell into bed naked, her nightly beauty regimen the last thing on her mind.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eight


    Ethics Be Damned


    


    Abby awoke Saturday morning and pressed the button on top of the clock. “Ten o’clock,” a clear voice announced. Unwilling to abandon the comfort of her bed, she rolled over and hugged her pillow. She couldn’t run this morning. Every bone in her body shrieked from fatigue. She’d call Jackie and suggest a later time.


    She remembered her first trip to the South Carolina School for the Deaf and Blind, not far from the center of town. Scared to death would be an understatement, but everyone helpfully eased her through the difficult transition, teaching her how to live independently. When Jack Todd discovered she’d been a runner, he arranged a time for her to run the track with a guide. As she segued from terrified to confident, it became her Saturday morning ritual. Jackie Davis, a state champion cross country runner during her high school career, picked her up and ran a few miles around the oval with her. The exercise kept her fit and burned off excess frustration. She needed it.


    But not this morning.


    After Abby described the “random break-in” and a late night at the vet’s, Jackie agreed to postpone the run until two. The guide said that suited her, especially after a long Friday night. Abby told Jackie she’d call if she needed a ride.


    She never slept this late because Daisy woke her before the alarm went off.


    Daisy. The thought of her dear companion lying in a strange place, stitched and groggy, made her stomach ache. Guilt won out and she crawled out of bed. A hot shower washed off last night’s grime and injected renewed vitality into her weary body. She brushed her teeth and threw on a pair of jeans and a long sleeved T-shirt.


    Lucy had arranged everything in her closet, but some things were still out of order from the first break-in. She kept her wardrobe simple, colors minimal, so everything coordinated. Too complicated and a mistake might make her look like a circus act. Her only concession to the exotic was her T-shirts. Hard to mess up jeans and a T-shirt. She chose a pair of jeans by the feel of the denim. A quick finger over the Braille label told her they were black.


    She scuffed to the kitchen to make coffee. A glass of orange juice accompanied a calcium tablet and multivitamin. When the coffee stopped gurgling, she poured a cup and emailed Luke. He answered immediately, saying he’d be right over. Then the robotic voice asked: Got coffee?


    Made plenty, she typed back. She left a couple of emails to check later, took a second cup of coffee. She wanted to sit outside, but even though she thought her intruder hid his perversions under cover of night, she’d wait until Luke came and checked it out. She curled up on the sofa and waited. She almost dozed until the doorbell chimed.


    “Who is it?” she asked. No response. Of course not. Leaving the security chain on, she opened the door, staying behind it.


    “Hi, it’s me,” Luke said.


    She let him in.


    “You just get out of the shower?”


    “I guess wet hair is a dead giveaway, huh?” They headed for the kitchen. “Coffee pot, cup, and sugar are on the counter. Cream’s in the fridge.” She heard Luke pour the coffee and liked the comfortable way he made himself at home.


    “Mmm, coffee’s good and strong, and, boy, do I need it. Can’t get it in me fast enough.”


    “Now I’m glad I made a full pot.”


    “Next time you hear a knock on the door, knock back. I’ll feel it and knock twice in response.”


    “How do you know there’ll be a next time?”


    He came closer and wrapped his arm around her waist. “Only if you want.”


    She felt the heat rise on her face. “I need more coffee. How about you?”


    “Yeah, I guzzled the first cup. I can get it.”


    “So can I.” She walked to the counter, refilled both cups, placing her finger inside the rim to warn her when to stop. She held out the cup. “Black.”


    “How did you know I took it that way?”


    “No stirring, no opening of the fridge, no-brainer.”


    “Right.” He took the coffee from her hand. “Have you heard from the vet?”


    “No, I have his card here. Do you mind?” She handed it to him. “I didn’t have my recorder.”


    Luke punched in the number and handed her the phone. Mike told her that Daisy was resting, still a little drugged but doing fine. Abby could pick her up at Dr. Daniel’s on Tuesday. Both vets went out of their way for her. They sometimes stayed late to accommodate her and even ferried Daisy if Abby couldn’t get a ride.


    Luke replaced the phone when she finished. “I dropped the stick used on Daisy at the lab on the way over. Like I thought, no prints. Whoever’s doing this is a pro.”


    The word “pro” put Abby in mind of a contract killer. Why would a “pro” be after her? “A pro?” she said, her voice higher pitched than she intended. “You mean a hit man?”


    “Bad choice of words,” Luke said. “Abby, this guy’s had his chances. Killing you is not in his game plan, so don’t worry.”


    “That’s easy for you to say. I’m the one being harassed by this…this pro.”


    “We’ll get him. I’m going outside to check the other side of the fence. Maybe our trespasser carved his name in the door. Be right back.”


    “I’ll check my email.” She clicked on the new message, and heard the mechanical voice. Her heart skipped a beat.


    “Nothing outside,” Luke said, coming in from the patio. “What’s the matter?”


    She pointed a shaky finger at the message she knew flashed on the screen.


    


    Did you enjoy our little meeting? I did. Maybe we can do it again. Only next time it will be you instead of your dog. Can’t wait.


    


    “Damn. Who is this guy? I’ll run the address through the computer.”


    Abby hugged herself to stop the tremors and turned toward Luke. “He’s ransacked my home and almost killed my dog. He won’t stop until he gets me. I don’t know why he didn’t do it last night. He’s only prolonging the inevitable.”


    “I told you, if that’s what he wanted he would have done it by now. He’s trying to terrify you.”


    “Well he’s doing a damn good job.” She knew Luke was saying that to alleviate her fear. The incidents were escalating in violence, like Pete said. There’d be more, and they both knew it. “He even made a complaint to the ethics committee about me.”


    “Repeat. I didn’t get that.”


    She did, and the tone of his voice indicated he understood. “What? When?”


    “I found out yesterday.”


    “About me?”


    “I assume so. They wouldn’t give me any information. An investigator will check into the allegations. There’s nothing there.”


    “Son of a bitch. I don’t want to leave, but if my being here is a problem, I will.”


    “No, stay. We’ve done nothing inappropriate.”


    “What about now?”


    She touched his arm. “You’re not my patient, Luke.”


    “The last thing I want to do is get you in trouble.”


    “I recused myself for that very reason. I don’t want you to go,” she paused, “but there’s a part of me that doesn’t want you to stay.”


    Luke didn’t say anything for a minute. “I’m either getting mixed signals, or I’m not reading you right. Did you say you don’t want me to go, but you don’t want me to stay?”


    Abby didn’t answer.


    “Say what you mean, Abby, because I’m not sure I understand.”


    She drew a deep breath and considered what she wanted to say. “There’s a lot of anger inside you. You’re going through traumatic changes. If you lose your career, you’ll have questions of self-worth. I don’t want your anger erupting again when I’m around. I’ve been there before. I’m not going through it again.”


    He knelt down beside her. “Do you think I’m capable of hurting you?”


    She shook her head. “No, but I think you’re capable of hurting yourself.”


    The silence in the room spoke volumes.


    “Luke?”


    “I’m past that. I’ve spent the last few days thinking about so many things. I can deal with what’s happened. I have to.” He took her hand, still resting on the computer desk. “You give me strength.”


    She rolled the desk chair away and pulled her hand with her. “I can’t be anyone’s crutch. I have a hard enough time being me.”


    “You’re not a crutch, but you can’t help setting an example.”


    “Outwardly, maybe, but inside I’m still groping around in the dark trying to make sense of things. That’s my edge and why my patients relate to me.” Rolling toward him, she said, “Sit down. Please. I have something I want to run by you.”


    She listened while Luke settled into the other chair.


    “I’ve given your situation a lot of thought, and I’ve come up with a couple of ideas. Don’t say anything until I finish, okay?”


    “Go ahead.”


    “First, do you remember the first time my house was broken into?”


    “Yeah, what about it?”


    “I was impressed with the way you handled the crime scene. You know your stuff. Only lab work requires specialized training. Your experience is valuable in dissecting a scene.”


    “And the second idea?”


    “The FBI and police departments all over the country employ lip-readers for undercover work. Usually, they hire outsiders. You’re good and you’re a cop. In New York, the police hired a lip-reader to watch a drug dealer talk to an associate. He learned of a large shipment. The DEA moved in on the cargo ship and broke up the ring, all because of the lip-reader. You’d have to get your name out there, but you’re perfect. Well, what do you think?”


    “I think you’ve been doing some research.”


    She smiled. “A little, maybe.” He didn’t say anything, and in a moment of insecurity she wondered whether she’d overstepped some imaginary boundary. Then Luke spoke.


    “I’ve always enjoyed working crime scenes. I haven’t thought about redirecting my focus. But, yeah, I suppose it might work.”


    Abby didn’t know how Luke would react to her meddling in his life, but hearing his positive reaction made her glad she did.


    “Then you’ll think about it?”


    “I’ll talk to the captain, see what my options are. I know they want me out, but this is a way to keep me without agonizing over a discrimination lawsuit if they fire me. I’d hate to do that, but I would. I want to keep my job. I might even win in this disability-sensitive age.”


    He slipped his hand around the back of her neck. “Thanks for caring. I mean that.”


    A ripple of excitement flickered in a place that hadn’t been flickered in a long time. Lucy would be glad to know her daughter’s sex drive was still in working order. After an awkward moment, she raised her hands to stroke the side of his face. “You didn’t shave this morning.”


    “If I’d anticipated this, I would have.”


    She caressed his lips, tucking one finger inside.


    He sucked on it, grabbed her hand, and kissed it.


    “I’ve gotta tell you, this is really turning me on.”


    “Is it?”


    “Yes. I’ve never been excited by someone touching my face before, but I’ve got a hard on that’s about to rip my pants.”


    She laughed. He pulled her up and placed one of her hands on his bulge to prove his claim. He left it there, drawing her closer, his strong hands all over her back and neck and into her damp hair. His lips, soft in contrast to the bristle of his two-day growth, brushed her mouth, tongues exploring inside, dancing around each other. She stretched her hands across his tightly muscled back, clutching and stroking and kneading. He lifted her face, and they kissed.


    It had been so long since she’d kissed anyone, since she’d wanted to kiss anyone. His erection pressed against her thigh. So many emotions fluttered through her—excitement, joy, and fear. Her body tensed and she pulled back. Luke didn’t let go, but his hold relaxed.


    He spoke into her ear. “No matter how much I want you right this minute, and I do, I won’t rush you.”


    “It’s just that—”


    “I’m not watching your lips, so no need to explain. I’m a patient man where you’re concerned. I can wait.”


    She didn’t explain, because her body wanting to make love conflicted with the thoughts racing through her mind cautioning against it. Two different entities, each with separate needs, and she needed to be careful how she nourished each one.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Nine


    The Blind Leading the Deaf


    


    When Abby told Luke about her date at the track, he reacted like most people when they pictured a blind runner—with a mixture of skepticism and awe.


    “I thought you had a runner’s body, but…”


    “I know. The image of a person running blind is hard for most people to comprehend. I decided if I was going to be blind for the rest of my life, I’d be the best blind person I could be. I learned Braille—hard to master in midlife; it took me two years, and I’d always been a runner, so why not? There are quite a few of us, especially the kids. They have no fear. There’s a whole world out there, Luke. Just because we can’t see it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t participate.”


    “Well, I want to see this.”


    Abby changed into shorts and running shoes. The sun warmed her shoulders, but it wasn’t hot. Perfect temperature for running. She’d called Jackie to tell her she had a ride to the track, and when they arrived, she was waiting. Abby introduced her to Luke, and he took a seat in the bleachers.


    Each woman wrapped the ends of a long shoelace around their hands, leaving enough slack to run independently but close enough to synchronize their pace. Abby trusted Jackie completely.


    She remembered the first time they ran together and the fear that accompanied every step. What if she lost her balance? She did too—the second time out, twisting her ankle and taking Jackie down with her. It took all her nerve to get back up and try again, but with Jackie’s encouragement, she persisted.


    Abby stretched out in long, even strides, maintaining her lane. Jackie had convinced her that no one watching would know she was blind from the confidence of her style. They ran twenty laps, more than five miles. When they finished, neither woman took a winded breath.


    “She’s terrific, isn’t she?” Jackie asked Luke.


    “Amazing.” He toweled off Abby’s forehead and wrapped her sweat jacket around her shoulders. “Maybe next week I’ll run with her, if you don’t mind.”


    “Well I do,” Jackie said. “I’d hate to miss running with the only woman who can keep up with me.”


    “You know you slow down for me, Jackie.”


    “Hell I do. If you could see, you’d leave me in the dust.”


    Jackie was pumping her up in front of Luke, and she appreciated it. They all laughed anyway. Abby felt like a new person, energized and fit. Next week, Jackie said, she wanted to see how the man did.


    “How about one lap now?” Luke asked. “I’m wearing shorts and tennis shoes. Let’s see if I can keep up. You game?”


    “Sure,” Abby said.


    “Hey, not fair. She’s just run five miles.”


    “I’m good for one more lap.”


    Jackie gave Luke explicit instructions on technique, making sure he understood not to take the lead and pull. When she felt comfortable that he understood, she gave her consent.


    “Grab hold,” Abby said. He did, and by the end of 400 meters, Luke sounded like he had emphysema, and Abby was pulling him.


    “Man, I’m out of shape,” he wheezed, “but I’ll catch up. Should’ve quit smoking sooner. Give me a few weeks.”


    “You’re gonna need more than a few weeks to catch up to Abby,” Jackie said, “but go for it. You need the exercise.”


    They all laughed again, but Abby knew Luke took the challenge seriously. She wouldn’t be surprised if he started practicing nightly before next week. She’d know after the first lap.


    Luke put his arm around her. “What do you say we shower and change and go shopping for some running shoes? If I’m going to give you a run for your money, I’ll need the right equipment.”


    Abby groaned at the pun.


    “There’s an athletic shoe store next to Barnes and Noble. We can grab a cup of coffee after.”


    “I won’t be much help with the shoes, but I never turn down coffee. I can pick up a few audio books while we’re there. A good mystery novel before bed clears my mind of other people’s problems.” She showered and changed into jeans.


    After Luke bought his shoes, they sauntered into the book store, where the rich aroma of coffee wafted through the air. Luke guided her to a seat at a small table and ordered two cappuccinos.


    “I think the last year softened me,” he said. “I didn’t realize how out of shape I am.”


    Abby reached over and touched his muscular arm. “You don’t feel out of shape to me. Take it from someone who does a lot of feeling around.”


    “I’m not pushing, understand, but if you’d like to feel a little more later, I’m available.”


    A smile accompanied her racing heart. “I’m not trying to be a tease, Luke. This is all so new to me. I’m scared and confused.”


    She felt him wipe something from the corner of her mouth. He took her hand. “No explanation necessary. This is new for me too. It’s turning out to be a hell of a year.”


    Luke’s affectionate public display surprised her. Most men were embarrassed to show affection in public. She hadn’t anticipated this side of him.


    “You—”


    He stopped in the mid-sentence. She didn’t have a clue why until she heard the silky voice.


    “Hello, Luke. Surprise seeing you here.”


    An uneasy quiet followed and silky voice repeated her greeting.


    “Oh, hi, Claire,” Luke said as he slid his hand off Abby’s.


    “Long time no see,” Claire said.


    “I guess it has been.”


    “You’re looking…well,” she said. “Actually, you look great. How’ve you been?”


    “Been doing okay. How ’bout you?”


    “Keeping busy. You still with the department?”


    “Still there.”


    Abby began to feel invisible as she listened to this primer in small talk, when silky voice said, “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”


    “Sorry, of course,” Luke said. “Abigael Gallant, my ex-wife Claire…”


    “It’s still McCallister. I haven’t been able to part with it yet. Pleased to meet you, Abigael.”


    The bottom dropped out of Abby’s stomach. She’d never given a thought to Luke’s ex-wife and wished she didn’t have to think about her now. Why should she feel like that? After all, Luke and Claire were divorced and he was sitting with her. That meant something, didn’t it?


    “The pleasure’s mine,” she managed to say, even though her mouth went dry as a bone. More silence. She assumed her lack of precision eye contact gave her away.


    “I see you’ve been shoe shopping,” Claire said.


    “Yup. Running shoes. Abby put me to shame this morning.”


    “Really,” Claire said.


    Abby heard the strain in Luke’s voice. Idle chat was not his long suit. Nor hers.


    “Gallant,” Claire said, her tone questioning. “Now I recognize the name. Very pleased to meet you, Doctor. Your name crops up in the paper when you consult with athletes. I’m always impressed.”


    “Thanks. I never issue those press releases. I wish the reporters would leave those guys alone. Most of them are trying to regain their confidence after an injury.”


    “Maybe those writers want everyone to know their sports heroes have as many insecurities as the rest of us.”


    Abby tried to detect any sarcasm in Claire’s voice, but she sounded nice. Why does she have to sound so nice? “It doesn’t seem fair, though, does it?”


    “I think it’s amazing you run,” Claire said. “I can’t imagine. You put the rest of us to shame.”


    “I run with a guide runner. No big deal.”


    “No big deal? Is that what you said? Hardly.” Luke’s voice overflowed with pride. “I’ve a lot of work to catch up.”


    “I guess you helped Luke after his accident.”


    “That’s how we met, but I’m not his therapist. Just a friend.”


    Then, as if a thought struck her, Claire said, “Was it…right after?”


    Before Abby answered, Luke said, “May I speak to you privately, Claire? Excuse us, Abby. I’ll be right back.”


    “Nice meeting you, Claire,” Abby said.


    “Same here,” Claire responded as Luke spirited her away.


    Abby drank her coffee until he returned. Alone. And silent. This time he sat next to her rather than across the table. He kissed her on the cheek.


    “She thought we were having an affair while you were still married, didn’t she?”


    “Yup.”


    “And you set her straight.”


    “Yup.”


    “Is that all?”


    “Yup.”


    “Is she pretty? No, wait. Don’t answer that. It’s too stupid and petty of me to ask, and it doesn’t matter.”


    Luke’s hand curled around hers. “No, it doesn’t.”


    They finished their coffee and browsed the audio tapes. Luke read off the titles of the latest books, and Abby selected a few to purchase. He bought a Lincoln biography. On the way home, neither mentioned Claire. Abby wanted to ask what he said to her but decided it was none of her business. Instead, when they got home, conversation ranged from the state of the world to blind running, accompanied by a pitcher of Luke’s mouthwatering margaritas.


    “Uh-oh,” Abby said. “My doorbell. Three times means Lucy. She has a key.” Abby wasn’t ready for Lucy to meet Luke, but there was nothing she could do about it now.


    “Who’s Lucy?”


    “My mother.”


    “Oh, Jeez.”


    “Don’t worry, she’s not an ordinary mother. One thing, she doesn’t know about the break-ins or the emails or Daisy, and I’d like to keep it that way. Even though I like having her around, she’d be here all the time, which is too much. So don’t say a word. Daisy pulled me back from a car and it hit her in the head. She’s spending a couple of days at the vet’s, okay?”


    “Whatever you say.”


    Lucy barreled through the door talking a blue streak and stopped short when she saw Luke sitting on the sofa.


    “Oh, sorry, honey, I didn’t know you had company.”


    Of course that wasn’t so, since Luke parked his SUV in the driveway. But if Lucy wanted to play it that way, so be it.


    “Lucy, this is Luke McCallister. Luke, my mother, Lucy Gallant.”


    Lucy obviously didn’t connect Luke with the email from a couple of months earlier. “I hope I’m not intruding, but I brought dinner. Fortunately, there’s enough for three.”


    “Great.” Abby assumed Luke didn’t have other plans, because he made no effort to leave. Fine with her. She wanted him to stay.


    “How long have you two known each other, Luke? Abby never tells me anything.”


    When Luke didn’t answer, Abby realized Lucy spoke with her back to him. “He can’t hear you, Lucy. He’s deaf. Talk so he can read your lips.”


    “Oh now I remember—the e-mailer.” She repeated her question by slowly over-pronouncing the words, and loud enough to be heard in Charlotte.


    He laughed. “You don’t have to do anything special, Lucy. Speak naturally. I read lips pretty well. You don’t have to shout either. It makes no difference.”


    “Then how did you know I shouted?”


    With a wink to Abby, he said, “I guessed.”


    “So all I have to do is face you and we can have a normal conversation?”


    “That’s right. If I miss something I’ll ask you to repeat what you said. That’s normal, I guess. Whatever normal is.”


    “Cool.” And as if the previous exchange hadn’t occurred, Lucy said, “Meyer’s coming over after he has dinner with his son. Is that okay?”


    “Sure. He’s always invited.”


    “It’ll be like a double date,” Lucy said.


    Ah, Lucy. A breath of fresh air. My never-grew-up mother still on double dates. Abby sensed that if she could see Luke, he’d be smiling.


    “Meyer is Lucy’s significant other, Luke. He’s the nicest man in the world and he loves Lucy.”


    “He is cute, isn’t he?” Lucy said. “Well, you wouldn’t know, but he is. Not matinee idol handsome like you, Luke, but a cuddly teddy bear type. Kind of like Ed Asner when he played Lou Grant on the old Mary Tyler Moore show. Now you relax with your young man while I make dinner.”


    Abby smiled at Lucy’s contrived way of telling her that Luke was handsome, which she already knew and couldn’t care less about. It’s going to be a long evening.


    “There’s a pitcher of margaritas on the counter, Lucy,” Luke said. “Help yourself.”


    Abby’s breath caught in her throat. She’d been so concerned about keeping the news about the break-ins from Lucy that she forgot to warn Luke about the margaritas. There was a long pause, then Lucy said, “Um, thanks, but I think I’ll pass. It’ll interfere with my cooking.”


    Abby let out a breath and mentally praised the way her mother handled it. Interfere? That’s a euphemism. Still, she knew the temptation would always be there.


    “Where’s Daisy?” Lucy asked.


    Glad for the change the subject, Abby said, “Um, a car sideswiped her the other day. She has a nasty gash on her head. The vet’s keeping her for a day or two to make sure she’s okay.”


    “Will she be all right?” Lucy asked, concerned.


    “She’ll be fine.”


    “Good thing it’s the weekend and you have company.”


    Abby had moved to the opposite end of the sofa from Luke when Lucy came in, but he grabbed her hand and pulled her beside him, unwilling to play platonic. Now when Lucy got her alone she’d grill her endlessly about their relationship.


    Abby had been asked out on dates, but she had her work and a comfortable life and hadn’t wanted the complications that came with a romantic involvement. The idea of going through the getting-to-know-you stage had appealed to her about as much as sour milk. And here she sat next to Luke, enjoying every minute of what she’d avoided for the last eight years.


    “Chicken stir-fry,” Lucy said. “Come and get it.”


    Luke raved about the dinner, and Lucy responded like the quintessential teenager to a handsome young stud. Before the end of evening, Luke had won her over—his intention, Abby surmised.


    Meyer arrived with a bottle of non-alcoholic sparkling cider and poured four glasses. “So, Luke, what do you do?”


    “I was a detective with the police department until my accident. I’m still technically a detective, only not on the streets. Right now I’m doing research and hope to transfer to the crime scene unit.”


    Abby liked the positive sound of his answer. Both Lucy and Meyer bombarded Luke with questions, which he handled beautifully. By the time they left, Abby’s nerves were shot.


    “Your mother’s a piece of work.”


    “You noticed.”


    “I bet she was a hell of a lot of fun when you were a kid.”


    Abby shifted in her seat. “Lucy was a drunk.”


    “Drunk? You mean she drank.”


    “No, I mean she was a falling-down, passing-out drunk. I spent a good part of my childhood taking care of her. All’s forgiven, but growing up with Lucy was hell. She quit drinking after I was shot and has tried her damnedest to make it up to me, but those are twenty years I’d rather put behind me.”


    Luke wrapped his arm around her. “I’m sorry, Abby. Come here.” He pulled her close and planted a kiss on top of her head.


    God, this feels good. They cuddled for the rest of the evening while Luke watched a closed caption Braves game on TV. Abby listened and took pleasure in the warmth of his body. She felt comfortable and warm and secure for the first time in ages. She liked it a lot.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Ten


    Dark Shadow


    


    Unless Abby changed her schedule, a taxi waited in front of her house at exactly eight thirty every workday morning to take her to the office. The driver came up the walkway this morning and took her arm when he saw her with the cane.


    “Where’s Daisy this morning, Doctor Gallant?”


    “She’s at the vet’s.”


    “Nothing serious, I hope.”


    “No, James, thanks for asking.”


    They rode in silence for about five minutes. “There’s a car following us, Doctor Gallant. Been with us right from near your house. I noticed it while I was waiting for you.”


    “What kind of car, and who’s in it?”


    “If I didn’t know better, I’d be thinking it was the po-lice. Any reason why the po-lice would be following you?”


    Abby’s heart thumped. This couldn’t be a coincidence. “Someone broke into my house. Can you see the person driving?” If James gave a description of the driver, she could pass it on to Pete Valkonis, or maybe he assigned someone to keep her under surveillance.


    “Can’t tell. He’s too far behind.”


    “Can you tell what kind of car it is?”


    “I’m not good with cars. A while back they all started to look alike. It’s dark gray. That’s for sure. Or maybe it’s black. Can’t tell with the sun hitting on it. Might be dark blue.”


    So much for an identification. “When we get to my office, would you mind walking in with me?”


    “Be my pleasure.”


    Abby was spooked. She took out her cell phone and punched number six, Pete’s speed dial number. Fortunately, he answered.


    “This is Abigael Gallant, Detective.


    “Yes, Doctor. What can I do for you?”


    “There’s a car following the taxi taking me to work. He was waiting down the street from my house. Is it one of your men?”


    “No. Where are you?”


    “I’ll ask. James, where are we?”


    “Heading south on Main almost to the Pine Street intersection.”


    “Did you hear that?”


    “Yes,” Valkonis said. “What kind of car?”


    “My driver’s not sure. It’s a dark color, gray or black or navy blue.”


    “Keep heading toward your office, and tell him to go as slow as he can. I’m at my bank nearby. I’ll try to get behind you. Which cab company?”


    “Metro. Oh, and Detective, I received another email. This one said I’d meet the same fate as Daisy.”


    “I’m on my way.”


    Abby told James to slow down. He never drove fast, and now he was going so slow he might stall dead in his tracks. She heard a short siren, then the whooshing sound of a speeding car followed by a second speeding car.


    “What’s happening?”


    “Looks like your po-lice friend is chasing after the car that was following us. They’re flying like the devil’s chasing ’em.”


    Abby couldn’t catch her breath. Whoever stalked the taxi was after her. By the time James accompanied her into the office, her hands were shaking so, the cane fell from her grasp. She heard Cleo’s chair roll back.


    “What happened to you? You’re as pale as a ghost. Where’s Daisy?”


    Abby thanked her driver and tipped him from the twenty slot of her wallet before collapsing into a chair. “Things have been very interesting lately, and not in a good way.”


    She told Cleo everything that had happened from the beginning. She never mentioned her relationship with Luke had progressed to a semi-romantic level, although she figured everyone knew. She also omitted the ethics complaint to the Board of Examiners. That would be in the open soon enough when the investigator interviewed everyone.


    Until that moment, she never considered that whoever made the complaint knew about Luke. All the people close to her were women, but the person in her yard was definitely a man.


    “I wish you’d told me,” Cleo said. “Troubles are easier to deal with when they’re shared.”


    “No, all that does is cause someone else anxiety.”


    “Well, you were there for me when my mother fell sick and Dick lost his job. Talking to you made everything easier.”


    “That’s different.” Abby wondered why she had such a hard time revealing anything personal, sure she’d chastise herself later for unloading. “Anyway, thanks for listening.”


    “What can I do to help?”


    “You’ve already helped.” She closed herself in her office, unable to concentrate on anything other than the person intent on turning her life upside down. She made it through her ten o’clock appointment when Cleo announced that Detective Valkonis waited outside and ushered him in.


    “Did you get him?” Abby asked.


    “Got him, but he doesn’t know squat. Someone hired him to spook you this morning and to make sure your driver knew. He has no idea who.”


    Abby’s usually calm voice raised a notch. “How could he not know? Someone had to pay him.”


    “He got a call from a robotic voice saying he’d find instructions and money in a certain mailbox display in Home Depot. Pretty clever. No one opens those things. I’m sure the caller watched his every move and made sure no one messed up the arrangement. Your shadow followed instructions.”


    “I don’t get it. How did he connect in the first place?”


    “The guy placed an odd job ad in one of those freebie magazines. The voice called him. He knew it sounded fishy but needed the money. Two hundred bucks.”


    Abby rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m not worth very much for someone to go through all this trouble, am I? If I weren’t so scared, I’d be insulted.”


    “No fingerprints on the mailbox except for your shadow’s, and he threw away the envelope the money came in. I doubt there’d be any prints on it anyway. I’m sorry, Abby. There’s no way I can trace the person who hired him. If I had the manpower, I’d have a cop on you twenty-four/seven, but without more of a threat to you, that’s not possible.”


    “What needs to happen, an assault?” Pete didn’t say anything, and Abby concluded that’s exactly what needed to happen.


    “I want you to call me when anything suspicious happens. I’ll be there in a matter of minutes.”


    “Even when Luke is with me?”


    “Yes, even when you’re with Luke. He’s deaf and that cost him his edge. He’d never forgive himself if anything happened to you because of him. I’m sorry, but that’s the fact.”


    Pete’s response surprised her. “Does he know you feel that way?”


    “Not in so many words, but he knows. It’s been a hard year for him. He’d be pissed if I thought he needed a babysitter. Luke was a great cop. No one had more guts in dangerous situations. But all that’s changed. I’ve no doubt he could take down a perp face to face, but there’s not a man on the squad who feels comfortable partnering with him—not only for fear of their backs, but for worrying about his. He’d be a major distraction, and a cop can’t have that on the streets.


    “The crime scene transfer is a great idea. He’s smart as hell and always noticed things the rest of us missed. It’s exactly what he needed. He’s concerned for your safety more than anyone, and whether or not he admits it, he knows his limitations.”


    Abby didn’t like that the danger of her situation made Luke more conscious of his disability. Of course he knew, but knowing the facts and facing them were two different things.


    After Pete left, Abby tried to get her head together for her next patient, but the robotic voice delivering its last message echoed in her mind: Next time it will be you.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    Growing Up Hard


    


    Abby listened to Luke’s email. He heard what happened and wrote he’d be over with dinner after work. The minute he walked in, the aroma of food from Abby’s favorite Thai restaurant filled the room, inciting her acute sensory neurons.


    “Mmm, massaman curry and something with shrimp.”


    “You’re sure?”


    She took another sniff. “Positive.”


    “I don’t see how you do it.”


    “You do the same thing, only differently. I bet your concentration and peripheral vision have improved, and you’re more aware of vibrations. It’s how we level the playing field.”


    He kissed her. “I love the way you explain things, Doctor.” He set out the dishes. “Are you okay? This morning, I mean.”


    “I don’t understand this guy. It’s like he’s playing a game of some kind. There’s no reason for any of it except to scare me.”


    “I don’t know what else to do other than glue myself to you.”


    “Forget it. That isn’t going to happen. You have a job and so do I. Now that we have that settled, what’s going on at work? Any news?”


    “I met with the captain this afternoon. He’s transferring me to the crime scene unit. Of course, my hours will be more erratic, but that’s okay. I’ll be doing something I like.”


    “Luke, that’s terrific.”


    “I have feelers out for the lip-reading too. That’s more specialized, I know, but once my name is out there, I might be in demand. Thanks. You and Mack put me on track, in spite of myself.”


    “Don’t thank me. You’re the one who’s making it work.”


    “Can’t you ever take a compliment?”


    Abby laughed. “Okay, you’re welcome. Now, the food’s getting cold. You can thank me properly later.”


    “Hmmm, that sounds enticing. You sure you’re hungry?”


    Abby laughed. “Eat up, Detective.”


    They talked while eating, and that comfortable feeling swept over her again, as if she’d known Luke McCallister all her life. It scared her to death.


    They finished dinner, then shared the cleaning up. Abby rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher, while Luke put the leftovers away and cleaned the table. When she shut the dishwasher, she felt his hands around her waist, and he pulled her toward him. His touch set off internal fireworks.


    “Come here, Abby.”


    As much as she wanted him, something he said earlier bothered her. The words fell from her lips as if they’d been waiting for the perfect moment. “I think we need to get a few things straight.”


    He ran his fingers through her hair, causing a major case of distraction. She pictured him leaning back, studying her face.


    “Like what?


    “I don’t know where to begin. What you said before, about your getting on track because of me. I don’t want gratitude confused with something else. I offered a few options for your consideration, that’s all.”


    “Do you think what I feel is gratitude?”


    “I don’t know. Is it?”


    He took her in his arms and whispered, “No.”


    She knew he waited for a signal, but she couldn’t give him one and didn’t know why. She moved back so he could see her lips. “That first time in my office, you said you grew up hard. What did you mean?”


    Again, a long Luke silence she’d grown to expect while he decided to divulge one of those secrets he’d kept bottled up for so long, the cork had become one with the bottle. He let go of her and walked into the living room.


    “You’ve heard the stories. Father takes off, leaves the mother with a kid.”


    Yes, I’ve heard the stories. Lived one just like it.


    “My story is the reverse. My mother left when I was ten and my kid brother eight. She walked out the door one day and never returned. I remember her kissing our cheeks before she left. Didn’t think much of it at the time. Thought a lot about it later.


    “My father never said a word, and he never mentioned her name again. When I asked about her, he made it clear we weren’t to discuss her. He was always a mean son of a bitch, but he grew hard. Ran our house like a boot camp. If we didn’t do what he said, he dispensed his own brand of punishment.”


    Abby moved in front of him. “Like what?”


    “Besides beating the crap out of us? How about pulling me off the football team before the big game because I came home ten minutes after curfew? Or deciding not to let me go to the senior prom—on the night of the prom, ruining not only my time but also my date’s. He did the same thing to Joey. As soon as I graduated from high school, I joined the Marines. Got some college during my hitch, then finished my degree in night school when I got out.”


    Abby listened, getting her first insight into Luke’s family history. “He sounds mean.”


    “Mean and bitter. For years I wondered why my mother didn’t take us with her.”


    “And that made you wary of women.”


    He didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Are you psychoanalyzing me?”


    “Getting to know you better, that’s all.”


    “You know me better than anyone ever has.” Luke took her face in his hands. This time they were firm against her cheeks. “You’ve seen inside me, and I’m not sure I like it. I’m afraid one day your X-ray vision will see things you shouldn’t see.”


    “What are you hiding, Luke?”


    “Nothing.”


    “What happened to your brother?”


    “I don’t know. When I got out of the Marines, he was gone. My father said he didn’t know where he went.”


    “And you never saw him again?”


    “No. I used every resource to find him and my mother—hospitals, death records, you name it—but I couldn’t. Funny, I can find a car a thousand miles away, but I can’t find my own kin. I still look.”


    “Where’s your father?”


    “Dead.”


    “When?”


    “Years ago.”


    “How?”


    “Enough, Abby!” A paper-cut edge crept into Luke’s voice. He rose and walked toward the window. “Enough.” He turned his back to her, discouraging further conversation. “I’m not your patient and this isn’t therapy. It happened a long time ago. He’s dead. He was a bastard and I hated him. There, I said it. If you ask me, he lived too long. Now I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”


    Abby heard Luke’s harsh words for the second time and didn’t know what to say. Other questions begged to be asked, but she had pushed too far, dug too deep, and opened old wounds with a rusty knife. The therapist in her knew she needed to stop prying, and she would have if Luke hadn’t stopped for her.


    “I’d better leave. I have an early morning shift. I’ll call you tomorrow. Lock the door.”


    “Wait,” she said, waving her hand. She heard the door open. Damn. Had he seen her beckoning to him and ignored her on purpose? The door closed. Luke left without touching her, at least not physically. But the emotional slap in the face stung as much as if he had.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    A Rare Solar Eclipse


    


    Luke didn’t call the next day or the next. Abby forced herself not to think about Luke McCallister, but the tone of his voice the other night echoed in her mind. As much as she was beginning to care for him, she couldn’t put herself in another situation that would end badly. She wasn’t his therapist and didn’t want to be, but Luke had issues he was determined to keep from her, and she didn’t want to destroy whatever they had by digging into a place he didn’t want to go.


    She was about to call the taxi service to take her to pick up Daisy when Lucy dropped by the office to suggest going out to dinner. Lucy’s treat. Abby explained where she was going.


    “I’ll take you.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “Positive. We can talk on the way.”


    Abby knew her mother would pump her about Luke, and she wasn’t sure she was up for the inevitable barrage of questions, but she had no choice. Lucy would have been hurt if she refused.


    Salivating like an adolescent discussing a new boyfriend, Lucy started in as soon as the car door closed. Some things in life were givens. Lucy’s curiosity, no intrusion, about Abby’s love life was one of them.


    “Where have you been keeping him, honey? He’s quite something. Handsome, intelligent, good personality. Of course he’s deaf, but who needs to hear anything when you’re making love. And no man talks afterward anyway.”


    Oh, damn, here it comes. “He can talk, Lucy, or didn’t you notice?”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “Actually, I don’t.” The sound of traffic took the edge off the silence inside the car, but Abby’s response didn’t stop her mother.


    “I thought you couldn’t date patients.”


    “That’s why he’s not my patient.”


    “Well, what is he? Are you lovers? Tell me all about him. I want to know everything.”


    Abby sighed. Lucy was not going to give up. Now she wished she had taken a taxi to avoid this. Her mother desperately wanted to be her friend. She went from high school to marriage to motherhood by the time she turned twenty, and by twenty-eight she was a single parent saddled with an eight-year-old child. Men weren’t friends. They were lovers or protectors or providers, but not friends. Abby’s profession had transformed her into a confidant. She’d never mastered the role of confider. Not since Stewart.


    “We’re not lovers yet, but it’s only a matter of time.” Unless Luke’s closing the door the other night meant he was closing her out of his life. “I don’t feel comfortable talking about this.” She flipped the crystal of her watch. “It’s five forty-five. The vet closes at six. We’ll talk later.”


    Lucy huffed. “Be that way.”


    They drove in silence. Abby opened the window to let in fresh air. If the pattern prevailed, Lucy would sulk for a while, then start in again. The woman never let go.


    “Don’t be mad,” Abby said.


    “You never tell me anything. I feel left out of your life.”


    Damn. Why did I say anything? “What do you want me to tell you, Lucy? That Luke makes me feel like a woman for the first time since Stewart? That he’s become so important I’m scared to death of losing him when he realizes he’s signing on to be my white cane. Is that what you want to hear?” She tried to keep her chin from quivering, but if Lucy looked, she’d see. Abby knew she’d look.


    “Oh, Abby, darling, I’m sorry I pushed. I know how hard that was for you. You’ve always been so self-contained. I’ve tried to make up for lost time these last eight years, but how can anyone make up for a lost childhood? What I did to you is inexcusable, and I’m sure you harbor deep resentments, but there’s nothing I want more in life than for you to be happy.”


    Abby didn’t want to have this conversation. The timing was all wrong. Thirty years wrong. Not now, Lucy. Please, not now. But Lucy went on.


    “If you do, I understand. I was a lousy mother. A woman so steeped in her own self-pity she ignored the most important thing in her life. I’ve beaten myself up over that more than words can say, but I’d die happy tomorrow knowing you have someone who loves you. I would.” Lucy sniffed, her way to let Abby know she was upset.


    Abby didn’t know her mother had it in her. Lucy, having a serious conversation in which she was only a byline to the main topic. My God, a rare solar eclipse. Maybe there’s no such thing as bad timing. No, it didn’t erase all those years, but it came damn close. And it touched the hell out of her.


    A wave of guilt hit Abby. She reached for Lucy’s arm and patted it. “I know you would. I’m sorry. Between Daisy and Luke, I’m a little uptight.”


    “Do you think he’s in love with you?”


    “Right now I don’t know if he even wants to see me again. We had words the other night and he was supposed to call yesterday. He didn’t. Maybe it’s better if we cool it for a while. I have enough angst in my life with my patients. Luke is vulnerable, and I don’t want to be his crutch any more than I want him to be my protector.”


    “Protector for what?”


    She couldn’t upset Lucy with what had been going on. “Nothing, nothing. You know how men are. He thinks because I’m blind I need someone to take care of me.”


    “He obviously doesn’t know you as well as you thought, does he?”


    “No, I guess not.” Fortunately, Lucy left it at that.


    As soon as Lucy stopped talking, she accelerated into a sharp curve. Abby clutched her seat to stay upright. “Lucy, slow down. You’re going too fast.”


    “I can’t. There’s a car right on my rear. If I don’t speed up, he’s going to hit me.”


    “Can’t you pull over and let him pass?”


    “He’s jamming me. Cars are coming the other way and there’s no room on the right.”


    The car nudged forward from a rear impact. Tires squealed, the sound of the engine behind surged and decelerated. Abby braced herself. Her right hand grabbed the bar on the door, the left clasped the seat. She had a gut feeling about this, and she didn’t like it.


    “This guy’s crazy,” Lucy said. “He’s trying to push me off the road. Hold on, baby.”


    Abby was sure no sane driver would do this without provocation. He’s trying to kill us both. Abby stifled the dread in her voice. “Can you see who’s in the car?”


    “I…I can’t take my eyes off the road. I have enough trouble managing these curves.”


    “Do you know what kind of car it is?”


    “I told you, I can’t look! Grab on tight, honey. He’s trying to pass, and I’m moving to the right as far as I can to let him.”


    Abby heard the rev of an engine from behind. The car jerked when their pursuer plowed into the rear again. The crunch of metal. Lucy gasped. The seat belt tightened around Abby as she lurched forward. She heard her mother’s rapid breathing and muffled sounds of fear, but she didn’t want to break her concentration. Branches scraped the window as the car pulled to the right. Abby reached for her phone with shaky hands. If she speed dialed Pete, what could he do? By the time he got here, the car would be gone and they’d be lying dead on the side of the road.


    “He’s beside us. There’s an area up ahead with plenty of room to pull over. Hold tight.”


    “Look at the car, Lucy. What color is it? Try to see the license plate.”


    Lucy swerved to the right and slammed on the brakes. The car screeched to a stop, and Abby let out a grunt as she snapped back against the seat. The revved up engine passed and kept going. Her heart pounded. She held the seat in a death grip. They were alive. In one piece. Sweat trickled down her back. She released a long breath.


    Abby leaned toward the driver’s side until she found her mother’s arm. “Are you all right?” Lucy panted. When she didn’t answer, Abby unfastened her seat belt and moved closer. She found Lucy’s hand locked onto the steering wheel. “Lucy?”


    “I’m all right. Got a major case of the shakes, though. Worse than I ever had when I was drinking.” She took a couple of deep breaths. “They shouldn’t let people like that on the road. How are you, honey?”


    “Shaken and shaking, but I’m okay. You did great, Lucy. I don’t know if anyone could have driven any better.”


    Abby restrained the temptation to tell Lucy everything. Why frighten her more?


    Then a tap sounded on the driver’s side window. “Are you two all right?” a man’s voice asked. Lucy lowered her window. “That guy was nuts,” he said. Then another voice asked how they were, and another.


    “We’re fine,” Abby answered. “Did you get the make of the car or the license plate?”


    “It was a black SUV, a Lincoln, but I didn’t get the plate.”


    “Did you see the driver?” Abby persisted.


    “No, the car had tinted windows. Do you want me to call the police?”


    “I already called when I saw him trying to push them off the road,” another voice said.


    “I don’t know what they can do now,” Abby said. “He’s long gone.”


    “Where’s a cop when you need one?” one man said. “I got a ticket for not coming to a complete stop at a stop sign, and here’s a guy running someone off the road, and no one sees.”


    Lucy got out. “How badly is my car damaged?”


    “Just the bumper,” the man said. “Taillights, too. Nothing that can’t be fixed. You’re lucky it isn’t worse.”


    The other man came around to Abby’s window. “A police car is pulling up now,” he said. “Are you sure you’re all right, miss? Anything I can do?”


    “No. Thanks.”


    “I wish I saw the license plate, but I was two cars behind.”


    “I wish you did too, but thanks for stopping.”


    The police officer came to her window and asked if she was okay


    “A little shaken, but otherwise, fine.”


    “I radioed in to watch out for a black Lincoln Navigator, but with no license plate or other identification, it’d be hard to stop anyone.”


    “He hit us. He’d have a dent in the front of his car.”


    “I’ll radio that in. Anyone you know might want to hurt you or your mother?”


    Abby hesitated. “No one I know.” That was the truth. When he walked off, she pulled her cell from her purse and called the vet to tell him she’d be late.


    After a while, Lucy got back in the car, put her hand on Abby’s shoulder. “You’re sure you’re okay, honey?”


    “I’m fine.”


    “That guy was probably some redneck out to intimidate two women alone.”


    Abby knew he was anything but.


    “The officer was so nice. I filled out the information. Good thing those two men in back stopped and told him what happened.”


    “I called Dr. Daniel. He said he’d wait. Take your time. You’ve had a scare.”


    “You too.”


    Yes, she had a scare. If only she knew why someone was doing this to her. She took a couple of deep breaths. They got to the vet’s office without incident. Lucy led her inside. “Thanks for waiting, Harry,” Abby said when the vet greeted her.


    “I would have waited even if you hadn’t called,” he said. “I figured if you were late, you had a good reason.”


    Lucy started to rattle off what happened, when the tech brought out Daisy. She jumped all over Abby, eager to be her eyes again, to be her best friend. Abby crouched and rubbed her dog’s neck. Daisy wiggled her excitement.


    “Hey, girl.” Abby and Daisy had connected immediately. Her guide dog sensed Abby’s needs in inexplicable ways, almost as if she were inside her head, reading her mind.


    “She’ll be fine, Abby,” Harry said.


    “Thank God. Send the bill to my office.” They said their goodbyes, and Lucy dropped them off at home. After their near-death experience, neither felt like dinner. Abby wanted to ask her to check the house, but then Lucy would know something more was going on than a crazy driver with road rage. She opened the door and listened for a minute before entering.


    Tonight, only the steady hum of the refrigerator broke the silence. Any doubts and Daisy dispelled them when Abby undid her harness and Daisy went to her water bowl and slurped.


    When Luke still hadn’t called after that night or the next, Abby acknowledged what she said to Lucy was true. She was afraid of losing Luke—terrified, in fact. It had taken so long to share any part of her life, she was now panicked she might lose someone she wasn’t sure was hers to lose. Had prying into his life scared him away? A sickening sensation shot through her at the thought.


    But not as sickening as the glass-shattering sound of something crashing through her front window, tipping over whatever it hit on the way down.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Shock Wave


    


    Abby pulled out her phone and punched a shaky finger onto Pete’s speed dial number.


    “I’ll be right over,” he said.


    “Hurry. I don’t know what came smashing through the window or where it is. What if it’s a bomb?”


    “It would have gone off by now.”


    “I can’t tell you how comforting that is.”


    “Don’t move. I’m on my way.”


    “I have no intention of moving. There’s a key in a fake rock sitting in the planter to the left of the door.”


    “Gotcha.”


    Daisy sat at Abby’s feet, offering her usual sense of security. Ten minutes later she heard the key in the lock and Pete’s voice. “It’s me.”


    “I hope so. This rescue thing is getting old, and I’m tired of being scared shitless.”


    “Well, look what we have here,” Pete said.


    “Am I in the middle of a war zone?”


    “It’s a brick with a note wrapped around it. Effective, if not very original. Lemme put on gloves.”


    “What does it say?”


    “More of the same. That you’re next.” He sat down on the floor beside her. “This guy’s toying with you.”


    “I don’t think so.” She filled him in on yesterday’s road experience.


    “Why didn’t you call me?”


    “And say what? That some nut tried to drive us off the road. What could you have done? The guy scared the crap out of us for five minutes, then took off.”


    “Well at least now we know he drives a Lincoln Navigator.”


    “How many of those would you say are on the road?”


    “Too many.” He helped Abby up. “Got a broom and vacuum cleaner?”


    “In the kitchen closet.”


    When he came back, he swept up the broken glass.


    “Now we’re back where we started. Only now we have a brick through the window with a note saying I’m next.”


    “The question is why?” He started the vacuum, which stopped conversation. “I’ll see if the lab can get a print off the paper. It’ll be clean, but I’d be remiss not to try.” He rolled the vacuum back to the kitchen. “Don’t walk barefoot until your cleaning lady vacuums again. I got most of it, but I’m sure there are still slivers imbedded in the carpet.”


    “I won’t. I’ll run the vacuum again anyway, for Daisy’s sake.”


    “You promised you’d vet your patient list. Have you?”


    “Ten times. Went back five years. I couldn’t find anyone with reason to hold a grudge against me.”


    “The call to the Psychological Association about Luke means it’s someone who knows about your relationship.”


    “Yes, I know. But Luke and I have been out and about. Anyone watching could have seen us together.”


    “Which means it could be anyone. I hate to leave you alone. Where’s Luke?”


    “I hoped you knew. I haven’t heard from him in days.”


    “I saw him meet with the captain today. Haven’t seen him since.”


    “About his job?”


    “I don’t know. He was there, then he wasn’t.” Pete called a glass company, then for a patrol car to stay with her until they repaired the window. “I’ll wait until the patrol gets here, then I want to get this to the lab. Maybe our guy made a mistake.”


    “Thanks.”


    “If I see Luke I’ll tell him what happened.”


    “Okay.” That’s if he even cares.


    * * * * *


    The glass company replaced the window, the patrolman left, and Abby still heard nothing from Luke. No email, no messages in three days. She’d been going through the motions. Work, home, her only confidant a guide dog who seemed to feel her pain. She’d lost Luke. Her heart felt like someone had thrown a brick into her chest and broken it to pieces, not unlike the shattered glass from her window.


    * * * * *


    The next day, Kyle Jackson, the investigator from the Ethics Committee, showed up for their appointment. She had hoped the board would come to their senses and toss the complaint, but the members were duty-bound to follow through.


    She hoped Jackson didn’t interpret her shaky hands as a sign of guilt? Get a grip, Abby. You did nothing wrong.


    She answered his questions honestly, leaving nothing out: the hour’s consultation with Luke, his initial invitation to dinner and her refusal, the break-in, the forced dinner, and the attraction.


    “I avoided crossing that ethical line when I recused myself as Detective McCallister’s therapist,” she said. “Then I referred him to another doctor. His sessions are over.”


    “Are you seeing one another?” Jackson asked.


    “Yes.” His pen scratched as he wrote. “I’d like to know who filed the complaint.”


    “As I mentioned, someone reported it anonymously. We’re obligated to investigate each allegation without prejudice.”


    Abby noticed his brusque attitude on the phone had softened. He’d interview Luke and Mack Tollison, then present the facts to the board.


    “They’ll inform you of their decision. If your case necessitates a hearing, you’ll receive a letter stating the time and place.”


    She asked what he thought, but he remained noncommittal. She didn’t expect otherwise.


    After their interview, Jackson spent private time with Cleo and Ellie, who’d come in specifically for the conference. Ellie left right after, and Abby didn’t discuss the interview with Cleo, although her gentle squeeze of Abby’s shoulder offered commiseration.


    The complaint eliminated a patient as her tormentor. How could they know about her involvement with Luke? She’d eliminated Cleo and Ellie immediately, and no one she knew would heartlessly hurt Daisy. The question remained: who wanted to hurt her, and why?


    * * * * *


    If Abby couldn’t solve her own problems, maybe she could solve someone else’s. Unfortunately, her next patient’s story tore her insides apart. She sat back in her chair and listened to the electronic voice read the information Cleo had scanned into her computer.


    Kenya Grimes, a six-foot-six-inch high school basketball star, in the wrong place at the wrong time, the victim of a drive-by bullet to the C-2 vertebra. Paralyzed from the neck down, ventilator dependent, he’d begged everyone and anyone to put him out of his misery.


    Abby honestly didn’t know what to do to change his mind. His was a valid request; one that should be addressed.


    When did we lose control over our lives? Or our deaths? Who is to say he’s better off living a life he detests than to pass on to another, perhaps better one?


    The troubling thoughts cycled through Abby’s mind on her taxi ride to the Grimes’s home. Though Mrs. Grimes welcomed Abby, Kenya did not.


    “You’re wasting your time, Doctor Gallant,” he said between intermittent puffs of air forced into his lungs through a tube inserted in his throat. “I don’t go out much. People stare at me like I’m some…” PUFF “…kind of freak. A visitor from another planet.” PUFF “Don’t think I don’t appreciate what you’re trying to do…” PUFF “…but if whoever sent you thought I’d change my…” PUFF “…mind because you’re blind, they were wrong.” PUFF


    The constant whoosh of the machine and the boy’s synchronized speech had Abby gulping breaths, as if breathing had ceased to be involuntary. Kenya’s mother made sure he had enough water and checked his blood pressure. Abby settled her breathing rhythm. She judged this one of those rare times she was glad she couldn’t see. What she heard wrenched her heart.


    When they were alone again, she gave it her best shot. “You can’t give up, Kenya. I know you won’t believe this, but there’s so much you can still do. I—”


    “Stop, Doctor. Please,” he interrupted. “You can still…” PUFF “…function without assistance, do things alone.” PUFF “I’m at the mercy of my family or an attendant for everything.” PUFF “I can’t control my bodily functions or wipe my own nose.” PUFF. “Nothing you say will change my mind. I want…” PUFF “… this to stop. I need them to let me go in peace. I’m not at peace like this.”


    Abby felt pitifully inept. He hadn’t related to her at all. How could he? Her arguments were half-hearted. Would she feel differently in his place, with an alien body, unable to breathe on her own or to feel the touch of a hand on her skin or to touch another’s? Never to make love. Before the end of the hour, Kenya asked her to leave and not to come back. Kenya Grimes was a graphic reminder of life’s fragility, resurrecting that moment eight years before when everything in her world changed. She didn’t realize she was crying until the cool, wet path of a tear trickled down her cheek.


    Though Abby spoke to his mother before leaving, she found no words to alleviate the woman’s pain. None existed. She returned to the office spent, drained of spirit, and passed the rest of the day mechanically, without her usual immersion. She couldn’t concentrate. Everyone else’s problems, including her own, seemed insignificant.


    She listened to a voice message from Luke, his first contact in days. He apologized for his disappearance and would explain when he saw her. He had to work a crime scene, and instead of picking her up after work, he’d be over around six to take her out to dinner. He asked her to email to confirm. She’d do it later. Let him wait. She wasn’t in the mood for anyone, even Luke, but rationalized that maybe a bottle of wine with dinner would anesthetize her preoccupation with the morning’s consultation.


    She forced herself through the last appointment, feeling hollow, finished up some work on the computer, and left the office an hour before her usual time, with Daisy leading the way out the side door to her waiting taxi. She’d email Luke when she got home, if she felt like it. Maybe being occasionally unavailable would teach him not to take her for granted.


    The taxi beeped, and Daisy led her to where it always waited. “Good evening, James,” she said.


    “James is sick today,” a gruff voice answered.


    “Oh, I hope he’ll be okay.”


    “Uh-huh.” The driver opened the door and she got in. She put her head back and closed her burning eyes. Half pondering the morning appointment and the situation with Luke, she realized the driver missed the turn.


    She leaned forward. “You should have taken a right at St. John.” He didn’t answer. “If you take the next one, we’ll be heading in the right direction.” He said nothing and made no turns.


    What’s wrong with this guy?


    “Do you know where you’re going? I live in the other direction.”


    When he answered with a clear voice, a wave of panic shot through her. She saw her daughter’s face. Heard the shot that ripped her life apart.


    Daisy growled.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    The Saluda Grade


    


    Abby’s heart pounded; perspiration saturated her clothes. Was she losing her mind? That voice. The voice of her nightmares. The same voice that held Macy hostage and told Abby she belonged to him, and that if he couldn’t have her no one else would. The speech sounded slurred, but no mistaking the voice of Stewart Gentry. Her dead ex-husband.


    Her blood iced as she watched her life flash by in black and white stills. Remembering in color would make the past too real, too vivid. She couldn’t live through the terror again—nightmares that jolted her awake, gasping for air. Visions when she brushed her teeth, or listened to a book, or when a patient’s innocent remark unearthed a buried horror. Now they were back, all at once, paralyzing her as the images gained speed.


    Stewart in better days.


    Macy, her angelic face laughing, then terrified.


    The slow-motion bullet penetrating her daughter’s heart.


    The first eye-opening blackness.


    Daisy must have sensed her fear and sidled up next to her. She pulled the animal close, afraid Stewart would quiet her without a flicker of conscience, just like he pulled the trigger that ended his daughter’s life. She thought about pulling out her cell, but Stewart would know from the sounds. She’d wait until she was alone. If ever she was.


    “How can this be?” she said barely above a whisper. “You’re dead. Everyone said you were.” Even Lucy. Especially Lucy.


    Her mother’s deception sent a shiver spike down her back. This must be another nightmare. She’d wake up drenched in her own sweat like she had for the last eight years and remark how it seemed so real.


    “Did your mother tell you I was dead?” Stewart’s weak laugh reeked of irony. “Funny, my mother told me you were dead, too. So they both lied. Until recently I thought I’d murdered you.” Stewart’s voice trailed off. “Why do you think she told me that?”


    Why indeed? To keep me out of the picture, that’s why. Something she always wanted to do.


    She heard the lock click after she got in the car. Now she slid her hand along the side of the door, found the latch, and flipped it open, hoping Stewart watched the road and not the rearview mirror.


    “Now what, Stewart?” Abby said. “If you’ve come back to finish the job, why didn’t you do it the night in my yard, when you almost killed my dog? There I was, helpless and vulnerable. It would have been so easy.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never been in your yard. Do…do you think I’d hurt you again? I wouldn’t, Abby. Never. I wouldn’t.”


    His voice oozed sincerity, but she’d heard that voice before—the pleading and begging. She tried to shut it out. “I don’t believe anything you say. How could I?”


    “It wasn’t me,” he snapped.


    She braced at his tone. Then he swerved to the side and slammed on the brakes. She lunged forward, but the seat belt prevented her from pitching into the front seat. Reflexively, her arms reached out.


    He’d turned, his voice directed into the back seat. “Why won’t you believe me?”


    Under-the-breath mumbles faded, and she saw her chance. Now or never. In one quick motion, she unbuckled the seat belt and reached for the door handle, planning to take her chances on the highway in hopes a passing car would stop and rescue her. She yanked at the door. Locked. Damn! I didn’t hear that. She fumbled for the latch.


    His hand gripped her wrist. “Didn’t you think I’d see what you were doing?”


    “Let me go, Stewart. Kidnapping me won’t help your case.”


    His laugh scared her. “What case? I don’t have a case. I’ll never have my day in court. I’m insane, remember? Or did you forget?”


    He got out of the car, opened the back door, and fastened the seat belt again. She cringed at his touch. If she had a weapon, she’d use it. Slice through his chest and take out his heart to even the score. Tit for tat. Heart for heart.


    “Don’t try that again. Please, Abby, I don’t want to hurt you. I never wanted to hurt you.”


    Now she returned the empty laughter. “It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?”


    He leaned close, his voice a whisper. “I can never make up for what I did. I don’t even remember doing it. I remember voices telling me you had a lover. I couldn’t bear the thought of anyone else touching you.”


    The memories came rushing back. “There was no one else, Stewart. You were the only one. I told you that.”


    “I thought otherwise.” His sad tone sounded as if the truth were a bitter pill.


    “And what are those voices telling you now?”


    He didn’t answer.


    “Take me home, please. Before you do something you don’t want to do.”


    “I will. After we talk.”


    “Do I have a choice?”


    His hand brushed her cheek. The contact seared her skin like a hot iron.


    “No.”


    She turned away.


    “I know I can’t have you again. Eventually I’ll be caught, and it depends on who catches me whether I live or die. But first, I have to make you understand why I couldn’t let you and Macy go.” He closed and locked the door, then got back in the driver’s seat.


    “How could you keep us if we were dead?” She took a tissue from her purse and blew her nose.


    “I tried to kill myself too, remember? Then we’d all be together in the hereafter. You, me, and Macy.” He paused, his explanation hanging in the air. “I’ve spent every lucid moment hating myself over what I did, but the person who committed that heinous act doesn’t exist anymore. He died that day.”


    She felt sick, her sour stomach revolting. “You sound the same as the day you stood with the gun to Macy’s heart and took from me the only thing that mattered.” Abby’s voice cracked. “Do you remember the fear in her eyes? I do. That’s all I remember because it was the last thing I saw.” She bit her bottom lip hard. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Take a deep breath. She waited until she had control. “What do you want from me, Stewart?”


    “I don’t want to cause you more pain. I only want to talk.”


    Abby wished she could stand back from him objectively, as a psychologist stands back from a patient. But she couldn’t. They had a history. Eight years ago, when she woke up in a dark room, she would have begged him to end her life. But things had changed. She had something to live for now, and she didn’t want to lose it.


    Strapped in the back seat, heart hammering, she gathered her remaining wits. Where is he taking me? Think. Pay attention. They’d been driving for thirty minutes—highway driving. Too fast to be anything else. The setting sun warmed her face, so they were going west. When they reached the steep, miles-long incline, she knew. No other road in the area compared with the Saluda Grade—the link between Tryon and Asheville. The car’s engine strained, and she heard 18-wheelers struggling in the designated slow lane as they passed.


    She recalled the excursion to Asheville with Lucy and Macy to visit the Biltmore Estate before Stewart found them. She remembered the mountain views on the drive up, the quaint towns dotting the landscape—rustic communities filled with retirees from the North, anxious to escape big city traffic and pollution. She even considered opening a practice somewhere in the area. What a perfect place for Stewart to hide while he carried out his plan. He could kill her and no one would ever find her body.


    Abby recalled a book she read years before about a butterfly collector who kidnapped a young art student in London and held her hostage, to admire her as he did his prized butterfly collection. Is that what Stewart planned?


    After an hour, her cell phone rang. Abby quickly grabbed it from the zippered compartment of her purse and flipped up the cover. “Help me!” she shouted into the phone, but only static answered. Was there a message? She fumbled with the buttons to punch in her code, but Stewart quickly pulled over and snatched the phone without a word. She heard the familiar notes as he turned it off. It had to be Pete. Had he heard her plea for help?


    They reached the summit of the mountain, and after a slight descent Stewart veered off the highway, coming to a stop at the end of the exit ramp. Abby flipped the crystal of her watch to time the distance to wherever he planned to take her. He turned right, then made a quick left onto a paved road. After maneuvering a series of hairpin turns that forced her to grab the grip on the door, Stewart turned onto a long gravel road. She lost count of the turns, but according to her watch, he stopped the car twelve minutes after he exited the highway.


    He got out, opened the back door, and took her arm. She kept a tight rein on Daisy’s halter. Shivering from the chill in the air, she pulled her arm away to button her jacket. The trees rustled above her, providing a canopy to shade the area, she assumed, because no sun penetrated their veil. Breathing in the fresh mountain scent of pine and laurel, Abby listened to the symphony of birds and crickets and male cicadas, the crunch of gravel and dead leaves underfoot, and wondered if all the observations mattered. Would she ever leave?


    Stewart led her up six wooden steps, his hand firm on her arm, and unlocked the door. Daisy remained close. Even though she knew she could never run away, Abby mapped the area in her mind, a habit to supply a mental visual of her surroundings.


    Inside, a woody, mildew odor reminded her of the house Lucy rented on Lake Lanier one summer when she vowed to stop drinking. One of her many vows; one of her many broken promises. Cooking grease permeated the stagnant air. Abby recalled Stewart’s fondness for hamburgers. The odor brought to mind something else. Another smell. Not its presence, but its absence. Cloves. Why didn’t she smell it on his breath?


    “I’ll show you around,” he said.


    Abby recoiled from his touch but managed to mask her disgust. How could she stay here with him, a man who murdered her daughter and who almost succeeded in killing her? She wouldn’t end up a pathetic victim like the young woman imprisoned in the secret basement of the butterfly collector. Stewart was insane, and with Daisy’s help, she’d find a way to escape, or she’d die trying.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    The Deception


    


    Luke wasn’t proud of the way he stormed out of Abby’s house the other night. He’d acted like a spoiled child, but he couldn’t answer any more questions without going to a place he didn’t want to go. And being with Abby meant going there. She wouldn’t quit until she got answers. That’s what she did for a living. Pry into people’s lives to root out their problems. Was he ready for that?


    Whether he answered yes or no, he should have found time to email her before the FBI called him to leave immediately for Miami to lip-read a confirmed meeting between a major coke dealer and a Colombian supplier. He determined the time and place of the shipment, then stayed around for the bust. The feds were happy. So was he. Abby had helped him turn a disability into an advantage. He smiled at the thought that he call deafness an advantage.


    Guilt weighed on him the whole time he was gone. He thought about leaving a voice message but it wasn’t the same as talking to her. When he returned, he left a message, then emailed when she didn’t answer. When that didn’t get a response he dropped by her office. Cleo said she had left early, so he drove to her house. She wasn’t home.


    Now he was worried. She couldn’t be that pissed, could she? He left another voice message. Then he sent a text to Pete, who drove to Abby’s to wait with him. By six o’clock, Luke was beside himself with worry. Abby organized everything by time and place and rarely veered from her schedule.


    At six thirty, Pete called the taxi service. Someone had canceled Abby’s pickup. “Man or a woman?” Pete asked. The dispatcher said man.


    Luke checked the time. “She doesn’t do this, Pete. Something’s happened.”


    Pete told Luke about the incident in the car with Lucy.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Luke hoped he kept the annoyance from his voice, but he knew he didn’t.


    “This is the first time I’ve seen you in days.”


    “I know. Sorry.” He patted his friend on his shoulder. “What the hell’s going on?” When Luke lost his focus, his lip-reading suffered. Everything got jumbled. Pete said something, but Luke couldn’t read him and asked for a repeat.


    “If I knew, I’d lock up the son of a bitch and toss the key,” Pete said. “Could Abby have stopped by her mother’s?”


    “Maybe Or maybe she doesn’t want to see me and planned this.” He hoped that wasn’t the case, but he’d understand if it was. “Otherwise, she would have answered. Lucy lives in Hillbrook. Can’t hurt to drive over.” Luke checked his phone, but he knew she hadn’t responded. He would have felt the vibration. He pulled out of the driveway. Pete followed.


    Lucy Gallant answered the door wearing a flowing black silk caftan cut low enough to reveal ample cleavage. Half a dozen strands of chunky turquoise and jade beads adorned her neck and dangling jade hung from her ears. Meyer Goldman sat on the sofa with a glass of iced tea. A faint aroma of garlic lingered in the air.


    Luke quickly scanned the room. “I hope we’re not interrupting dinner.”


    “No, no, we eat late. Come in.” Lucy ushered them inside. “This is a pleasant surprise.”


    Luke had never been to Lucy’s house. Flamboyant art adorned the red walls and color exploded like an artist’s palette—golds, lime greens, and oranges. White sofas played off a mixture of contemporary and antique furniture. The effect mirrored Lucy’s warm, friendly personality.


    Luke introduced Pete. “Sorry to intrude, Lucy, but Abby should have been home two hours ago and she hasn’t shown up. We thought she might have stopped here.”


    Lucy tucked a wayward strand of curly hair into her topknot. “No, I haven’t heard from her all day. You’re sure she didn’t have to stay late for an appointment?”


    “I went to her office and her house. She called the taxi at three for a four o’clock pickup. A man canceled it at three-thirty.”


    “A man?” Lucy paled. “What man?”


    “That’s what I wanted to ask you.” Luke swallowed the next question, but he had to ask. “Is there someone besides me, Lucy? Someone else she’s seeing?”


    “No, you’re the only one Abigael has been with in eight years.” Lucy’s face paled, and when she reached for her hair again, her hand shook. She sat on the sofa next to Meyer, who glanced at Luke when he noticed Lucy’s concern. “Do you think something’s happened to her?”


    “This isn’t like her, is it?” Luke moved forward to see Lucy’s answer.


    “No, it isn’t.” Then under her breath, she said, “Oh God, no, it couldn’t be.”


    Luke stole a glance at Pete and noticed his knitted brow. “What did she say?” when Pete didn’t answer, he turned back to Lucy. “What aren’t you telling us?”


    Lucy stared straight ahead, trancelike.


    “What, Lucy?” Luke prompted. He shifted his focus from Lucy to Pete, then back to Lucy. “You need to tell us.”


    Avoiding everyone’s eyes, she said, “I did what I thought best to protect her.”


    “What are you talking about, Mrs. Gallant?” Pete asked.


    “They couldn’t have let him out.” She turned her attention to Luke. “They couldn’t.”


    Luke sat on the edge of the coffee table, facing her. Abby’s disappearance had distracted him. Grasping the conversation as it bounced back and forth was like watching a tennis match. He forced himself to concentrate, knowing he needed to see Lucy’s words, but afraid of what they might be.


    “Look at me, Lucy. Look at me.” He put his hands on Lucy’s shoulders and turned her toward him, urging her to meet his gaze. “Did you say they couldn’t have let him out? Who are you talking about?”


    “Stewart Gentry.”


    Pete’s stunned face confirmed what Luke thought he saw. “But Stewart Gentry is dead. That’s what Abby told me.”


    Lucy’s eyes opened wide, her brows arched. “He should be, but he isn’t.”


    The remnants of Luke’s lunch ignited like a fireball in his stomach. Words stuck in his throat. He didn’t want to ask the question, because he didn’t want to know the answer. He turned to Pete, who asked for him.


    “Where is he, Mrs. Gallant?”


    Luke saw Lucy’s hesitation.


    “Last I heard he was in a psychiatric hospital in Charleston, but I haven’t kept up. I never wanted to hear his name again, let alone know where he was.” Lucy’s distraught gaze focused on Luke. “He was never supposed to get out. Never.”


    Luke got up and paced the floor, running his hand through his hair, his stomach housing a three-alarm blaze. He excused himself and headed to a door on the left side of the hall, adorned with a framed print of a claw-foot bathtub. His rubbery arms barely supported him while he hung over the sink, fighting off the urge to empty his stomach. When he straightened, a pale image in the mirror stared back. Fear had never been a part of his makeup. Yes, he was afraid when he knew he’d never hear again, but that concerned only him, a matter within his control. This was different.


    Abby was out there all alone, blind, probably at the mercy of the man who had taken her sight. A man who tried to kill her. How did I let this happen on my watch? Luke splashed water on his face and around the back of his neck to get the blood flowing. Silence overwhelmed him. His head felt like imploding from the vacuum inside. He took a couple of deep breaths and opened the door. He walked to Pete, who had already dialed the station, and watched his moving lips, concentrating like never before.


    “Run the name Stewart Gentry, Frank. That’s right, Gentry. I want to know where he is at this very minute, and I want to know now. Call me back.”


    “Why did you lie to her, Lucy?” Luke asked.


    Clutching both hands between her breasts, Lucy said, “Abigael had been through a delicate operation to remove that bastard’s bullet. I was on pins and needles, not knowing whether she’d live or die. I prayed to God that night. I promised Him that if He let Abigael live, I’d make up for all the years I let her down, and that I’d never take another drink. I begged Him to grant me that one wish.”


    Lucy rubbed her hand back and forth across her forehead. “We all breathed a sigh of relief when she spoke her first words, and I knew God had answered my prayers. I haven’t touched a drop since.”


    While deciphering Lucy’s words, Luke strained to keep his emotions in check. He wanted to tell Lucy this wasn’t about her. Who gave a shit about her prayers? They came years too late to be the mother her daughter deserved.


    “You have no idea what Abby was like when she woke up,” Lucy continued. “Her grief was so intense, we couldn’t leave her alone for a minute for fear she’d take her own life. Macy was dead, the most precious little girl God ever created.” Lucy grabbed onto Meyer’s hand and held on tight. She glanced at him, seeking his support. “In addition to the pain of losing her only child, her whole world went dark. Every time she got out of bed, she bumped into something. I silently begged that she’d let out the sorrow, confide her feelings to me, something, but she wouldn’t. She sat there, staring at nothing. It broke my heart, and I couldn’t do a damn thing to help.” She leaned back into the deep cushions. Meyer slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.


    “Everyone involved decided it’d be best to wait before telling her about Stewart. News about him disappeared from the papers as if he really had died. Everyone thought so, and if by some slim chance an article about her mentioned him, well, she couldn’t see it anyway. The more time passed, the harder it became to tell her. What good would it have done? She’d never have a moment’s peace.” Lucy choked back the emotion to speak. “I worried she’d ask about him, about the things they shared. She would have been the sole beneficiary of all his paintings and their joint accounts, but she never did. I think she subconsciously erased him from her mind in order to survive. If she’d asked, I would have told her.” Her gaze swept the room, settling on Luke. “I would have, but she didn’t.”


    Pete pulled out his phone, listened, and hung up.


    “He didn’t, did he?” Lucy said. “Tell me he didn’t get out.”


    “Stewart Gentry walked out of the hospital eight weeks ago wearing a doctor’s uniform and with enough medication for a couple of months. No one’s been able to find him.”


    Luke saw Lucy clasp her hand over her mouth.


    “A couple of months? I saw that right, didn’t I, Pete?” Luke asked. Pete nodded. “Why didn’t someone notify Abby? Why didn’t they broadcast his escape on the news?”


    “Apparently, hospital officials kept the disappearance quiet,” Pete said. “No news bulletins, no police report. The man is a major news blackout. Everything about him has been stifled.”


    Luke resumed his pacing. “How could they cover that up? They’d have to tell the Charleston police. He’s a convicted murderer, for chrissake.”


    “The courts never convicted Stewart because he never went to trial,” Lucy said. “They locked him away until a judge declared him capable of aiding in his own defense, which would be never. Never, because he’s insane.” Lucy gave in to the sobs that erupted like a live volcano. She sputtered and shook and collapsed in Meyer’s consoling arms.


    When she calmed down, her tone turned cold and hard. “He should have died, you know. Shot himself right under the chin. Should have blown his brains out. But bastards like him survive, don’t they? While angels like Macy are taken long before their time. Once they put him away, his family kept everything quiet. That bitch of a mother controls everything down there. You’d have thought he was a goddamn government secret.”


    Watching the pain contort Lucy’s face, Luke almost understood her reasoning. Maybe he would have done the same thing to protect his child. Maybe. But nothing changed the fact that Abby had disappeared, taken by the man she most feared.


    He knelt down in front of Lucy, turned her toward him. “Abby’s been getting threats the last couple of months. Someone even hurt Daisy. She couldn’t imagine who hated her enough to do that. Now we know.”


    “Why didn’t she tell me?”


    “She didn’t want to worry you. Seems like you both kept secrets, doesn’t it?”


    Lucy gazed off into the distance and nodded. “That must have been who tried to run us off the road the day we went to pick up Daisy.”


    “Probably,” Pete said.


    “You’ll never get him if he doesn’t want you to,” Lucy said. “Stewart’s smart. You’ve heard the expression, crazy like a fox? Abby thought she’d be safe here because Stewart didn’t know where I lived, but he found us. How could they let him walk out? Aren’t those places guarded?”


    “He got past them,” Pete said.


    “Maybe I should have told her, Luke,” Lucy said. “This is my fault.”


    “It’s not your fault, Luce,” Meyer said. “You did what you thought best. You protected her all these years, and if those schmucks at the hospital had been doing their jobs, he’d never have gotten past them.”


    But Lucy stared straight ahead, clutching her middle, as if someone had pushed a button, sending her to another planet.


    “Not now, Lucy,” Luke said. “I need you. Look at me.”


    “He has my baby.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “He’ll kill her. I’m sure that’s all he’s thought of for the last eight years.”


    “Lucy, focus.” Luke grasped her shoulders. “We have to know everything about Stewart Gentry. Does he know anyone here?”


    “What have I done?”


    “Pay attention,” Luke said. “We need answers.”


    “Stop badgering her,” Meyer cautioned, pushing away Luke’s arm. “Can’t you see how upset she is? Give her a minute to digest this.” He handed Lucy his handkerchief, and she wiped away the tears along with her makeup.


    “With all due respect, Mr. Goldman,” Luke said, “we may not have a minute, and if we do, every one of them counts.”


    Luke felt Pete’s hand on his arm, his fingers tightening in warning. Luke watched his friend’s lips.


    “You did what any mother would have done, Mrs. Gallant,” Pete said, signing Luke off with a scowl. “But now I need to ask you some questions.”


    Luke backed to the other side of the room, still picking out parts of the conversation.


    “I need you to think,” Pete continued. “To your knowledge does Stewart Gentry know anyone in the area?”


    “I don’t know. He’s from Charleston. Everyone knows the Gentry family. He may have friends here.”


    “Where did they live when they were married?”


    Lucy went into the kitchen and poured a glass of water from a filtered pitcher on the counter. She drank half the glass before answering. “Atlanta. They were so happy until he got sick. He was exciting, handsome, funny. He swept her off her feet.”


    Luke wanted to stop studying Lucy’s lips so he didn’t have to see anything more about Stewart Gentry and the woman he was falling in love with. In spite of the sharp pang of insecurity, he couldn’t resist watching her words.


    “Did they have friends, someone he might stay with?” Luke asked.


    “If they did, I never knew them,” she said, rolling the water glass across her cheek. “I lived in Texas at the time and came back before she left him.”


    “What about his family?”


    “Stewart had little to do with his family because of the way they treated Abigael. His mother made no secret she thought her daughter-in-law was beneath a Gentry. She thought less of me.” Lucy snorted. “When he got sick, they never publicly acknowledged it. That would be a curse on them. The Gentrys couldn’t carry a defective gene. No, not them.”


    Without hearing Lucy’s tone, Luke saw her words form, the curl of her lip when she spoke of Stewart Gentry and his mother. He saw anger in every twitch of her cheek as she relived the nightmare of her daughter’s tragedy.


    “Then Abigael came here with Macy.” Lucy focused on Luke. “He found her. Begged her to come back to him, but he was out of control. Nothing worked; in fact, he was worse. He’d have violent rants. Scared Macy to death. I begged him to leave, but he wouldn’t go without them. He said he’d never let them go. Abigael feared for Macy.” Lucy fell back into the sofa. “You know the rest.”


    But you forgot to mention the most important part, didn’t you, Lucy? That Stewart Gentry is alive.


    “We thought we did,” Luke said under his breath, and hated himself for saying it. He avoided Pete’s eyes.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    Bad Timing


    


    “Can you pick up anything on the phone?” Pete asked Larry Chandler, the department communications expert.


    “We’ve pinpointed it somewhere around Tryon. It’s off now. I’m not getting a signal. I’ll try to get the cell phone company on it.”


    “Good idea. Let me know if you get anywhere.” Pete turned to one of the detectives.


    Luke lost a good part of the conversation, but he put enough together. Pete wanted a list of realtors and apartment complexes from Tryon to Asheville and to see if the Gentry family owned any property. That was a start.


    Pete faced him directly. “Stewart Gentry has to park his ass somewhere. I’m putting his picture out over the wires. I don’t care whether this is supposed to be a secret or not. I’m putting Abby’s picture out too.”


    Luke nodded. He worried Abby’s picture might cause Gentry to do something drastic, but they might never find her otherwise. “Contact Charleston P.D. See what they know.”


    “Will do,” Pete replied.


    Being on the outside, unable to give orders, frustrated the hell out of Luke. If Gentry took Abby, he could keep her indefinitely, or kill her, and Luke was nothing more than a worthless fly on the department’s wall.


    Abby had become an important part of his life. She guarded her emotions as closely as he did, and getting to this point in their relationship required a constant chipping away at the protective coating under which they both sought refuge. Attracting women had never been a problem for him, even since his accident, even deaf. The women who approached him did so because they liked what they saw on the outside, without considering the character that lay beneath the surface. Including his ex-wife.


    Abby was different. Proud and serenely beautiful to his eye, independent and vulnerable—a menu of contrasts—looks mattered nothing to her. Though blind, she saw deeper into him than anyone had ever cared to. He found it frightening and exhilarating and profoundly internal. The thought of anything happening to her stopped his heart, yet he felt powerless to prevent it.


    “Pete, unless you need me for a crime scene, I’m on my own time. I’m trained to do research, and that’s what I’m going to do. Maybe I can find something we’ve overlooked.”


    “Go to it, man.”


    Damn right! I don’t need to hear to search the computer. He’d even picked up some hacking techniques, which he’d kept to himself. He settled in, and after a couple of hours, he’d unearthed nothing but conjecture on his part. If the police conducted interviews after Stewart walked out of the hospital—a private facility controlled by the Gentry family—Luke found no evidence of it. He concluded that Carlotta Serrano Gentry used her political capital to keep the escape from the media and her son from being pursued like any other murderer. The discovery angered him. Yeah, money can buy anything. Even murder.


    Nothing surfaced about property owned by the Gentry family in either North or South Carolina, other than Carlotta Gentry’s multimillion-dollar home in Charleston, and he found no rental car registered in Stewart’s name or in any name connected with the Gentry family or businesses. No surprise there. He found records of three closed bank accounts in Stewart’s name—two in Atlanta and one in Charleston.


    Luke laid out the facts like pieces of a puzzle. Stewart Gentry must have had access to funds to bribe whoever helped him escape. Someone at the hospital? The scent of money is a powerful aphrodisiac for motivating one to look the other way, especially an attendant paid an hourly wage. But where did he get the money? Those accounts had been closed for years. A family member? Unlikely. He could surmise all day long, but he needed help from someone on the Charleston end.


    Given his tentative position, Luke teetered on the fringe of authority in his own city. How could he extract information from a police department unwilling to buck the local throne of power? And Carlotta Gentry certainly wore the crown.


    Digging deeper into the city’s politics, and almost by accident, he found articles in the Charleston Post and Courier written by a reporter named Matt Devon. He’d investigated accusations that Synthetec, a boutique pharmaceutical company in which the Gentry family owned a controlling interest, manipulated the test results on their new anti-psychotic drug to speed approval by the FDA. Their fake findings also caused a bounce in the stock price.


    Luke accessed Devon’s email address off the op-ed page of the paper’s website and asked the reporter for help with information about the Gentrys. If Devon agreed, Luke continued, correspondence would have to be through email or an intermediary because of Luke’s inability to hear over the phone.


    * * * * *


    Matt read Luke McCallister’s email and wondered what the cop wanted. He wrote him back.


    My series about Synthetec exposed the lengths to which the Gentry family would go to protect their investments, and they didn’t like it. Coincidentally or not, the gas stove in my home exploded, almost relegating me to the obituary column in my own newspaper. The arson inspector suspected tampering but couldn’t prove it. If someone rigged the stove, whoever did it was a pro. Then, not surprisingly, my inside source retracted his story. I publicly charged that the Gentrys were responsible, but again, with no proof, even my own paper warned me to drop the allegation. I was pissed then. I’m still pissed.


    Through back and forth emails, Matt understood that McCallister’s interest centered more on Carlotta Gentry’s motives for keeping her son incommunicado for the last eight years, but he didn’t mind going deeper into her business if reason existed. Devon assured McCallister he had plenty of reason, and much had to do with Stewart Gentry.


    Anything we put together has to be dead on solid. No mistakes, either on my end or yours, Matt wrote. I almost lost my life after the first go-round, and I have little or nothing to show for it except a new kitchen. The police cleared the Gentry Corporation of any wrongdoing. I had to apologize (an act that almost made me puke), and my boss considered firing me for sloppy reporting. I can’t afford another screw-up.


    But I’m in.


    They agreed on a time to instant message, and Matt closed the email. He worried how much help he’d get from a deaf cop. Typing back and forth was slower than talking on the phone. But the cop seemed determined. Determination defined Matt’s life. Must define the cop’s life, too, if he was deaf and still a cop.


    “I’m going to get that bitch yet,” Matt said aloud.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Seventeen


    The Artist’s Artist


    


    With Daisy at her feet, Abby sat in a straight-backed chair, chilled from the cabin’s damp interior. Her unlined linen suit jacket offered little protection, and she rubbed her arms to warm up. Stewart wrapped a blanket around her shoulders to quell her shivers. He stood behind her, his hands like weights on her shoulders, pushing her down into the earth.


    She shrugged him off. “Where have you been all these years, Stewart?” When he didn’t answer, she asked again. “Where?”


    “In a hospital,” he said. “But I’m better now.”


    “They let you out?”


    His hand crawled across the back of her neck, but he didn’t answer. She raised her shoulders and scrunched her head back, forcing his hand off.


    “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t do that.” He withdrew his hand. “Did they let you out?” she asked again.


    “Yes.” He hesitated. “Because I’m well.”


    She heard the lie in his voice like she’d heard it so many times before. Which Stewart had kidnapped her? There had been so many that last year. The delusional man who heard voices, the contrite husband who begged forgiveness, or the paranoid who monitored every breath she took? How could they release him? He murdered my child.


    Lucy knew Stewart was alive. Did she know he had escaped? Would she have kept that from me, too? Abby didn’t know what to think anymore. She’d been kept in even greater darkness than the world she inhabited.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked. “How about a hamburger?”


    “I don’t want anything to eat. I want you to say what you have to say, then take me home.”


    “I told you I’ll take you home after we talk.”


    His hand grazed her cheek and she cringed. She knew better, but she couldn’t control her reflexes any more than she could control a sneeze or an eye tic.


    “I’m better now, Abby. The doctors figured out which medications keep me under control. We can live a normal life. You can learn to forgive me.”


    She had her answer. Maybe he didn’t hear voices any more, but he was still delusional. “You can’t expect me to go back in time, Stewart. I have a different life. Very different. We’re not the same people we were when we met.” She wrapped the blanket around her more tightly. “What do you plan to do? You must have thought this through. You’ve kidnapped me. The police will be searching, and when they find me, they’ll find you too.”


    “They won’t find you until I’m ready.”


    Abby’s heart rate spiked at the ominous words. “Will…they find me alive?”


    “I promise I won’t hurt you.” He pulled up a chair and sat next to her. Daisy grunted. “When I learned what I’d done, I refused to believe it. For years I’ve lived in a private hell, floating like some supernatural apparition outside myself, looking in. How could I have murdered the daughter I adored and put you in a dark world, never to see the sun again? Me, an artist, whose sight meant life. Whatever clarity remained convinced me that someone else had committed those monstrous acts. Someone I didn’t know. I have to believe that, Abby, or I’d end my life right now. I want you to believe it too.”


    His words brought everything flooding back into that part of her consciousness she had buried to keep her sanity. Visuals to her were only flashbacks―remembrances―and when Stewart’s face broke through her darkness, she saw him as he appeared the day they met.


    * * * * *


    Abby’s friend pushed her into the gallery. “I don’t know why you dragged me here, Lainie. I don’t know a thing about art.”


    “You don’t have to know anything. Besides, the exhibit hasn’t even opened. I thought it would be fun to see them hang it. Sandra Orr is on the committee and she said the artist is hot. Kind of crazy but really cute. And he’s on the fast track to becoming famous.”


    Abby pulled her hand away to make her point. “I’m dressed like a homeless person, I’ve got a paper due tomorrow, and I don’t have time for this.”


    “Oh, hush,” Lainie said, pulling her deeper inside the gallery. “We won’t stay long. You’ll get an A anyway, so what’s to worry?”


    Abby wondered how she and Lainie Simms had remained friends for so long. Lainie’s English major took a back seat to her real major—partying. If anything was going on at Emory or in Atlanta, Lainie knew about it. She constantly tried to pry Abby from her studies to join her excursions, but Abby refused to be distracted. Today Lainie wouldn’t take no for an answer. So here Abby stood at the installation of Stewart Gentry’s latest exhibit.


    “Look at these paintings,” Lainie said. “They’re fantastic. Have you ever seen anything like them?”


    Abby scanned the large gallery. Polished wood floors, white walls, and halogen lighting were the perfect setting to highlight the large acrylics and watercolors. Some sat stacked against the wall waiting to be hung; others already graced the walls. Stewart Gentry’s paintings mesmerized her. Most were figuratives with a few moody landscapes to show versatility. They were like nothing she’d ever seen—vibrant and full of energy. Even the quiet landscapes drew her in. She stood in front of a marsh scene and felt as if her feet were wet from wading in the water, felt the gentle breeze moving through the grasses. No wonder critics touted him as the next major American artist.


    “There he is,” Lainie whispered, pulling Abby back to solid ground.


    “Where?” Abby searched but didn’t see anyone who looked like a successful artist. In fact, everyone appeared grungier than she did.


    “The one with the turtle neck sweater and scruffy jeans. You know he’s from one of the richest families in the South. They practically own Charleston.”


    “How would I know that?”


    “Well, if you paid attention to the eligible men in the area, you’d probably have more dates. You won’t meet them holed up in your room studying.”


    “Gee, Lainie, I don’t know how to tell you this, but my scholarship doesn’t pay for everything. I didn’t take out loans that will tie me up for years so I could come here to party.”


    “Shhh, here he comes, and is he ever fixed on you.”


    Abby inspected the reed of a man heading in her direction, but her scrutiny couldn’t compare with the vibes emanating from him as he approached. He undressed her with his piercing blue eyes, and his smile curled the corners of his mouth as if he knew her darkest secret. For some inexplicable reason, the thumping in her chest shot skyward, through the roof, and into the stratosphere.


    “Hi, I’m Stewart Gentry. Come with me.” He grabbed her hand and tugged her along.


    “Huh? Wait a minute,” Abby objected as he deposited her in front of a large window where the afternoon sun poured through in dusty rays.


    “Don’t move.” He backed off, framing Abby’s face in the squared-off fingers of his raised hands. Long hair obscured his right eye, and he kept pushing it aside as soon as it fell back into position. “You’re perfect. Has anyone ever told you that?”


    “This is crazy,” she scoffed, moving away from the window. “What have you been smoking?”


    He chased after her. “No, seriously. I have to paint you. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”


    Abby’s laugh caused people to turn their heads and stare. Embarrassed, she whispered to avoid any more attention. “Now I know you’re crazy. I’ve got to go.” She headed for the door, but Stewart took her hand and held her in place.


    “No, wait. I don’t even know your name. I have to know the name of the woman I’m going to marry.”


    “I take it back. You’re not crazy. You’re insane. Out there. Way out there.” She completed a full circle of the room to find Lainie so she could get the hell out of there and away from the nut following her like a needy puppy.


    Stewart ran after her. “Sorry,” he said, darting in front of her. “Let me start over. My name is Stewart Gentry and I’m in love. Oops, not much better, was it?”


    Abby couldn’t resist. She giggled involuntarily. No one had ever approached her like that before. She studied this tall, rangy man, all angles, sweater two sizes too big, and saw no tinge of mockery in his earnest face.


    “Look, I’m sure you’re very nice, but you’re coming on too strong. You’re a little scary, Stewart Gentry.”


    “You’re right. This time I will start over.” He rolled up his sleeves, tucked in the shirt hanging below his sweater, fingered his long sandy-brown hair back off his face, and made a slight bow from the waist. “Rhett Butler here, ma’am. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance. Now if you’ll tell me your name, I’d like to ask you out to the nearest café for a cup of coffee and a sweet cake.”


    Abby broke up. Lainie was right. Stewart Gentry was damn cute. Irresistibly cute. His eyes were the bluest blue she’d ever seen, and his smile lassoed her heart. And it stayed that way until almost the very end.


    “Scarlett O’Hara, sir. De-lighted.”


    * * * * *


    “You remember how good things were, Abby? How all the galleries were after me? How my work was sought by collectors? Those were great times, weren’t they?”


    “Yes, I remember.” Stewart had swept her off her feet. He was handsome and funny, intelligent and filled with promise.


    “You were my favorite model. I couldn’t paint you enough.”


    She remembered that too, and thinking about those days brought a lump to her throat. How could it have all gone so bad?


    “I didn’t believe how lucky I was when you said you’d marry me.”


    God, she was happy. She gave no thought to stability or the uninhibited lifestyle he practiced and remembered thinking that maybe a hint of Lucy existed in her after all. Stewart’s power-brokering family frowned on their marriage, but she and Stewart didn’t care. They were in love and nothing else mattered. When Macy came along, things settled down. He loved that beautiful child as much as she, enchanted by her every gurgle, captivated by her toothless grin and sapphire eyes. His eyes. Gentry eyes. Life was beautiful.


    Then everything started to slip away. Stewart’s slow downhill slide became a rapid descent into a dark and terrifying abyss that turned a beautiful man into a monster.


    The memories of another life impaired her normally keen senses, so when Stewart placed her hand under his chin and moved it along the left side where his jaw used to be and up to the nub of his ear, goose bumps rose on her arms. She said nothing, hoping her face didn’t show the physical pain that twisted her insides.


    “So many times I wished I had died that day,” he said. “I should have, you know. I look in the mirror and see someone else. Maybe that’s God’s punishment for what I’ve done—a constant reminder.”


    Stewart was right. The man who robbed her of her child and sight wasn’t the loving man she married. Somewhere along the way, that person had become possessed by a genetic malfunction, a glitch in his DNA. She heard her voice shriek inside her head. How could they release him?


    “Why have you been tormenting me the last two months?” she asked. “Emails, phone calls, ransacking my house, and hurting Daisy. Why?”


    “I told you it wasn’t me, but I was there that night, watching. Someone came out the front door. Then the police came and took the dog.”


    She didn’t believe him but played along. “Who was it?”


    “I don’t know. I was too far away.”


    “Did he run to a car?”


    “No, around the side of your house, toward the back. He didn’t run. He walked, like he had all the time in the world.”


    “Why were you watching?”


    “I watched you often, always waiting for a time when I could think straight. When voices didn’t clutter my mind. That night I decided to talk to you, but I lost my nerve. The man came out, then the police came.”


    Oh, yes, he’s well. With voices cluttering his mind.


    “All these years,” he said, “painting saved my life. Do you know how many times I painted you, Abby? Hundreds. You and Macy. You were my catharsis.”


    She wondered how he saw them. How did he paint the daughter he murdered? How did he paint her? When he became sick, the art world ate up his offerings like a gourmet meal. Was that the case now? If so, how did she miss all the sensational aspects? Had her life been so insulated?


    She marveled at Lucy’s ingenuity in protecting her with such a massive cover-up, enlisting everyone to go along. Would she have been better off knowing, or did her ignorance provide mental healing she might not have benefited from otherwise? She’d give the question serious thought. Still, she couldn’t shrug off the knife-in-the-back shiver whenever she thought of her mother.


    Abby rubbed Daisy’s neck. Her dog was an anchor in the unsteady present. “Please take me home, Stewart.”


    “I will. Tomorrow.” He paused. “Do you love him?”


    “What? Who?”


    “The cop.”


    At the mention of Luke, butterflies attacked her insides. “How long have you been watching me?”


    “Do you?”


    She couldn’t, wouldn’t, deny the relationship existed, if it still did. Stewart obviously knew about Luke. But she wouldn’t talk about him. “This is none of your business.” Silence commandeered the room. She had mastered the art of interpreting silence. A paucity of words answered many questions lately.


    His breathing seemed controlled, as if he were purposely calming himself. In. Out. In. Out. He started to say something, then changed his mind. After a few false starts, he spoke. “I still love you, Abby.”


    He brushed the side of her face, his hand cool and quivering. She closed her eyes.


    “The delusions, the suspicions, I couldn’t help it. I loved Macy more than the stars and the moon and the sun. She encompassed all of those, this bright light in the middle of all the darkness, all my confusion. I try not to think about her, because when I do, I want to die. There must be a reason my heart keeps beating. Something I have left to do. I don’t know what it is, but there’s something.”


    Tears rimmed Abby’s eyes. She felt them being gently wiped away. Why did she feel this ache in her heart?


    “You’ve succeeded in spite of what I took from you. I can’t imagine how hard it’s been. I’m so sorry,” he said, with a guttural catch. He got up and walked the room. “This cop, is he good to you?”


    How could she talk about the man she loved now with the man she once loved? “I can’t talk about this, Stewart.”


    He didn’t say anything for a few minutes. “You deserve someone good. I only wish…”


    She felt like a child of divorce pulled in two different directions, without knowing what each side had in store.


    He took her hand and led her to another room. “I have everything you need. You can’t see the things I bought for you, but they’re beautiful. You always looked beautiful in everything you wore.”


    The chilly cabin turned scalding hot, generating a fine mist of perspiration over the surface of her skin. She threw off the blanket, feeling dizzy and faint, waffling and almost falling as her legs buckled. Stewart put his hand around her back and guided her to a chair before she collapsed.


    “Are you all right?”


    “No, I’m not all right. You promised to take me home after we talked. We talked, and now you’re showing me to a room for the night. How long do you intend to keep me?”


    His voice rose again, as if he lacked control over it, and she wondered if that signaled a needed dose of medication or medication wearing off. “I told you I’d take you home tomorrow, and I will. Trust me.”


    Do I have a choice? Have I ever had a choice? She lowered her head between her knees, hoping to ward off the dizziness that left her weak.


    Stewart knelt in front of her. “Do you want a glass of water?”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    He left the room and returned with a glass of cold water. She sipped slowly. When she felt better, he walked her around the small bedroom. The aroma of freshly washed laundry wafted in the air. Folded towels sat on the bathroom vanity, along with a toothbrush, toothpaste and shampoo. He put her hand on a nightgown and robe that lay folded on the quilted bed cover, and she felt the soft, silky, lace-trimmed fabric. Slippers sat by the side of the bed.


    She couldn’t stay there, waiting for what, she didn’t know. What did Stewart really have planned for her? Maybe even he didn’t know. Would he come into her bed in the early morning hours, and if she fell asleep, would she ever wake up? She had to get out of there. But how?


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eighteen


    A Matter of No Choice


    


    To most people, night was a silent, shadowy netherworld where all nature’s creatures slept soundlessly. Not to Abby. She lay awake listening to the sounds through the open window. The flutter of a bird’s wing, the track of a nocturnal animal, or even an insect’s path crinkling on beds of dried leaves were as distinguishable to her as if she could see them in action. She heard Stewart’s soft snore through the open door over Daisy’s familiar snuffles.


    Could she believe anything Stewart said? Would he take her home, or would he wake a different Stewart once the medication wore off? Was he even taking medication? All those unanswered questions forced her decision to escape. Was she foolish to try? Probably, she admitted, but felt she had no choice. She flipped the crystal on her watch. Four thirty. Still dark. Still the middle of the night for everyone else.


    Was it a full moon? Were there lights on the road that would render her an easy target should Stewart wake and search for her? Would she even get out the door? She contemplated climbing out the window, but six stairs leading up to the front door meant a jump she’d rather not navigate. Not with Daisy. No, she’d go out the way she came in.


    Tossing back the blanket, she crawled out of bed, thankful he hadn’t watched whether she changed into the nightgown. He’d been tired. She heard it in his voice, sensed it in words that faded into incoherence. He touched her face before saying good night, promising again to take her home in the morning. She wondered if he’d remember those words come daylight. Hopefully, she wouldn’t be there to find out.


    She felt her way to Daisy, tense that waking her might elicit a low growl. Neither man nor dog liked to be awakened in the middle of the night. But Daisy woke with a few gentle pats on her back. Abby let her stretch and shake, then picked up the harness she’d left nearby and fitted it on her. She reached for her shoulder bag and crossed it over her head so it would stay put.


    Because Stewart left the bedroom door ajar, Abby avoided the usual clicking sound of opening it. She stopped and listened. In her mind, she reconstructed the main room and placement of the outside door. Rustic cabins had all kinds of creaks and squeaks, so she calculated every step, every move. No sound except Stewart’s rhythmic snore. She hoped he had drugged himself into oblivion.


    Abby clung to the wall where the floor beneath would less likely creak. Daisy’s claws clattered on the wood floor, but Abby couldn’t carry a sixty-pound animal. Although it sounded like kettle drums to her, she hoped Stewart slept deeply enough not to hear the noise. A déjà vu flashback to the terrifying night in her yard churned a moment of panic.


    Don’t think about that, Abby. Keep moving. Freedom is on the other side of the door.


    Her purse brushed against a table and bumped a lamp. She hit the shade in her attempt to stabilize it, but not before the lamp base rolled around a few times.


    Damn.


    She listened. Nothing. Her heart felt like it would jump right out of her chest, and the drumbeat noise pounding in her ears seemed loud enough to wake the dead. Her hand, slick with sweat, lost its grip on Daisy’s halter. She wiped her palm down her slacks, then took hold again. Inching along the expanse of wall, she followed it around the corner, skirting the furniture. She found the edge of the doorframe and felt the hinges, then patted her way across the recessed panel to the knob, exactly where she pictured it. A few inches up she found the latch and slowly turned it counterclockwise. Click. She held her breath.


    Stewart’s bed squeaked and he groaned. Abby still hadn’t breathed. He shifted position. She heard his footsteps and froze in place. Had he heard the click of the lock and woken from a sound sleep? She thought of crouching in case she stood in his line of sight. A sofa sat between her and his bedroom, but a move to hide behind it might attract his attention. She faced the door, statue still, and listened. The footsteps weren’t coming toward her. They moved to her right, inside his room. After a few steps, they stopped. There must be a connecting bathroom because she heard him pee and flush the toilet, then tap water. Footsteps shuffled back to the bed.


    Springs creaked.


    Blankets rustled.


    Quiet.


    She stood riveted to the spot, taking slow, deep breaths, afraid even that would alert him now that he’d awakened. After what seemed an eternity, Abby heard the steady rhythm of his breathing and a soft whistling snore.


    She waited until her hands stopped shaking, then pulled on the door.


    Clang.


    Stewart had fastened the damn safety chain. The jangle sounded like a metallic explosion. Between the pounding of her heart and the racket she made, she didn’t understand why Stewart hadn’t leapt at her throat. She listened. His breathing pattern remained slow and steady.


    Though she felt safe for the moment, sweat tickled the sides of her face, and she wiped the droplets away with her free hand. She slid the chain from its track and guided it to a stop. Moving to the right, Daisy alongside, she tugged the door open. It creaked. Is there anything in this place that doesn’t creak? She slid through the opening.


    After closing the door silently behind her, she groped for the railing and descended the six steps. Stewart had driven up the gravel driveway and pulled to the left of the stairs, Abby’s right. She wondered if he left her phone on the front seat of the car.


    “Taxi, Daisy,” she said, hoping her dog would follow her daily direction and go to the car. She did. Abby leaned down. “Good girl,” she whispered, and rubbed her dog’s neck. “Good girl.” She reached for the door but didn’t know if it was the front or back door until she moved her foot forward and found the tire. Front door, lift-style handle. She pulled it up and opened it, felt the front passenger seat. The phone lay where Stewart left it, nestled in the tattered cloth.


    Not now, she decided, thinking about the chimes that signaled the phone’s power. She slipped it into her jacket pocket. First, get out of the yard. She didn’t want to chance the noise of closing the car door and wondered whether the roof light worked. She reached inside and felt the heat on the ceiling of the car, found the switch, and shut it off. At least she thought she did. The heat went off with the switch. She closed the door enough to catch, then took hold of Daisy’s halter. Between the leaves crunching underfoot and the sound of the gravel, she didn’t give herself much of a chance, but she’d made it this far. She’d forge ahead.


    Skimming the car, she let Daisy lead her down the driveway as quickly as she dared. God, how she wanted to run. She averaged a seven-minute mile on the track, but that was with a guide. Out here, alone, she had no idea where she was or where she was going. But she was going, and nothing could stop her now.


    Nothing except Stewart.


    The gravel stopped. She reached the road. They had come from the left. Even though she gauged the highway to be about two miles from the cabin, the twists and turns went straight up. Too difficult to try. Her best shot would be down, to her right, to she didn’t know where.


    She stopped to let Daisy do her business, then switched the halter to her left hand. Edging sideways to the right, her foot hit a hard vertical surface, and she felt the jagged rock mountainside with her hand.


    Moving back to the road, she said, “Forward, Daisy.” And Daisy took off. Down, down, down. Curves and more curves. After about five minutes, the dead sound on her right gave way to a break in the mountainside, maybe a driveway. She stopped, turned on the phone, and speed-dialed number six, Pete’s number. She listened. Nothing but the static of mountain reception. Biting back the disappointment, she decided to keep moving.


    Insect sounds broke the night’s silence. And something else. Water? Yes, moving water on her left. A river or stream. No chance of a house on that side. Not that she’d know unless someone made noise. And even if she heard a car, it might be Stewart searching for her. How would she know, and where would she hide?


    She flipped her watch. Six o’clock. An hour and a half since she crept out of bed. Almost dawn. Pretty soon she’d be in full light. A blind woman walking on a winding mountain road led by a guide dog. Now there’s a sight.


    Panic set in. Abby hadn’t thought this far ahead. What now? Were there houses nearby? Rescuers within a few feet? She tried her phone again but now heard only the beep of a dying battery. How long could she walk, and where would she end up? Someone would have to drive by sooner or later. The road had to go somewhere.


    She walked for another hour, keeping close to the right side of the road and wishing she were wearing her running shoes instead of the low-heeled pumps she’d worn to work. The combination of no sleep, miles of walking, and stomach-churning fear took its toll.


    Then, as if out of a dream, she heard voices off to her left, the sound of rushing water closer. She listened for an oncoming car, heard nothing, and turned Daisy to cross the street. Could anyone see her? No one called out.


    “Hey,” she yelled. “Hello.”


    “Hi there,” a man’s voice answered.


    Then Abby cried out the three words she hated most. “I need help.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Nineteen


    The Sweet Taste of Chocolate


    


    Abby’s phone stored enough juice for one of the guys at the raft rental dock to get Pete’s number and call him on his own cell. The Saluda police arrived within half an hour; Luke and Pete showed up at eight.


    Luke gathered her into his arms and held her so tight she lost her breath. She felt safe wrapped in his strength while she breathed in his scent, so distinctive, so Luke. And for the first time since getting through her darkest days, she put her pride away and fell apart. Not a one-minute crying jag but a serious world-class breakdown. And she didn’t care who heard. She’d always leaned toward stoicism; this was different. She didn’t know why. She wasn’t afraid any more. She wanted to ask him where he’d been before Stewart came and took her away. But the comfort he offered was enough for now.


    “Did he hurt you?” Luke asked.


    She shook her head and spoke between sniffles. “I was afraid he might. His behavior was erratic.”


    While Luke consoled her, Pete followed Abby’s directions to the cabin. When he returned, he said Stewart’s car was gone and there was nothing in the cabin except some food in the fridge, a woman’s bedclothes at the bottom of a mussed bed, and a bottle of pills. Pete took the pills.


    Daisy jumped in the back seat next to Abby and Luke for the ride back to Hub City.


    “Anything you can tell us, Abby?” Pete asked.


    “The car has a low carriage, front bucket seats with tattered seat covers, four doors, child locks, and I think it’s got a bad muffler. Sorry, don’t know the color.”


    “Most sighted people wouldn’t get that far,” Pete said.


    “He said he was released from a hospital.”


    “He escaped,” Luke said. “Walked out weeks ago wearing a doctor’s coat and carrying enough medication for a month or two. Who knows if he’s taking it?”


    She clutched Luke’s arm. “Has he hurt anyone?”


    “Not that we know.”


    She told Luke what Stewart said about the intruder the night Daisy was hurt.


    “Do you believe him?”


    Do I? Do I believe him? “I don’t know what to believe anymore. Everyone’s lied. Lucy lied—for eight years. Talk about being kept in the dark. Why?”


    Luke hesitated. “You’ll have to talk to her about that. I don’t want to get between you and your mother. She thought the lie protected you. I don’t know if she was right or wrong.”


    “I’d better call to let her know I’m all right.”


    “What’s the number?” Pete asked.


    Abby reeled off the number and heard the tones as Pete punched them in. Luke leaned forward, got the phone, and put it in Abby’s hand. She told Lucy she was okay but she cut her off when she tried to explain about Stewart. “Not now,” Abby said. Then she told Luke and Pete some of what she and Stewart talked about, withholding the brew of emotions that obscured all common sense.


    Pete cleared Abby’s house when they arrived, said he’d get back in touch later, and drove off. Luke had parked at Abby’s the night before and slept in his car, waiting in case she showed up. With a man sleeping in a car in front of her house and two men bringing her home in the early morning, the neighbors were probably ready to dish her up over coffee as daily gossip. Well, too bad. She never cared much what people thought, and she wouldn’t start now.


    * * * * *


    Luke led Abby into the house and made her sit down while he filled Daisy’s water bowl. Then he sat by her side and took her in his arms. She fit into him perfectly. He wanted to hold her forever, right there in that spot. He thought about her escape and the guts it took to pull it off. He doubted he possessed that kind of courage—not many people did. He pulled off the band that held her ponytail and ran his fingers through her loose hair. “There, that’s better.”


    She eked out a weak smile.


    When he had arrived at the raft rental dock, Abby was shivering. The two guys who ran the place had given her coffee inside their warm shack. She’d skirted around the story of what a blind woman was doing walking with her dog at sunrise, and they didn’t ask any questions. Luke suspected they weren’t thrilled about cops in their midst and figured they probably had a stash of pot on the premises. He thanked them for their help and read their relieved expressions when all the cops got in their cars to leave.


    Luke sensed Abby held back things. Maybe words she’d shared with Stewart, maybe feelings. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—prod her to tell him, even though he ached to know. Maybe she’d confide in him later. She’d learned some hard facts the last two days that shed a new light on past events: her ex-husband’s resurrection and her mother’s deception, plus whatever she chose not to divulge. She needed time to get it straight in her mind.


    “I behaved badly the other night,” he said, bringing up the wedge he’d driven between them. “I wouldn’t blame you if you threw me out. I hope you don’t, because it had nothing to do with you. I want you to know that.” He touched her cheek. “It’s that your barrage of questions brought up things I’d rather not talk about. Maybe later, but not now.”


    Her lips didn’t move, and a long moment of insecurity stabbed Luke’s insides. Did he use the wrong tone, clip his words? He wasn’t sure by her reaction. Her words were easier to read than her emotions.


    “Bottom line, Abby, you scare the bejesus out of me. I’ve never felt this way about anyone or opened up like I have with you. I sat in front of the computer the next day at work and wondered if I was man enough to be with someone who knew me so well.”


    “Are you?”


    “Honestly? I don’t know. What I do know is that when I thought your life was in danger, I realized that my life without you in it would leave an emptiness I couldn’t fill.”


    * * * * *


    Those were strong words. Words Abby wanted to hear. Still, she hated that another person’s decision had an impact on her future. She’d worked so hard the last eight years to make her own way, without depending on anyone to shape her life. “Before you say anything else, I don’t want you to confuse your emotional feelings with some macho need to protect me.”


    “Be quiet, Abby. This is hard enough for me. And please, don’t be noble. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think we have something special developing. I’ve never been friends with a woman I’ve made love to, and I’ve never fallen in love with a friend; in fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever really fallen in love, deeply, and without expecting more in return than I was willing to give.”


    “You don’t have to explain.”


    “Let me finish, please. So many elements enter into our situation. I’ve been a mess the last year, alternating between proving I’m still the same man as before I lost my hearing and facing the reality that I’m not. My marriage ended, my job and future still hangs in the air. I’d lost confidence, and it’s taking time to get it back. I think I’m on the right track. I do know I want to keep seeing you, to make love to you, and to share what I’m capable of sharing. That part scares me. It’s not anything I’m used to.”


    He was speaking her thoughts because it had always been her way too. He took his time, taking deep breaths, as if he needed extra oxygen to build his courage. She waited.


    “You have to understand, my marriage ended less than a year ago. I figured that was it with serious relationships. I sucked at them. Then I met you and everything changed. That said, no matter how much I want to, I’m not in the position to make promises.”


    Abby smiled. “I don’t want promises, Luke. I never have. They’re only good for the moment they’re spoken because lives change, forcing people to change. We’ve both made commitments in the past and neither worked out, for different reasons to be sure. I don’t think we’re in a position to make them again.” That was a long speech. Had he understood? She asked him.


    “I got enough.”


    “There’s a part of me that liked my uncomplicated life just fine before you came into it. I went to work every day, came home, and started over again the next day. Emotions make things complex, and I don’t need that any more than you do. But when I didn’t hear from you for four days, it bothered the hell out of me. I hated that. It made me feel needy.”


    “I’m sorry.” He told her about Miami. “I won’t lie. The first couple of days I had to think things through. You’re not an ordinary woman. I don’t want to blow this.” He pulled her close. “I don’t want to lose you.”


    She buried her face in his chest so he couldn’t see her answer, but she said it anyway. “I don’t want to lose you either.”


    He moved back and lifted her chin “You’re not getting away with that. What did you say?”


    “I said, I don’t want to lose you either.”


    He kissed her hard on the lips. When Luke ran his fingers through her hair, then around her shoulders and across her back, Abby reacted as if she were injected with a powerful stimulant that jump-started all her remaining senses.


    “You’re a beautiful woman.”


    The words prompted an extra heart flutter. “Am I? I don’t know what I look like any more. I always thought that was the best thing about being blind. You know, never seeing myself grow old.” She laughed, unsure of what to say or do next.


    He touched the corner of her eyes. “It won’t matter because that’s surface, the outside. You’re beautiful on all sides.”


    She caught her breath, reeling from maybe the best compliment ever, and this time when he took her in his arms she didn’t recoil. Luke’s kisses were soft, and as she responded with a lack of inhibition she hadn’t experienced since before her marriage went sour, they became more passionate, more desperate. She wanted him.


    Fumbling with the buttons of his shirt, her hands reached inside, almost clawing at him, until they fell back onto the sofa, pressed against each other. His hand slipped under the bottom of her shirt and lifted it over her head. When he caressed her breasts, soft moans escaped that were lost in his silence. She thought of nothing. Not the intruder, not the threats, not the attacks. When they teetered on the edge of the sofa, almost falling off, he took her hand and led her willingly to the bedroom, to her unmade bed, where she heard his clothes cascade to the floor, before he took off the remainder of hers.


    If Luke McCallister looked like he made love, he was Adonis and she was Aphrodite. He touched her face as she had touched his, tracing his fingers around her eyes and nose and lips without saying a word. She felt the effect all the way to her sex.


    He paused at the small indentation on her left temple, where the .22 caliber bullet ended one life and began another, and brushed his lips over the spot, the gravity of her tragedy becoming his. Cradling her face, he kissed her, gently teasing his tongue into her mouth, moving his hands from her face into her hair, enveloping her into the cocoon of his warm body.


    Abby’s nerve endings were ultra-sensitive, their responsiveness making up for part of what she’d lost. Luke’s mouth roamed all over her—kissing, biting, sucking—sending erotic messages soaring through her. She thought of the last movement of a symphony, before the clash of the cymbals. But as always, she remained silent, afraid to let emotions define her, the realization lost that her sounds of pleasure would be for her ears only.


    He traveled down her neck to her breasts, drawing one nipple into his mouth, flicking the tip, while he gently rolled the other between his fingers. As he moved down her torso, stroking his tongue over her flat stomach, then lower, she pulsated with anticipation. He skirted around, teasing, licking, until she willed him to enter. And he did, with his tongue, deep, until her hips thrust in rhythm. He continued as long as her orgasm lasted, keeping one hand on her throat. She didn’t know why until she released a cry of delight, and she felt her own vibration against his fingers.


    He came up to meet her. Her sensitive fingertips traveled over the Braille of his body, plotting a course over the hills and valleys of his muscular arms and chest, feeling the landscape of his back and down to the swollen protrusion between his legs, damp with expectation.


    “Jesus, Abby, it’s a little late to ask this, but are you protected?”


    “Don’t worry, I’m safe.”


    Then he entered. And the cymbals clashed, and her heart beat like a kettledrum, and her voice cried out in pleasure as his warmth exploded inside, and she came again.


    Lying side by side, Luke’s arm wrapped around her. He ran his fingers over the lids of her closed eyes, wiping a teardrop that clung to her lashes. He turned her face toward him to see her answer. “Why are you safe?”


    She lay still for a long time before she spoke. “I had my tubes tied.”


    “Why?” he asked, still touching her face.


    She didn’t answer, because this had been her secret for eight years.


    “Why?” he coaxed.


    “Stewart wanted another child, a son. I feared for his genes in my daughter and didn’t want another child to inherit his illness.”


    “Why didn’t you use the pill?”


    “I did, but he found them and destroyed them. He watched my every move as if he had sensors, but I managed to sneak away one day. I couldn’t risk bringing another child into the world. He was very sick, Luke. I didn’t know what else to do.”


    Luke pulled her close and ran his fingers through her hair. “I never want to hurt you.”


    She lifted her head to him. “Loving you could never hurt.”


    Now, lying spoonlike, her head on the firm pillow of his arm, she felt his hand caress her breasts. The act was more soothing than sexual. She wanted to tell him how she felt after finding out Stewart was alive. She wanted to but couldn’t. Her conflict of emotions from the last few days shifted from joy to pain to anxiety, as if one part of her life wouldn’t let the other parts rest.


    In the eight years since she lost her sight, Abby conditioned herself to deal with the present. Yes, Macy crept into her mind; she always would. No normal parent forgets a child who predeceases her. But she had learned to put things in their places, or she could never have gone on.


    Lying next to Luke, she let the affection they shared linger like sweet chocolate on her tongue―satisfying for the moment, knowing she would crave more. She closed her eyes and fell asleep to the steady rhythm of his breathing.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty


    Liquid Courage


    


    They woke a few hours later with Daisy nuzzling into Abby’s neck. “Okay, girl.”


    “I’ll let her out,” Luke said.


    Abby dragged herself out of bed. “I’m starved. All I’ve had is a cup of weak coffee.”


    “I haven’t even had that,” Luke said.


    “We need something healthy to replenish our energy,” she called after him. In the kitchen, she pulled out oranges, yogurt, and bananas. Luke made coffee when he came back inside. Then she told him more about her time with Stewart. Luke asked her to repeat a couple of sentences, but she felt his strong presence, offering a sense of security she now welcomed.


    When she finished, he described his research into Stewart’s family and the connection with the reporter from the Charleston newspaper.


    Luke refilled both coffee cups. She blew on hers before sipping. “You said Stewart walked out of the hospital with a supply of pills. He had help then. Did your reporter friend have any ideas?”


    “It had to be a guard or an attendant,” Luke said. “He needed money and a car. Pete forced someone down there to look into it, but no one’s admitting anything.”


    “Why did he have to force someone? The man escaped. He’s a murderer. They should have circulated bulletins all over the state.”


    “Should have, but the hospital never reported Stewart’s disappearance. The police knew nothing about it until we pushed the envelope. In fact, since the shooting, Stewart Gentry might as well have been dead for all the follow-up coverage he got. When Lucy said he was alive, I couldn’t believe it.”


    Ah yes, Lucy. The burning sensation between Abby’s shoulder blades returned, and she massaged the back of her neck.


    “When the Charleston PD called Pete back, they told him not to make anything public until they got a handle on the situation. Pete said fuck it and put everything out over the wires. The powerful fingerprints of Carlotta Gentry are all over this. She probably has the police under her control. I hate that. It proves money talks.”


    “I could have told you that. Especially Gentry money.”


    Luke’s hand covered hers. “After Lucy told us the news, I read everything I could find about Gentry. Newspaper reports after the shooting said nothing more than he wasn’t expected to live. They never said he died. I assumed he had or was in a vegetative state. Then he was forgotten.”


    “That’s what Mrs. Gentry wanted everyone to think. They sealed him in a Ziploc prison. No news in or out.”


    “You’re not feeling sorry for him, are you?”


    “How could I?” But deep down, Abby did feel sorry for the man she married, who had disappeared into a black world that rivaled her own. She couldn’t explain that to Luke. She didn’t understand it herself. “The Gentry family put so much pressure on him to conform to their expectations. A lawyer or banker, certainly not an artist. They never gave him credit for his talent and were astounded when he made it big.”


    She remembered the digs and taunts Stewart’s mother inflicted like cuts from barbed wire. Stewart just laughed. He wouldn’t be pulled into defending himself. How Abby had wanted to tell the witch to leave him alone, but she held little sway within the Gentry family. The memories stung like a never-healing wound, and she felt the pain of rejection all over again.


    “They disapproved of me―the daughter of an alcoholic on scholarship, struggling to make ends meet. Mrs. Gentry thought Stewart should have married someone with the right pedigree.”


    “When did his father die?”


    The question gave Abby pause. “Shortly before Stewart became ill, I think. Yes, I remember. Stewart, Macy, and I went to Charleston after the plane crash and stayed until after the funeral. Then he went back a week or so later. He seemed agitated when he returned, different.”


    “Different how?”


    “Confused. I thought it was because of his father’s death. Mrs. Gentry sent her physician to help. Stewart fought against it, but the doctor insisted. So did Mrs. Gentry. Stewart finally gave in and took the medication. I guess he felt he needed it. Unfortunately, he kept getting worse. Strange, other than a few incidents, I really don’t remember much about that period.”


    “And that’s when his delusions started?”


    Abby thought back. “I think so. The timeline is blurred. He’d been doing well until then. No sign of illness. His work was in demand for big money. Macy was six and starting first grade, and I had gone back to school to finish my doctorate. I couldn’t handle much more.”


    Memories from the worst period of her life forced their way back. She retold the story of Stewart’s day-by-day slide into hell. “Lucy lived in Texas at the time with one of her beaus—some fake oilman with a competitive drinking problem. No help there.”


    Luke gathered the dishes and put them in the sink. “What did you do?”


    “Tried to be supportive.” Abby pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore, okay?”


    “What did you say? I didn’t see.”


    She faced him. “No more.”


    “Just one more question, then I’m finished.”


    “One more.”


    “Do you think the man in your yard was Stewart?”


    She knew the answer before Luke asked. “The man in the yard was tall with big hands, and when he pressed his body against mine, there was mass. He was big. Stewart’s fingers are long and tapered. He’s tall but slight, probably more so now than he was eight years ago. And the man in the yard chewed cloves. During the time I spent with Stewart, I never once smelled cloves. So the answer is no, the man in the yard wasn’t Stewart.”


    “That’s what I thought. I want to check my email.


    Abby put the dishes in the dishwasher.


    Luke returned to the kitchen. “Guess what? Stewart’s private hospital? Carlotta Gentry is chairman of the board.”


    “Doesn’t prove a thing. A mother in control of her son’s illness. Who wouldn’t do that for her child? I would, if I had the means. Besides, because of their foundation, she and Mr. Gentry were involved in the medical community, especially concerning mental illness. I believe it was in Mr. Gentry’s family. Ironic, isn’t it?”


    “There’s something that doesn’t add up. I’m not sure what it is, but I think we need to find Stewart for his own protection—as well as yours.”


    “Why?”


    “Gut instinct.”


    “Didn’t you say he took a few months’ supply of medication when he left?”


    “Yes, but…I need Matt to do a little sleuthing.”


    “About what?”


    “I’d rather not say until I hear back from him. I’m going online.”


    “I’ll shower.” When she finished, Luke was still on the computer.


    “Pete contacted the owner of the cabin,” Luke said. “Stewart prepaid three months’ rent in cash.”


    “I wonder how long he planned to hold me there.”


    “No telling.”


    “If Stewart needs the pills, why leave them? I’ll tell you why. He doesn’t care anymore. Kidnapping me was his last act. His last attempt at a normal life. When he found I’d escaped, nothing mattered. Stewart wants to die.”


    “You don’t know that.”


    “I know Stewart. I’m everything he’s about, even now.”


    “Then we definitely have to find him.”


    Abby wondered what was going through Luke’s mind. What made him think Stewart was in trouble? He clearly didn’t want to tell her. Maybe ignorance is the better road. She’d remember to tell Lucy that to justify her eight-year deception.


    Abby had avoided her mother the last two days. Though she knew Lucy had protected her, she felt betrayed. Analyzing the situation, she alternated between understanding and condemning. Lucy had relieved the pain and anxiety of knowing Stewart still breathed the air he’d denied his daughter, but it hurt that she assumed Abby lacked the courage to face the hand she was dealt. Maybe Lucy was right on both counts. Abby needed to speak with her.


    She got Luke’s attention. “I need to see Lucy, Luke. I need to clear the air.”


    “I’ve been waiting for that,” Luke said. He signed off and they drove to Lucy’s without calling. Her car sat in the driveway, but she didn’t answer the door. Abby recalled that Meyer lunched with his daughter on Sundays, and Lucy used the time for household chores. She rarely napped, and unless she didn’t want to face her daughter, she never skulked behind closed doors.


    “I have a key. Remember, I used to live here.” She fished in her purse and handed Luke the keys. “Number three on the ring,” she said. He opened the door as far as the security chain allowed. “Lucy, are you in there?” Abby called through the crack.


    When she didn’t respond, Luke asked, “Is there another door?”


    “A sliding glass door leads to the deck, but it’s usually locked.”


    “Wait here.”


    Luke ran around the side of the house. Abby’s heart pumped in her throat. When Luke returned, he said, “She’s sitting on the sofa. I’m going to break the chain, okay?”


    “Is she moving?”


    “No, but she’s not dead. She’s sitting with a bottle of scotch in front of her and a half-filled glass in her hand.”


    This was another one of those things Abby didn’t see coming. “Break it. Break it now.”


    Luke moved her back and burst through to the sound of splintering wood. He took Abby’s arm and led her inside.


    “Lucy?” Abby called. She knew Lucy’s house like she knew her own, but fear of something happening to her mother caused her to lose focus, and she bumped into a table.


    Luke grabbed Abby’s arm and whispered in her ear. “Lucy hasn’t even looked up. She’s sitting immobile, contemplating the drink.” He moved Abby into the room. “Are you okay, Mrs. Gallant?” he asked.


    The strong scent of scotch and Luke’s description of Lucy rekindled Abby’s childhood memories. The small girl taking the glass from her mother’s hand after she keeled over onto the table. The teenager coaxing Lucy to give up just one more.


    “I’m going to take this out of your hand,” Luke said.


    “Oh no you’re not. You leave it right where it is.”


    Lucy responded in a tone that Abby hadn’t heard in a long time.


    “I didn’t see what she said, but I can tell I’d better not touch that drink.”


    Abby sat down beside her mother and reached for her hand. “What happened, Lucy?”


    “Meyer had a stroke last night. He’s in intensive care. The doctors aren’t sure he’ll make it. If he does, he might be permanently impaired.”


    That word again: impaired. Lucy meant paralyzed, but I won’t call her on it this time. “Have you seen him?”


    “We were together when it happened. I recognized the symptoms and called 911. They operated on him last night and said if it wasn’t for me, Meyer would have died.”


    “Did you go to the hospital?” Abby asked.


    “I spent all morning there, but I was a wreck. His children told me to go home and that they’d call as soon as they knew something.”


    Abby moved closer, her voice calm. “So why the drink? Do you think that will make everything go away?”


    Lucy took her time answering. “I’m not like you, honey. I’ve never been able to confront things the way you do. I’m weak; I’ve always been weak. That’s why I drank in the first place, so I wouldn’t have to face what I couldn’t handle.”


    Abby wanted to tell her how weak she had been after being shot, the temptations she contemplated, but this wasn’t a time for her. This was Lucy’s time.


    She put her arm around her mother’s shoulder. “Not true. You were my rock after I was shot. No one could have been stronger or more supportive. You never let me feel sorry for myself, and I sure as hell tried. Without your strength, I wouldn’t have survived. That’s a fact.”


    “I don’t know if I can do it again, baby. I depend on him so much; I don’t know…”


    Lucy’s sniffles hit Abby hard. “You can’t do this to yourself. If he makes it, he’ll need you, and this isn’t going to help.” She felt her way down Lucy’s arm and reached for the glass. Lucy let her take it. Abby held it out for Luke. He took it. She heard him pick up the bottle and carry them to the kitchen.


    Lucy’s sobs came in gushes. She rested her head on her daughter’s shoulder and Abby wrapped her arms around her, kissing the beehive of hair. “It’ll be all right. You’ll see.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty One


    A Piece of the Puzzle


    


    Abby stayed the night at Lucy’s to make sure her mother didn’t fall off the wagon that’s always parked outside an alcoholic’s door. In the morning, Lucy insisted she could handle the hospital visit alone.


    “Are you sure you don’t want me to go?”


    “No, you have patients to see. I can do this.”


    “Give him my love.”


    Meyer Goldman was more like family to Abby and Macy than the Gentrys were during her nine-year marriage. He mourned the loss of his adopted granddaughter as if she were his own. To think of him suffering broke Abby’s heart.


    Abby called Cleo and told her she’d be a few minutes late. She had one client this morning who she hoped would understand. Then she canceled her usual taxi pickup, and Lucy dropped her at the office. She walked into a hornet’s nest when she arrived.


    “Jonah Wall is here, Abby,” Cleo said. “He’s upset he had to wait.”


    “How can you be late, Doctor Gallant?” Jonah said in a childish frenzy when he took his seat in her office. “I wait all week to see you, and you’re late. A few weeks ago, that guy who came out of your office upset you, and you were distracted all during my appointment. Now it’s something else, and you weren’t here on time. I need you. Don’t you know that?”


    Of course, Jonah thought he was her only patient, but his words triggered something else. “What guy, Jonah?”


    “That tall, good-looking guy. You were crying. He came out of your office and you were crying. I saw the tears in your eyes, and you wore sunglasses after.” Jonah paused. “Is he your boyfriend?”


    Then it hit her. Jonah Wall was sitting in the waiting room when Luke told her about Mack Tollison’s evaluation. She needed to handle this delicately.


    “What did you think of that, Jonah? Were you angry?”


    “Yes, you shouldn’t have a boyfriend, Doctor Gallant, especially one who makes you cry. Things like that interfere with therapy. You lose concentration. I saw that. You didn’t care about me that day. You were too busy thinking about him. You didn’t care about me at all.”


    She remembered being upset and losing concentration, but she always put her patients first. Maybe she screwed up this time. “What other emotions did you have beside anger, Jonah?”


    “I don’t know. I just didn’t like it, that’s all. You don’t need a boyfriend.”


    “Do you have a girlfriend, Jonah?”


    “Shoot, you know I don’t. Girls don’t like me. They don’t like my looks. They think I’m fat and ugly. You don’t think that, do you, Doctor Gallant?”


    “You know I can’t judge your appearance, because I can’t see you.”


    “That’s right. You like me for who I am. That’s one of the reasons I like coming to you. You judge me as a person.”


    She’d been half joking when she said Jonah liked her because she couldn’t see him. Now she realized how true that had been. “Yes, I do, but now I have to ask you a question. It’s a very important question and I want you to answer truthfully, okay?”


    “I’ll try.”


    “Did you tell anyone about the man in my office?”


    He rustled in his seat but didn’t answer.


    “Did you, Jonah? Did you mention him to anyone?”


    “Um, I don’t know what you mean. Why would I do that?”


    “Maybe you didn’t mean to. Maybe you thought you were protecting me by telling, and the man couldn’t make me cry any more. Is that what you thought?”


    “You shouldn’t have a boyfriend who makes you cry,” Jonah said. “I wouldn’t make you cry. I would be nice to you all the time.”


    “I’m sure you would, but you can’t be my boyfriend, because you’re my patient. You know that’s wrong. You know a therapist can’t be involved with a patient in any other way, don’t you?”


    Oh, how silence reveals more than words.


    “Don’t you?” she repeated.


    “Yes.”


    “And you told, didn’t you?”


    He didn’t answer.


    “Do you know I could lose my license if anyone thinks I had a personal relationship with a patient? And if I lose my license, I won’t be able to see you anymore. Not ever.”


    “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”


    Abby knew by his quivering voice that he verged on tears.


    “I wanted you to stop seeing him.”


    “So you called the South Carolina Psychological Association.”


    “Are you angry with me? Please say you’re not.”


    Putting her emotions aside for the moment and examining the situation objectively, Abby felt like an incompetent failure. Jonah Wall was infatuated with her, and she’d missed the textbook signs―a troubled teenager embracing the only person he felt understood him. Abby didn’t know which was worse, his childish revenge or her lack of perception.


    “No, Jonah, but you’ve caused me a lot of anxiety. Right now, the Board of Ethics Committee is studying whether or not to expel me from my profession because of your complaint.” He sucked air through his nose―the sound reminded her of radio static.


    “I’m sorry, Doctor Gallant. I was trying to protect you.” Another scratchy sniff. “Do you have a tissue?”


    She opened a drawer and handed him a tissue. “I am going to ask you to do the right thing and call the Psychological Association to tell them the truth. Will you do that, Jonah?” The foghorn sound he made when he blew his nose smothered any residual anger that conflicted with Abby’s guilt.


    “Yes, Doctor Gallant. Does this mean you won’t be able to see me anymore?”


    “Yes, I’m afraid it does. I’m sorry, but my effectiveness has been compromised. I’ll recommend someone else, but you need to make a serious effort to help yourself too.


    “Now I have to ask you another question.” Even though she knew it was pointless, she asked anyway. “Did you ever visit my home or leave emails on my computer?”


    “Huh?”


    She repeated the question.


    “No, Doctor Gallant. Why would I do that when I see you every week? Besides, I don’t know where you live. I tried to find your house once to bring you flowers, but I couldn’t.”


    Abby never really considered Jonah the intruder. He was a confused young man who needed attention and someone to care. When he said goodbye, the quiver in his voice tugged at her heartstrings. For some inexplicable reason beyond good judgment, she almost called him back but thought better of it. She’d discuss this matter with Don Weston. He’d recommend another psychologist for Jonah. She hoped additional therapy would help the boy put his life in order.


    Abby was at a loss. Jonah’s complaint about her conduct removed one element concerning her harassment. And nothing clarified that more than the email she accessed on the computer.


    Enough game playing. Now we play for real.


    * * * * *


    Luke picked up Abby from work. Daisy hopped in the back seat. When they arrived at Abby’s, Daisy seemed anxious. Luke put his hand across Abby’s chest, holding her in place.


    “I know we locked the door yesterday,” Luke said.


    Abby took a quick breath. “Oh no. What is it?”


    “Stay here with Daisy, and don’t move. I’m going to check the house.”


    Abby’s heart raced. She pulled at his arm and wouldn’t let go. “Don’t leave me standing here like a lamppost.”


    “Okay. Put your hand on my shoulder and hold on to Daisy.” They took two steps inside. “The place isn’t messed. At least not this room.” Luke led her into the study. “Shit!”


    Abby’s stomach took a dive. “What?”


    “Looks like someone splashed blood all over the computer. Stay here. I’m going to nudge the mouse with my handkerchief to see if there’s a message.” He moved away from her. “No message. The screen says there’s no operating system. The hard drive’s been erased.”


    Abby needed to sit down. She made it to the daybed and collapsed. “What could this person think is in my computer? And why come back? He could have taken the computer the night he broke into the back yard.”


    “I don’t know. Nothing makes sense.”


    “New locks don’t mean a thing to this guy. He walks in here like he owns my house.”


    Throbbing pain started in the back of her head and pounded its way forward. If she was no longer safe in her own house, where was she safe?


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    A Change of Venue


    


    Abby’s emotions ranged from anger to feeling helplessly victimized. The frustration of the missing hard drive and lost files didn’t help. Fortunately, the files at home were duplicates of those at her office and were backed up regularly. She’d have Luke reload them. The embossed files were untouched. Luke was right. Nothing made sense.


    After Luke cleaned up the mess, he said, “You’re not staying alone in this house. You’re coming home with me.”


    A few years after the shooting, Abby tried to reclaim control over her life. She succeeded in part, but not completely. Dependence on other people was a fact of life for the blind. But this? She didn’t want a babysitter. Even Luke. Especially Luke, because then he might see himself in the role she most feared would drive him away. The White Cane.


    She bit back the frustration. “I won’t let this person push me out of my home. And what makes you think that whoever’s doing this doesn’t know where you live?”


    “He might, but my house is rigged.”


    “What do you mean, ‘rigged’?”


    “It means that once I set a keypad, no one can get within ten feet without activating sensors that set off blinking lights inside the house, and when I go to bed, I set a very loud siren. It’d scare the hell out of you, but I’d hear it.”


    “Are you expecting trouble?” she asked.


    “No, but I don’t like being at a disadvantage.”


    Luke’s deafness had cut him off from his world―the world of police and thugs and murderers―and had limited his ability not only to protect others but also himself.


    “You’re worried this is more than someone’s scare tactic, aren’t you?”


    “When this guy first started harassing you, the ethics complaint narrowed the field. As time passed, I doubted your nemesis was a patient or a friend. Then your ex-husband showed up, and the guilt fell on him. Now we’re pretty sure it’s not Stewart. So whoever’s doing this has watched you long enough to know everything about you, including your association with me. There’s something I haven’t told you. The pills Stewart left in the cabin aren’t anti-psychotic medication.”


    “I…I don’t understand. What are they then?”


    “Just the opposite. A psychedelic drug that causes hallucinations. A form of DMT, or dimethyltryptamine. It’s related to LSD, only more powerful. There’s no test to determine if it’s in a person’s system, and it’s naturally produced in the brain. Now, here’s the interesting part: accelerated levels of DMT have been found in persons suffering from schizophrenia. The composition in Stewart’s pill has been altered, though. The chemist who did the analysis said he’s never seen anything like it but heard of a similar drug being distributed in Europe and recently in the States.”


    Abby shook her head. “I still don’t understand. Are you saying Stewart has been taking a drug that triggers schizophrenic symptoms?”


    “That’s what it looks like, if we could prove the pills are Stewart’s. There’s no label or distinguishing marks on them.”


    Abby felt as if the air had been sucked out of the room. What the hell was going on? “Stewart never took drugs. He drank, sometimes heavily, but he never smoked pot or took drugs. Why would he take a drug that made him psychotic?”


    “My guess is he didn’t know what he was taking.”


    Abby leaned back in her chair and inadvertently fingered the round scar on her temple. “You’re saying someone gave him those drugs? But why?”


    “Is there any reason your ex-husband’s family would want to silence him? To keep him out of the public eye?”


    She dug into her mental archives, her repository of all things Gentry. Those thoughts she’d neatly labeled Places I Never Want to Go. Resting her head back on the sofa pillow, she covered her face with her hands.


    Luke pulled them away. “I’m sorry, Abby. I know how hard this is for you. I wouldn’t prod if I didn’t think it was important.”


    “I know.” God, I don’t want to go there. “Besides his erratic behavior and the unwanted notoriety he inflicted on his family? No, none. Of course, I wasn’t privy to the inner workings of the Gentrys. I married into that family an outsider and remained one.” Luke asked her to repeat, and she answered with a shake of her head.


    “Anything unusual happen before Stewart started losing it? Any family catastrophe besides his father’s plane crash?”


    Again, she shook her head.


    “Think back. When Stewart started saying weird things, what were they?”


    “I can’t remember, exactly.”


    “Try.”


    Abby forced her thoughts back to that time she wanted most to forget and how crazy it all sounded, then and now. “He kept saying he had to protect us, Macy and me. That we were in danger, the whole world was in danger. I assumed it was the paranoia talking.” Stewart’s face, twisted in fear, rose in her darkness. Her stomach clenched. “I can’t do this, Luke.” She felt his hand on her arm.


    “Just a few more questions. How did he act when his father’s plane crashed?”


    “Distraught, but almost like he wasn’t surprised. I recall thinking his reaction was strange. Stewart loved his father. Actually, I liked him. He was always nice to me. The difference between old money and new, I guess.”


    “What else?”


    Thinking about that time of her life was like being sucked into a whirlpool, spinning out of control. “I’m trying to place the chronology.”


    “Take all the time you need, as long as you think fast. While you’re thinking, let’s pack a few things.” He took her by the arm and coaxed her to a standing position. “You’re coming with me.”


    “Do you really think that’s necessary?”


    “I do. No arguments.”


    Abby took her cane, and Luke helped her pack enough for a few days. They gathered up Daisy’s food and bowls, took the dog, and left. She hated leaving the safety of her own home to go where the layout was as alien as the moon’s surface. But her home wasn’t as safe anymore.


    Within an hour, she entered Luke’s world—a two-bedroom house in Duncan Park, with a screened-in porch that was his favorite place to relax in good weather. Daisy made herself at home.


    For the second time in a few days, a man walked her through his house to familiarize her with the layout: a living-dining room combination, large kitchen, bathroom and master bedroom, a second bedroom converted to a study. It seemed neat and organized to her senses. A large coffee table sat in front of a leather sofa, a leather recliner to the side. The kitchen and bathroom had the just-cleaned aroma of pine oil.


    If she could see, she’d have better insight into the man who’d become part of her life. She’d know what books he read, what art hung on his walls, if any, and the respect he had for his surroundings. These were things outside her.


    “I’m sorry to take you from your house,” Luke said, his arm around Abby’s shoulder. “I know how important it is for you to feel comfortable and familiar in your environment, but what’s the old cliché? I’d rather be safe than sorry? Until we find out who’s trying to hurt you, I’ll take you to work and pick you up. I don’t want you doing anything alone.”


    “Luke?”


    “What?”


    “You’re doing what I asked you not to do. You’re being my protector.”


    He took her by the shoulders. “What should I do? Leave you alone, an easy target for some nut? I don’t want you to find out who this is while you’re alone in the house we both know he’s familiar with. If that’s being your protector, so be it.”


    She moved into him but lifted her chin so he could see her words. “I’m sorry if I sound ungrateful.”


    “I don’t want gratitude. I want you safe. I thought I lost you a while back. I didn’t like the way that felt.”


    She ran her hand over his face, found his lips, and kissed him. “Okay, let me go around by myself.”


    “Get my attention if you need me.”


    Luke alternated between grilling steaks outside and making potatoes and salad in the kitchen while Abby tap-tapped her cane around the house, counting her steps and feeling with her hands for everything else. She opened kitchen drawers and fingered the contents, mentally labeled the cupboards holding dishes and glassware, and explored the countertops to learn what took up their spaces. When she finished her tour, she walked toward Luke and stopped a few inches away. She didn’t say anything.


    “How did you know where I was? I’ve been watching you and haven’t moved.”


    “I heard you anyway, and when I got close, the air changed.” She waved him off. “It’s hard to explain.”


    He took her in his arms and kissed her. “Dinner’s ready. After we eat, you can explain all that to me while we make love.”


    Abby praised the dinner Luke called man food.


    “Woman food too,” she said.


    They left the dishes, and Luke led her into the bedroom. They made love, made love again in the shower, and dried each other with crisp towels. He rubbed her hair dry, combed it, and kissed her some more, all over, until they were sprawled on the tile floor making love again.


    “I can’t keep my hands off you, Abby,” he said. “My lips, my tongue. I want to devour you.”


    “Don’t apologize,” she said, but her words were lost because Luke was kissing her neck.


    After they dressed, she cleaned up the kitchen; Luke watched the news, close captioned. A bulletin caught her attention. She dropped the towel and moved along the counters to the wall and the living area. “Turn up the TV, hurry.”


    “Why?”


    “Just do it.”


    


    …Police arrested Mrs. Grimes at her home early this morning. They found her sitting by the bedside of her dead quadriplegic son, Kenya Grimes, former Hub City High School basketball star, the victim of a tragic drive-by shooting last August. Mrs. Grimes told police that she finally gave in to her son’s wishes and turned off his ventilator. Neighbors and friends report the boy had begged everyone to do the right thing and let him go. Famed Atlanta attorney David Sales has offered to take her case pro bono.


    


    The announcer continued, but Abby didn’t hear anything more. “Oh, my God. That poor woman.”


    “Do you know her?”


    “I consulted with her son for an hour the morning Stewart picked me up. The boy wanted to die. He said he didn’t want to live like that, and nothing I said changed his mind. His mother was the one who needed counseling to handle her grief. I felt so sorry for them both. What she did took the pain out of her son’s life.”


    “Then you agree with what she did.”


    The question hung in the air for a moment or two. Abby weighed her answer. “Maybe not agree, but I understand. Hard to ignore a child’s constant pleas to end what he considered a tortured life.”


    “Was it?”


    “He thought so, and that’s all that matters. Sometimes the heart transcends the law.”


    * * * * *


    Relief overwhelmed Abby when she found out that Jonah Wall confessed his false complaint to the South Carolina Psychiatric Association. She received a letter stating they had exonerated her even before his confession, finding nothing to confirm his allegations. The actions she had taken on her own to eliminate any impropriety were proper and conscientious.


    Now if she could only clear up the rest of the mysteries in her life.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Awe Struck Down


    


    At their prearranged time, Luke opened his instant message program to contact Matt Devon. He asked the reporter to set up an interview with a chemist who no longer worked for Synthetec. Devon replied that he’d check into it but doubted he’d find anyone willing to talk. Luke also wanted the name of the doctor who had treated Stewart Gentry before and after the shooting. Matt had done enough digging into Gentry family history to know the name immediately: Dr. Herbert Scanlon, head psychiatrist and principal at Scanlon Psychiatric Clinic.


    In his off time, Luke researched Scanlon, a beneficiary of the Gentry family’s deep pockets. Besides his position at the hospital, he held board seats on the Gentry-Serrano Foundation and Synthetec Pharmaceutical Company, and he maintained a close personal relationship with Carlotta Gentry.


    Luke wondered if he was in over his head. He’d always been a hands-on cop, not a Woodward-Bernstein-type investigative reporter. That fell into Matt’s sphere of expertise. But Luke sensed something far more sinister unfolding, and Matt’s near-death experience with his gas stove explosion proved it. Carlotta Gentry cast a powerful shadow. Prying into her business could result in grave consequences.


    Pete’s reaction to Luke’s suspicions bordered on incredulous. “You think someone in Stewart Gentry’s family made him psycho? Why?”


    “I don’t know, but the lab analysis of his pills proved they weren’t for treating psychoses. Quite the opposite. What do you say to that?”


    “I don’t know. It’s hard to believe someone’s been plying him with drugs for eight years to keep him in a psychotic state.”


    “I think he stopped taking the pills and saw things more clearly. That’s when he screwed up enough courage to walk out of his prison and see Abby.”


    “Luke, eight years of the kind of mind-bending drugs you’re talking about would leave damage. You don’t just revert to normal. Ain’t happening. He’d have flashbacks, hallucinations, paranoia—a laundry list of physical symptoms. You’ve seen enough to know that.”


    “I know. He’s a ticking time bomb. That’s why Abby’s staying with me. I’m sure Stewart isn’t her attacker, and so is Abby. That means something else is on our intruder’s agenda.”


    Pete stroked his chin. “I don’t get it.”


    “Me either, but whatever the reason, it goes back a long time.”


    “There’s no doubt Gentry pulled the trigger on Abby and her daughter.”


    “No doubt. But who was in control when he did it?”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Neither do I,” Luke said, “but I’m beginning to have some ideas.”


    * * * * *


    Luke drove Abby to work in the morning and picked her up at the end of each workday, ushering her to and from the off-street parking garage. In the evenings, they shared dinner chores. Luke did most of the cooking, which suited her fine. Abby settled comfortably into the small house in Duncan Park. Maybe too comfortably.


    Luke didn’t require ego stroking or a woman’s constant presence. She had her own way of doing things and sensed that he resisted any temptation to help. They tiptoed around each other until they found the right tempo.


    “I’m exhausted,” Abby said. “I spent the afternoon going over the files you put into the laptop.”


    “I bet you put all your classmates to shame when you were in school, working the way you do.”


    Abby flashed back to those first terrifying days of school and the student guides who helped her learn her way around. “I didn’t have a choice. What was my alternative?”


    “Taking an easier path. Most people in your situation would have quit. I’m in awe.”


    Heat flashed through her. “Don’t say that. Don’t,” Abby snapped. “I don’t want anyone to be in awe of me. I did what I had to do. It wasn’t special or inspirational or anything thousands of others aren’t doing every day.”


    She got up—angry she lost her cool—tripped over the leg of the sofa table and fell to the floor. Her outstretched hands broke the fall, but she went down hard and fast. The chaos of the last couple of months swirled in her mind like a pinwheel caught in a gust of wind. Stewart’s resurrection, Lucy’s deception, and Luke’s misplaced adoration. She wanted to crawl into a hole where Luke couldn’t see the tears welling in her eyes.


    He rushed around to the other side to help her up, but she shrugged him away. Then it all erupted. She faced in his direction, pronouncing every syllable, so he wouldn’t miss a single word.


    “Do you know what it was like for me that first year? Do you? You said you wanted to eat your gun. Oh, how I understood that. I’d wake up every morning and think when I opened my eyes the nightmares would stop. I kept seeing that last day of Macy’s life like a visual broken record. Only in my nightmare, I got to her in time and held her in my arms. It seemed so real, so perversely real. I would have gladly gone back to sleep forever to see her one more time. To hold her in my arms.”


    Luke sat on the floor next to her. He put both hands on the sides of her face so she knew he was focused on her words.


    “Oh, Abby, I―”


    She held her finger to his mouth and shook her head. “I want you to understand that I’m no different than you or any of my patients, certainly no one to be in awe of. In the beginning, I lay in bed reciting a hundred reasons why I shouldn’t get up. I wondered how I’d make it through another day swishing a fucking cane to keep from walking into doors or falling down a flight of stairs. Another day of feeling so goddamn helpless that I sat with my prescription pain pills clutched in my hand and debated swallowing all of them. I did that every day in the beginning.”


    She reached out and stroked her hand down the side of his face. “We hold those things inside because no one wants to hear them, but there are times when anger or frustration or self-pity surfaces, usually not in a pleasant way and hopefully not when anyone else is around. But it comes out no matter how much we rationalize that this is the way life is always going to be and we can’t change it. I understand those feelings inside me. I understand them in my patients. I understand them in you.”


    Luke tilted up her head. “You’re the strongest person I know, but even the strongest person has to let go sometimes.”


    “I’m glad you feel that way because I can’t say that what just happened won’t happen again. When I miscalculate and walk into something, I’m usually alone and don’t have to inflict my rage on anyone else. The problem is you’ve never seen that, but I want you to know it’s there. I won’t apologize for it.


    “Now, are you still in awe of me?”


    “Come here.” He pulled her up and encircled her in his arms. “In awe and in love. I’m afraid you’ll have to accept that.”


    She tucked her head into the crook of his neck, comforted by his words, secure in his warmth. She raised her face to him. “I hate losing control, and I hate that you saw me do it.”


    “It’s not losing control, it’s being human, and you don’t have to apologize.” He kissed her. “Come on,” he said, “the track’s lighted. Let’s go for a run. Best thing in the world to blow off frustration.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Invading the Domain


    


    Luke picked up Abby from work. “I’m leaving in an hour or so to go to Charlotte. The CPD got wind of a meeting at a restaurant between a major meth cooker and a dealer. They asked me to lip-read in hope I can tell them the location of the lab supplying North and South Carolina.”


    He could see the frown on Abby’s face. “I’ll be out of sight. They won’t see me.”


    “I know you. If you get the details, you’ll want to be in on the bust.”


    Damn, she knew him so well. “You got me started on this lip-reading career.”


    “I know. I also noticed you didn’t disagree with me about the bust.”


    “I might not even get the details. The owner of the restaurant said he’d seat them where I’ll be able to see. Besides, the cops won’t let me go.”


    “You’ll find a way.”


    “This one’s important. Meth is a major problem. I’ll do anything to stop the spread. I’m as much a victim of the damn stuff as if I took it myself.”


    Luke remembered his last day on the streets, the gunshot that took his hearing and the explosion that almost killed him. “You’ll lock the doors and I’ll turn on the siren. Pete said he’d send a patrol car around to keep watch.”


    “I’ll be fine. It’s one night, for heaven’s sake.”


    “Maybe Lucy can keep you company for the night. She can sleep on the daybed.”


    “I think I’d rather be alone. Besides, I have Daisy.”


    Luke rubbed the dog’s neck. “It’s one night. Lucy will be happy you asked.”


    “She sure will. I think you’re being overly protective, but okay. I’ll call her. Don’t set the siren, though. The patrol will be around.”


    “Good. That’s settled.” He pulled into the driveway.


    Inside the house, Abby ran her fingers over his face like a sculptor surveying her work. “I’ll miss you. I’m getting used to having you around.”


    He felt the same way. Her touch turned him on in a way no other woman ever had. He wanted to close his eyes and let the electricity pass through him, but he didn’t want to miss a word she said.


    “Have I ever told you that your touch turns me on?”


    “It’s the way I see you. I feel the expressions on your face like I read Braille. I know by the crease in your brow if you’re frowning, or if your eyes are crinkled and your cheeks are raised I know you’re smiling. I feel your twitches and grimaces. Not like visually seeing the signs, but it’s all I have.”


    Her hands moved down to his chest and her fingers slipped through the opening in his shirt. “When I put my hand here, I feel your heartbeat and know if it’s rapid or slow.”


    “What’s it doing now?” he managed to ask, barely able to follow her words.


    “It’s beating very fast.”


    “That’s because you’re driving me crazy. Jesus, Abby.” He took her in his arms, kissed her hard on the lips, across her cheek, and into her neck behind her ear. His tongue skirted around her ear and into the crevices. He nibbled her lobe. He felt her warm breath on his neck.


    “I know you said something, but I was too busy to watch your lips. Do you want me to finish this?” Abby nodded in a way he couldn’t miss. “Good, because I couldn’t leave now if I wanted to. I’ve got a world-class woody that’d make the drive very painful. I’ll make up the time.”


    She pushed his shirt off his shoulders, caressing her seeing hands over his chest and back. Unfastening the closure of his slacks, she worked them down. Then his boxers while rubbing his already-erect penis. She got down on her knees and sucked him, while kneading his swollen scrotum. Luke felt the vibration of an uninhibited silent moan escape his throat. She drank the hot surge that erupted while he shivered from sheer bliss.


    He got down to meet her, pulling her onto the floor, his hands all over her, his mouth working his way to her opening. His tongue stroked her sex, wet with anticipation, caressing, feeling the contractions. She wrapped her legs around him. He positioned his hands under her buttocks, thrusting her up, licking and sucking and penetrating into her, until her body arched and arched again, stiffened and then relaxed. She clutched his hair and rubbed his head and fondled his ears. He looked up and saw her words.


    “Oh, God.”


    And he felt like King of the Universe.


    * * * * *


    Abby breathed a sigh of relief that Lucy’s arrival coincided with Luke zipping his pants. Any sooner and it would have been a disaster. But then, Abby thought, this was Lucy. Her mother would probably applaud if she knew what went on before she arrived. Luke left in a hurry. Abby wondered if his face was flushed with the afterglow of sex. Was hers?


    “Did I interrupt anything?” Lucy asked.


    “No, we were just saying goodbye.”


    “Uh-huh,” she said with a tinge of sarcasm. “This worked out well. Meyer insisted I take time off from caring for him. I’ll put the dinner I brought to cook in the kitchen. Maybe we can eat on that nice screened porch. There’s a great view of the lake. A WPA project during the thirties. The lake’s not very big, but it’s pretty.”


    “I’d forgotten about the lake. I ran around it a few times. I parked at the Y or the tennis courts and ran the two-or-three mile perimeter. What’s the interior of his house look like, Lucy? Pictures worth a thousand words mean nothing to me. I need the thousand words.”


    “Well, it’s neat, I’ll say that for him. The house itself is a little dated, but most of the ones in this area were built in the fifties and sixties.”


    “I know what’s here, but I don’t know colors or styles. I don’t know pictures or books. It’s frustrating. I want to know him better.” Lucy took her hand and Abby felt Daisy right beside her, protective as always.


    “Okay, let’s see. Everything’s simple, not too cluttered with junk or personal objects. Nice furniture, no woman’s touch. The whole place is painted a warm taupe with white woodwork. White wood blinds, hardwood floors covered with oriental rugs―machine made, but nice―nothing fussy or frilly. Fracé signed and numbered prints on the walls.”


    “Is that good?” Abby asked, feeling ignorant of her mother’s business.


    “A well-known wildlife artist. Most of his art pieces are so technically realistic, they’re almost photographic. These are signed and numbered. Prints run anywhere from a hundred on up, within the range of a cop if he’s a collector, which he appears to be. He has some nice ones too. Hmm, good framing. I wonder where he got them done.”


    Abby heard Lucy take one off the wall. “I guess he bought them that way.”


    “Couldn’t resist, could you?”


    “Of course not. Curious if he took them to a competitor.”


    Abby shook her head and grinned as they walked into the bedroom. Luke was right. Her mother was a piece of work. She was glad Lucy came.


    “Taupe walls and sheets with a black and taupe comforter and a couple of woven throw pillows. Black leather chair and ottoman with a modern reading lamp. Very simple, very neat, very masculine. Nothing out of place. Clothes arranged neatly in the closet, next to yours. Not a lot of them but good quality,” she said, poking through.


    “God, Lucy, I can’t believe we’re doing this. I feel like the worst kind of voyeur.” She couldn’t help herself. Being at a disadvantage made her curious to know more about the man with whom she shared a bed.


    “Any woman in your situation would do the same thing, Abigael. How else would you know? Now if an ordinary woman like me did this, it would be inexcusable, but not you. Anyway, this is kind of fun.”


    “I bet you did it in Meyer’s house, didn’t you?”


    “Absolutely not. I would never do such a thing.”


    “You did, didn’t you?” The hesitation gave her away. “You did. Come on, fess up.”


    “Well…just a little. He wasn’t home. I know. I’m awful.”


    Abby laughed out loud. “I’m worried, Lucy. You’re becoming predictable.”


    “Do you think I’m growing up, Abigael?”


    “I hope not. I’ve kind of gotten used to you the way you are. Anything else I should know?”


    “Well, there’s a full bookcase. Let’s see, biographies—mostly of presidents or generals—books on politics and war. Oh, here’s an interesting one—The Letters of John and Abigail Adams, Abigail spelled with an i. How unoriginal. No sexy stuff, though. Bummer.”


    Lucy was, well, Lucy. Always doing or saying something that made Abby laugh, even though she knew a lot of her mother’s bravado covered up insecurities.


    “I’d say your man’s a bit on the serious side.”


    “Doesn’t Meyer read the same kind of books?”


    “I don’t give him much chance to read. By the end of the evening he’s too pooped to do anything but fall into bed and go to sleep. Of course, now things will be different, I guess, unless I can get him back to his old self.”


    Her wistful tone exposed a tinge of finality, a realization that Meyer’s old self might never re-emerge.


    “He’s coming along pretty well, though,” Lucy said.


    Abby reached for her and Lucy latched on to her hand. “He’ll come through. You watch. And it’s all because of you. I bet those evenings aren’t far from his mind either.”


    Lucy gave a little sniff. “They aren’t. At least that’s what he told me. I think he was trying to make me feel good, ’cause I don’t think things are working too well, if you know what I mean. We’ll see.”


    Too much information. Abby changed the subject back to Luke before she heard all about Lucy’s love life. She wouldn’t put it past her mother to test the waters, even after a few weeks.


    “What about photographs?” Abby asked. “Nothing tells more about a person than photos.”


    “There’s only one framed photo on the mantle. An old photo of a woman and two boys. Must be his mother and, does he have a brother?”


    “He did have, but he lost track of him.”


    “You’d think a cop could find his own brother if he wanted to, wouldn’t you?” Lucy picked up the frame and studied it. “Luke hasn’t changed much. A handsome young boy. The brother is cute but delicate-looking, favors the mother. Luke must resemble his father.”


    “Luke wouldn’t like that comparison.”


    “I’m starved,” Lucy said. “How ’bout I make dinner and we eat outside.”


    “Dinner sounds great, but we’ll eat inside. Luke would probably think that’s unsafe.”


    “Hmm, protective, huh?”


    “Only until they catch whoever is trying to screw up my life.”


    “Stewart?”


    “We don’t think so.”


    “I’ll make dinner.”


    Lucy’s fizzled attention span left Abby without a tour guide. But she’d learned a lot about Luke McCallister. Yes, she felt nosy and invasive, but she needed a visual picture of how he lived his life. Abby knew more about his inside than his outside, and even that seemed to have a locked cupboard. Lucy’s travelogue helped acquaint her with a side of Luke out of her reach.


    They ate sautéed tilapia served over a bed of braised spinach with a slice of cantaloupe on the side and drank apple juice in wine glasses. Abby would have loved a glass of chardonnay, but not tonight. Not so close to Lucy’s near breach of the twelve steps.


    “Dinner’s tasty, Lucy.”


    “Luke’s a good guy.”


    “I know, but there’s something inside him I can’t reach.”


    “Do you think it’s important?”


    Abby thought about Luke and how he closed up whenever she got too close to drawing out his past. She felt her stomach sink. “Yeah, I think it’s very important.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Black Widow


    


    Lucy dashed out the door the minute Luke returned early the next morning. “Glad you’re home safe. Gotta hurry. I want to stop by to see Meyer before I open the shop.”


    He called his thanks to her back. “She’s a whirlwind.”


    “An understatement,” Abby said. “How did it go?”


    “I was nervous as a feral cat. They insisted on a back booth, but the place was small, and I could see them clearly enough. Got the time and place, so it worked out. Everyone was happy.”


    “That’s great. You watch, they’ll be calling you from all over the country. Have you eaten breakfast?”


    “Coffee. I’ll make something after I email Matt.”


    “Lucy made French toast. It’s still warm.”


    “Great.” Luke didn’t want to further involve Pete in a case where he might have to tap dance around police procedure. The instant messaging worked fine. He typed Matt’s address, and he answered immediately. Both men typed fast. Luke read the dialogue out loud for Abby.


    Matt: “Receptormine, the primary product produced by Synthetec, the small pharmaceutical company owned primarily by the Gentry family, went through years of clinical trials with mixed results. Enough positive data secured its approval by the FDA, and eventually it was hailed as a breakthrough in the treatment of schizophrenia. Martin Gentry instituted a major advertising campaign—television, print, you name it. The stock soared. Then a few deaths linked to the drug sent the stock into a tailspin. Martin and his publicity department went into high gear. The company released the results of numerous trial cases, all successful.


    I started poking around and found a Synthetec chemist who told me that their studies had been doctored. He made me promise I wouldn’t use his name, because if word got out that he’d divulged company secrets, he’d lose his job, or worse. I called a few other Synthetec employees to verify what he’d told me, but no one would speak to me, confidentially or otherwise.


    My source had no reason to lie, so I wrote an article questioning the validity of the trials without giving away my source. How do they say in politics? Something about the anonymity of an unnamed source? Then my kitchen blew up. I would have gone up with it if it weren’t for a stroke of luck that took me out of harm’s way. Shook me up plenty.”


    Luke: “They tried to kill you, Matt. Why didn’t you go to the police?”


    Matt: I did. They couldn’t find anything suspicious, or didn’t want to. Whoever rigged the stove used a delay. A few seconds, but it gave me enough time. I set my pan on the burner and turned on the gas. Then the phone rang, and when I went to answer it, boom. Sent me flying. I escaped injury, but the near miss scared my chemist into recanting his story, and I couldn’t get him to change his mind.


    “Martin subjected Receptormine to tests by an independent lab that determined the drug wasn’t a panacea for the treatment of schizophrenia, but neither was it entirely ineffective. As with most drugs, success depended on the reaction of each individual patient. Okay, I could live with that. My bosses told me to back off, and I did.


    “But after Martin died, things changed. Carlotta Gentry set up a research lab independent of Synthetec. On paper, she had nothing to do with it, which allowed the Gentry-Serrano Foundation to award a grant to the researchers to perfect a second generation of the drug, along with researching other anti-psychotics. The foundation board, comprising Serrano-Gentry buddies, either overlooked the blatant conflict of interest or they didn’t know what was going on.


    Luke: “What if you went public with the chemist’s name?”


    Matt: “It’d probably get him killed, and I don’t want that on my conscience. Anyway, he said if I used his name, he’d deny everything and sue me for libel. I should have taped him.


    “Now here’s where it gets interesting. Before the stove incident, the chemist gave me the name of another chemist. What she told me blew me away. This time I brought along my recorder. I can send you a copy of the tape.”


    Luke: “Who is she?”


    Matt: “Her name is Dr. Valentina Kozov, and she had a dialogue with her conscience. Here’s why. Carlotta Gentry’s research lab houses a second lab that manufactures a combination form of the potent psychedelic DMT. The variation, a mix of plant and synthetics, produced in this lab is more controllable and has longer-lasting results than an ordinary street hit of DMT. The drug can be ingested as a pill or injected in liquid form. Administered in the right dosage, it’s the perfect pharmacological weapon to induce long-lasting highs, including major psychedelic side effects, like vision and voices. Now, I ask you, why would anyone want to create such a drug, other than for the street?”


    Luke: “Jesus, this is all starting to come together.” Luke then typed in the description of the pills found in the cabin.


    Matt: “You’re right, Luke. This is coming together. Dr. Kozov gave me a detailed explanation, which I didn’t understand, but the bottom line was that when she ran her own trials, she realized its chemical composition provoked schizophrenic symptoms in individuals with a genetic history of mental illness. When she approached her superiors with her findings, they removed her from the project. Curious, she questioned the drug’s alleged application and her boss said her services were no longer required.”


    Luke: “Did she go to the FDA or report it?”


    Matt: “No. She was approached by one of the bosses who offered a suggestion―or in her opinion, a veiled threat—that she think carefully before divulging anything to put her or her family at risk. She stressed to me that if the conversation had been taped, nothing he said could be interpreted as intimidating. She felt fortunate to leave the company in one piece. I asked her what would happen if she were called upon to testify against anyone involved at the lab. She said she’d disavow any knowledge of the drug’s production. When I asked her if she would commit perjury, she said, ‘Absolutely.’ I think she may be in the country illegally. None of that matters because after the interview, Dr. Valentina Kozov disappeared.”


    Luke’s hands paused over the keyboard while he took in the implications. The eerie implication that Mrs. Gentry’s company developed a drug that induced her son’s illness sent chills down Luke’s spine. If Stewart had a genetic predisposition to mental illness, why would she turn that into a reality?


    Luke’s suspicions raised more questions.


    Luke: “What are the names of the chemist’s superiors?”


    Matt: “Dr. Sylvan Crock supervised the secret laboratory. I’ve run the name. It’s a phony. Kozov said she never saw Crock, no one did, but the guy who threatened her was a tall, athletic man who dressed in expensive clothes, sported a Vandyke beard, and gave her the creeps.”


    Luke: “Who is he?”


    Matt: “His name is Graeme Collyer. He’s a ruthless SOB. Whoever gets in his way will wish he hadn’t. If I didn’t have a major character flaw, I’d have learned my lesson. But I’m too hardheaded to benefit from experience. I’d bet the state-of-the art wine cooler in my brand-new kitchen that he rigged the explosion in my old one. Collyer’s a South African, and I bet his résumé reads like an advertisement from Soldier of Fortune magazine.”


    Luke: “You’re saying he’s a mercenary?”


    Matt: “That’s what I think.”


    “That’s it!” Abby said, slapping her leg.


    Luke: “Hold on for a minute, Matt. Abby has something to say.”


    “Remember I said something caught my attention the night I was attacked? It wasn’t his voice. It was his accent. That’s why he didn’t want to speak. He only said a few words, but he definitely had an accent. Ask Matt if Collyer chew cloves?”


    Luke typed in the question.


    Matt: “I don’t know. I’ve only seen him from a distance.”


    Luke: “Why would someone like that work for Carlotta Gentry?”


    Matt: “He doesn’t. At least not openly. For the last few years he’s free-lanced in Boston for her father, Anthony Serrano.”


    Luke: “So Serrano really is Mafia.”


    Matt: “A dying breed, and Carlotta Gentry is Daddy’s little girl. Ask Abby. Carlotta portrays herself as this benevolent philanthropist, but she’s a controlling black widow, ready to inject her poisonous venom to achieve power over the kingdom. Money alone can’t accomplish that. She needs someone like Collyer to sweep the way clear.”


    Luke: “And you have no idea what happened to Dr. Kozov?”


    Matt: “Nope. When Kozov started to have misgivings about her role in the production of the drug, she couldn’t sleep and began losing weight. In exchange for her silence, she received a recommendation. But she must have feared for her life. She either went underground or the bad guys took her out permanently.”


    Luke: “It’s starting to make sense. Voice synthesizers, money drops, Daisy. Too sophisticated and professional for anyone around here. I think that’s what’s been bothering me all along.”


    Matt: “Your intuition’s right. I have one more possibility I want to check out. It’s a long shot, but it’s worth a try. I’ll get back to you.”


    * * * * *


    It took two days, but Matt finally convinced the widow of Martin Gentry’s accountant to search her husband’s papers. When she found what he wanted, he spent all night going over the papers. She had no idea she was concealing information that contributed to her husband’s death. The financial reports had been in his safe deposit box when he died and were then boxed with other papers from her first marriage. Matt hoped he hadn’t put her life in danger by asking to see them.


    The documents were the smoking gun he’d been searching for and explained at least part of what he’d been trying to prove. He would need more time to get an accurate picture of what they meant, but right now, he wanted the originals out of his house and in his safe deposit box at the bank, especially after seeing the Lincoln yesterday morning.


    He’d make copies and put them in his hidden vault. Vault? A euphemism. The papers would be so well hidden, he worried no one would find them if anything happened to him. Just as well he didn’t have them when he sent Luke the tapes of Kozov’s conversation. He’d already put Abby and Luke at risk. He’d called them from a pay phone because he didn’t trust his own phones any more. Paranoia was setting in. He’d call Abby later and fill them in.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Knowing the Risks


    


    “Collyer has to be responsible for everything that’s happened to me.” Abby said. “That day in the hallway of my office, the ransacking of my home, the attack in the yard, and the incident with my mother in the car. Everything, and all at the command of Carlotta Gentry.”


    “Looks that way. You’ve met her. What’s she like?”


    Abby leaned back, swiveled the chair to the side, and stretched her long legs. “She always reminded me of Katherine Hepburn: tall and bony with an imperious attitude and affected New England accent that spoke money. The tall and bony was genetic, the attitude acquired, and the accent contrived. Oh, she came from money, all right, but I’d heard the rumors it wasn’t the right kind. I never paid much attention. As far as I knew, Anthony Serrano made his fortune recycling junk before it became trendy.”


    “So how did the heir of an old Charleston family and the daughter of a Boston blue-collar millionaire get together?”


    “I don’t know. Stewart never talked much about his parents. Mr. Gentry was a handsome man, rather a rascal. I heard talk of affairs and gambling. Mrs. Gentry rarely spoke to me, let alone confided about business or family. At the time, that suited me fine. My lower middle-class self never felt comfortable in their company.”


    “Did you ever have a problem with any of them?”


    “Not so I’d be on anyone’s hit list. After all these years, why would Carlotta Gentry send someone to harass me? I don’t get it.”


    “That’s the million-dollar question, but it has something to do with your ex-husband. Bet my life on it.”


    Abby didn’t like the sound of that.


    * * * * *


    Matt pulled the copies from the printer in his home office and tucked them into his special vault. Yesterday was the second time he saw a Lincoln Navigator behind him. Was it the same car both times? The driver wasn’t Collyer; he knew that. But with the South African running the show, he could employ any number of thugs. Maybe he should have called the police. And what? Say he saw a car following him?


    Living in a secluded area offered plusses and minuses, solitude being the beneficiary of both. Nothing suspicious caught his attention, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he got into his car. His nerves were shot. Then he thought of his stove and knew he had reason to be nervous.


    A quick glance at his dash clock gave him about twenty minutes to get to the bank by opening time. He took the fastest route into town but also the most desolate. Then he saw it in the rear view mirror—a black Navigator, moving up behind like an on-track missile. Sweat oozed from every pore. His heart rate accelerated.


    Stupid. He should have called the police. Matt couldn’t see the driver through the Lincoln’s darkened windows. He checked the mirror. No one behind but the black bullet. No one coming the other way, either. He reached for his cell phone. Shit. He’d left it on his desk. Of all times to be forgetful. He stepped on the accelerator, slamming his foot to the floor.


    Sixty.


    Seventy.


    The Lincoln kept gaining ground.


    Eighty.


    Eight-five.


    He’d never driven this fast in his life. The Navigator was almost on his bumper.


    Ninety.


    He was coming into the curve, knuckles white, palms sweaty-slick on the wheel. The Lincoln pulled alongside. Matt saw the dark forms of a driver and a passenger, both faces obscured behind tinted glass. The window slid down a few inches, and a gun barrel poked through, aimed in Matt’s direction. Fear gripped him, and he lost his concentration. He turned into the curve too fast and pulled sharply to the right. Too sharply. He straightened the wheel, but the Lincoln forced him to veer out of its way, swerve back hard into the turn. The car went into a long skid. He couldn’t pull it out. Then he was sliding. It felt like he was on two wheels. He jumped the embankment, then careened onto its side. Rolling. Once. Twice. The seatbelt held him tight as he tumbled into the ravine and, after a slow final flip, landed right-side up.


    The airbag inflated on impact and pressed against Matt’s face before deflating. He was strapped into his seat with water and mud oozing into the car like a sluggish river of cold lava. The envelope lay next to him. If only he could bury it in the viscous sludge or stuff it under him so they couldn’t see it. He worked his fingers free, but his arm was caught under something. He couldn’t move it. The steering wheel pressed against his rib cage. Pain shot through him with every attempted breath.


    Searing hot pain.


    He gasped for air, but his lungs weren’t working. He coughed, and the coppery taste of blood filled his mouth and trickled down his chin. A car door opened. Footsteps pounded on the blacktop, then made sucking sounds in the mud. Matt strained to turn his head. A shadow pulled against the passenger-side door, but it was jammed. The man turned away and returned with a heavy log he used as a battering ram against the window, fracturing it. Chunks of glass showered all over the passenger side, one small piece catching in his eye.


    “Help me,” Matt wheezed.


    The unfamiliar man leaned down and snatched the envelope, then pulled out a gun and aimed it at Matt. “They shoot horses, don’t they?” he said. After a few seconds, the gun receded from view. “I can’t put a bullet into a dying man who was the victim of his own reckless driving. That’d be murder.” The footsteps sloshed out of hearing range. “Gotta run.”


    A car door slammed. Then Matt heard nothing at all except his own heartbeat.


    Until it stopped.


    * * * * *


    Luke’s emails to Matt went unanswered. His trepidation mounted as two days passed without communication. He considered driving to Charleston, but first he pulled up the newspaper’s website to check Matt’s column. Maybe he’d left town on special assignment.


    “Damn!” Luke said as he scanned the paragraph where Matt’s column usually appeared.


    Abby poked him to get his attention. “What’s the matter?”


    “Listen to this.” Luke read the front-page article.


    


    “Post and Courier reporter Matthew Devon died Thursday morning following an early morning accident on a deserted stretch of road outside the city. His car crashed through an abutment and overturned into a ravine, police said. There were no witnesses, but authorities determined the car was traveling at high speeds when Devon lost control.”


    


    The piece went on naming family members and announcing funeral services. Luke stopped, choked on the words. “The bastards. I put his life at risk and they took it. This is my fault.”


    “It’s not your fault. Matt was a reporter. He’d dealt with these people before. He knew the risks.”


    “No, no. He was out of it and I pulled him back in.”


    “It’s Collyer, isn’t it?”


    “Yeah. Him and your ex-mother-in-law. Matt was asking too many questions, ruffling too many feathers. They tried to take him out before. This time they succeeded.”


    “There has to be a reason, but I’ll be damned if I know what. I’ve wracked my brain.”


    The doorbell shrieked. Daisy barked. Abby cupped her hands over her ears at the penetrating noise.


    “Sorry,” Luke said, touching her shoulder on the way to the door. “It’s the only way I can hear it.” He opened the door and took the package. “It’s from Matt.”


    “What’s in it?” Abby asked. When Luke didn’t answer, she waved her hand and repeated the question.


    “Two CDs. He must have known they were on to him.” He opened the CD drawer on the computer and dropped in the disk marked number one. “It’s ready. Listen, then type it on the computer. It’s better if I read it.”


    “It’ll try to type as fast as he’s speaking, but I’m not that good.”


    “Do the best you can.” Luke pulled up a chair next to the computer and watched as she started.


    


    Sorry, Luke. I may have blown it. If I have, these recordings will explain everything I’ve learned so far; and if I haven’t, we’ll talk. I noticed a black Lincoln Navigator following me four cars behind yesterday morning, Wednesday the 16th, as I crossed over the bridge. I couldn’t see the license plate, sorry. It’s probably registered to a dummy corporation anyway.


    This package contains the recording I made with the research chemist I told you about. She won’t be much help unless you find her. That’s if she’s alive. Even then, I wouldn’t count on it.


    I haven’t had much luck connecting the rest of the Gentry family to any illegal operations. Both her son and son-in-law are attorneys with the Gentry Law Firm. I doubt Carlotta Gentry could pull off anything without a little legal black magic. Don’t forget old man Serrano. Even though his home base is Boston, he has an active network capable of tremendous reach. He’s in his eighties but still a formidable man.


    Not much help, am I? Too many rotten apples in the basket. I need more time, and I’m not sure I have it. As far as Stewart Gentry is concerned, there are a dozen reasons for stashing him in a mental institution. My guess is it had something to do with Martin Gentry’s death.


    I didn’t get the chance to tell you everything during our phone conversation. At the time I heard talk of the foundation purchasing and developing a piece of property for a psychiatric hospital on a state-owned island in Georgia. The law prohibited commercial ventures, but Gentry envisioned getting around it. The project never got off the ground because Gentry died before finalizing the deal. Stewart may have heard or seen something that required him to be silenced. Drugs would be a perfect way to control someone without eliminating him.


    Carlotta Gentry has a number of high state officials in her pocket. Money talks. Whatever the real story, Stewart’s probably a victim in a nasty scheme only the very rich seem able to pull off, and poor Joes like me have a hard time proving.


    There’s a detective in the Charleston P.D. named Norm Archer. He’s honest, has little regard for the Gentrys, and is willing to buck authority. That may be the most important trait of all, since Carlotta Gentry controls almost every one in the city. If this is our last correspondence, call him. His personal email address is: n_archer@comtec.com. He wouldn’t want anything going through the department.


    I have a meeting tonight that might supply the proof I need to wrap this up, but I wanted to get this off to you, in case.


    Sorry we three never got a chance to meet. If I’m wrong about all this, dinner’s on me. Best regards to Abby. Good luck, and please be careful.


    Matt


    


    Luke stared at the computer screen until Abby finished typing. He hadn’t known what to expect when he enlisted Matt’s help, but the story had far-reaching implications, and he didn’t have a clue where it would take him.


    “Type out the next disk,” he said.


    Abby’s expression as she listened to the tape conveyed the frightened words of Russian émigré, Dr. Valentina Kosov. She finished typing and leaned back in her chair.


    “I thought these scenarios only happened in Robert Ludlum books. But this is real life. We’re talking secret labs, experimental therapies, lurking mercenaries, disguised threats.” Abby reached across and found Luke’s arm. “What are you going to do?” When he didn’t respond, she got his attention and asked again. He’d seen her, but he didn’t have an answer.


    Luke felt the heavy burden of Matt’s death. It wasn’t so much what he could do, but what he couldn’t. He couldn’t hear.


    “I don’t know, but I can’t do it alone. Right now I feel about as miserable as I’ve felt in a long time. I’ll get in touch with this Charleston cop, Archer, because a deaf cop outside his jurisdiction isn’t going to cut it. But before I drag someone else into this, I need my facts straight.


    “Standard practice in Russia might account for Dr. Kozov’s susceptibility to intimidation by the likes of a creep like Collyer, and it explains her being hired in the first place. She’s conditioned not to ask questions. Perfect. Well, almost perfect.”


    “I guess they miscalculated. I wonder how many others they have working in that lab trained not to ask questions.”


    “Probably all of them. These people aren’t going to rock the boat. Clever. Hire scientists from countries where questions are discouraged and intimidation is business as usual. Or more perfect, they’re in the country illegally.”


    “I bet you’re right. We can’t do this alone. Email Archer.”


    “I don’t like the we part, Abby. Every time I get someone involved, I put them at risk, just like I hung Matt out to dry.”


    “You didn’t do that. Besides, I’m already involved. This is a we thing. They think I have something they want, which is why they tore my house apart and stole my hard drive. Damn if I know what it is, but the more we learn, the more Stewart seems like a pawn in this, maybe even a victim. I wish he’d show himself.”


    “Stewart, a victim? Knowing what he did, I have a hard time feeling sorry for him. And if he’s still taking those drugs, he’s a loose cannon. Even if Kozov is alive and we find her, she’ll deny everything. Archer will laugh at Matt’s theory because that’s all it is. I need time to think.”


    Abby got up and felt her way around the back of Luke’s chair. She massaged the tense muscles in his neck and shoulders.


    “This feels great,” he said, “but I don’t know if it’ll do the trick. I feel like a rubber band stretched to the limit.”


    “I know how to fix that. Best remedy in the world for thinking.”


    * * * * *


    After a few laps around the track, Abby said, “You sneak. You’ve been practicing. When have you had time?”


    “Lunch hour,” Luke said, with a chuckle.


    Until today, he’d never run more than eight laps without resting. Then he’d run some more. When Jackie ran with them, he’d catch his wind while Abby switched guides to do her five miles. Today, after four miles he hadn’t broken a sweat.


    Abby feigned a fighting stance and pummeled his stomach, which he tightened into a knot. He grabbed her hands, pulled her close, and kissed her, their laughs lost as their lips touched.


    “Everyone’s watching.” she managed to say.


    “How would you know, and who cares? I want to kiss you. Let them all watch.”


    “You’re right. Who cares?”


    Luke took her hand and walked to the bleachers where they’d left their warm-up jackets. Abby’s was pinned to the seat with a small, very sharp knife. Shit. How could he have let that get by him? He should have been watching. A quick scan of the area didn’t turn up anyone suspicious. He tossed his jacket over the hilt and carefully pulled it out, then wrapped it to run for prints. He didn’t tell Abby.


    * * * * *


    Luke didn’t want to leave Abby, so he sent a text to Pete and told him what happened. He needed him to run the knife for prints. Pete came to pick it up. Luke dragged him off where they could talk without Abby hearing.


    “Whoever ran Matt off the road and sliced through Abby’s jacket did so in broad daylight. These were bold acts, Pete. No skulking in the dead of night or behind closed doors.”


    Pete’s teeth locked into a growl-like sneer. Luke couldn’t make out his words. “Repeat.”


    “I said, son of a bitch.”


    Luke nodded. “I always thought if Abby’s tormentor had wanted to kill her, he would have already done it. Now I’m not so sure. The FBI would profile a sadist who got his kicks scaring people half to death before he actually killed them. Make no mistake, this is a deadly game.”


    “Agreed. I’ll get back to you. Tell Abby I had a call.”


    Luke felt the anxiety building. He needed to do something. He remembered the Charleston cop and looked up the email address to introduce himself to Norm Archer. After writing a little history, he suggested to Archer that the Charleston CSU might want to check the tire marks at the scene of Matt’s accident. Then he filled him in on the last couple of months. He asked the detective to contact him through an email if he found anything supporting Luke’s theory.


    * * * * *


    It had been a long day. Luke made dinner, but Abby sensed his distraction. When he disappeared into his office, she put on her earphones to listen to a novel. She heard his voice bellow over the book’s narrator. Daisy barked.


    “What the hell―” His hand encircled her arm and he pulled her up from the sofa.


    “What’s happening?”


    “Sit here and don’t ask any questions.”


    “You’re scaring me, Luke. What is it?”


    “My lights are flashing. Someone’s on the property. Keep Daisy quiet.”


    “Isn’t…isn’t a siren supposed to go off?”


    “I only activate it when I sleep. Do you hear anything outside?”


    “I can’t hear anything over my pounding heart.”


    “It’ll be all right. Don’t worry.”


    “Don’t worry? You’re kidding, right?”


    “Stay calm. Take this.”


    He put a cylindrical object in her hand. “What is it?”


    “It’s a laser light.” He directed her finger onto a button. “If you hear anything from any part of the house, press the button and point in the direction of the sound. I’m shutting off the lights. The flashers last long enough to get my attention. Sit here and be quiet.”


    Sit here and be quiet? She felt like a sitting duck. She bit her lip so hard it hurt. A drawer opened. The unmistakable sound of Luke checking the load of his gun sent fear through her. She wanted to tell him to call the police. But he was the police. And he was too stubborn and proud to call for help. And she was too scared to move.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    The Uninvited Guest


    


    Abby held the laser pointer in one hand, and Daisy with the other. Her attempt to calm her restless dog seemed futile because Daisy sensed her terror.


    “I see someone outside,” Luke whispered. “I’m going around back.”


    Abby’s heart rate elevated to what felt like a perilous level. “Be careful. If it’s Collyer, he won’t think twice about killing you.”


    But with the lights off, Luke didn’t know she’d spoken. She felt the air move as he passed and grabbed at him, catching the edge of his pants.


    “Don’t worry,” he said, as if he read her thoughts. “I can take care of myself.”


    Sure you can, if you hear him sneak up on you.


    A sighted person eventually adjusts to the dark, able to see shapes and movement, even in the darkest night. She heard no sounds from outside and hoped Luke’s other senses kicked into high gear, because that’s all he had.


    Within minutes, the kitchen door crashed open, and she heard the click of the light switch. Daisy tensed and barked. Not knowing what was happening added to Abby’s gnawing fear.


    “Get in there.”


    A measure of relief washed over her as she heard Luke’s voice in control. A scurry of feet advanced down the hall toward the living room. She stood up, not wanting Graeme Collyer to see her hunkered into herself like a scared rabbit.


    But the voice she heard wasn’t a stranger’s. It was her ex-husband’s. And it wasn’t his voice that shot fear through her. It was Luke’s. His tone held the pain of her life, and for the first time he faced the man who had caused it.


    “You son of a bitch,” Luke said. “What are you doing here?”


    Stewart’s words were incoherent and fearful, a rattling non sequitur of meaningless phrases, of which Abby understood only one: It wasn’t me. He said it repeatedly, the energized bunny with a brand new set of batteries―manic, different from the Stewart who snatched her away to the mountain retreat.


    She heard Luke’s frustration. “What the hell is he saying, Abby? I can’t make sense of anything.”


    “I don’t know,” she said, facing in Luke’s direction. “It’s a jumble, even for me. Where is he? Bring him to me.”


    “Oh, no. I don’t want him anywhere near you.”


    “He won’t hurt me.” For some inexplicable reason, Abby believed her words. She didn’t think Stewart came to harm her.


    “He’s delusional,” Luke said. “I won’t take the chance.”


    “Then hold on to him. Do it, Luke. I’ll be okay.” When he got close enough, she mouthed, “Get my recorder. I want whatever he says on tape.”


    “I’m taking him with me,” Luke said.


    She heard him drag a mumbling Stewart into the study, returning with the recorder. He placed it in her hand and she activated it.


    Abby spoke calmly. “Sit him down beside me so I can talk to him.”


    “I don’t like this,” Luke said, but nevertheless directed Stewart to the seat next to her on the sofa. “I’ve got a gun pointed at your head. One wrong move toward her and I won’t hesitate to use it, so don’t tempt me.”


    “I won’t, I won’t,” Stewart said in a panicked voice.


    Abby reached out, found Stewart’s face, and touched his cheek. His hand covered hers while he rocked back and forth. “Calm down, Stewart. Take deep breaths and speak slowly, because I can’t understand you. Why are you here?”


    “His brain is fried, Abby,” Luke said. “We need to call Pete.”


    Stewart’s agitation erupted. “No, no, no, no, no, no. No!”


    “Calm down. It’s okay,” she said in a non-threatening voice. “No one’s calling anyone. Tell me why you’re here.”


    She heard Stewart inhale as she instructed. His words followed more clearly.


    “They’re killing me, Abby. I got away, but they won’t stop if they find me.”


    Luke had obviously moved to see Stewart’s mouth. “So you led them here. Right to Abby.”


    Abby heard the wire-tight tension in Luke’s voice. He fought to exercise the rational judgment that made him a good cop, but Abby knew this was personal.


    “No, no, I wouldn’t do that,” Stewart said. “I wouldn’t, Abby.”


    She felt in possession of two volatile chemicals and hoped she harnessed enough composure to keep one from touching off the other.


    “Okay, Stewart, I believe you. Tell me, who are they and why are they following you? What do they want?”


    “I can’t think anymore. Sometimes things are clear, but other times…”


    She persevered. “Why did you come here?”


    “To tell you that I didn’t know what I was doing when I hurt you and Macy. I don’t know how it happened. I had to make you understand before they find me and send me back. Don’t let them send me back, Abby. Please.”


    If Abby hadn’t seen him kill his daughter with her own eyes, she would have believed him. But she had, and nothing could erase that last image burned in her brain. She tried to put the vision aside. That was then; this was now. Take a deep breath.


    “Now, tell me who’s after you, and why.”


    “I don’t know. They did things to make me forget.”


    “Who did those things to you?”


    “I can’t remember. They gave me pills and shot me full of drugs that made me see things, that made my paintings talk to me. No more. I need to sleep. I’m so tired. Let me rest. One minute.”


    “Not now, Stewart,” Abby pleaded. “You have to tell me why Dr. Scanlon gave you drugs. What did he want from you?”


    When Stewart didn’t answer, Luke said, “He passed out. I don’t think we’ll get anything more out of him right now.”


    Abby turned off the recorder. “We’re so close, Luke. He’s come here for absolution. If we call the police, they’ll send him back to Scanlon’s hospital where the doctors will do what they’ve been doing for the last eight years. Drugging the hell out of him.” She paused for a minute. “Maybe I should say drugging hell into him. We can’t do anything tonight anyway. We can wait till morning.”


    “If you’re sure that’s what you want to do. I’ll cuff him to the day bed in the study. Maybe tomorrow he’ll tell us more.”


    Abby felt pity for the demise of the Stewart she knew so long ago. The fun-loving, talented, wonderfully idiosyncratic Stewart. “Why have they done this to him? Killing him would have been easier and less painful than turning him into this.”


    “There’s a reason, and Stewart’s the key. We just have to find out to what.”


    * * * * *


    Daisy nuzzled into Abby’s body in the middle of the night. What was going on? She listened and heard Stewart’s pleading cries. Trembling, she poked Luke awake. She turned on the lamp and told a sleepy Luke that Stewart was ranting and delirious, begging them to take off the cuffs, begging them to help him.


    “I don’t know what to do to calm him down,” she said.


    “What about your psychiatrist friend?” Luke asked, now fully awake. “Couldn’t he give him something?”


    Abby fingered her watch. “It’s four-thirty in the morning. If I bring him in on this he’d be bound to report it, and I wouldn’t ask him not to.”


    But Stewart continued to rant out of control. After agonizing what to do, she gave in and called Don Weston, apologizing for the middle of the night interruption. She referred to Stewart as a patient who’d lost it and sought her help. Weston said he’d come as soon as he could. Luke gave Abby directions to his house, and she relayed them. Abby knew the story sounded hokey, especially since she wasn’t at home. Weston didn’t ask how the patient knew where she was, and she didn’t go into it. But at five in the morning, it was the best she could come up with. They removed the cuffs from Stewart’s wrists.


    When the psychiatrist arrived, Abby said as little as possible. “This is over my head, Don.”


    “I’ll give him a shot,” Weston said. “Do you want me to call an ambulance and check him into the hospital?”


    Abby hadn’t thought of that and hesitated. “I’d…I’d rather not. He’s a patient, but also a friend. I don’t want him busted if he’s on something.”


    Don Weston knew Abby’s history, and if he made the connection after seeing the remnants of Stewart’s face, he didn’t let on. Stewart almost convulsed when he saw the needle, and it took both men to hold him while Don injected him. He left pills with instructions and said it would take time for them to kick in.


    “Anything else I can do?” Don asked.


    “I think we’ll be okay,” she said. “I can’t thank you enough.”


    “If he becomes unmanageable, call me and I’ll administer another shot.” He left, leaving the deception intact. Abby knew he had stretched his ethics because he had to know she lied.


    Luke fastened the cuff to the daybed again, and they went back to sleep. Stewart slept like a hibernating bear until noon on Sunday. When he awoke, he acted like a different person. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a clue who that person was.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    The Seeds of Evil


    


    “What does he look like?” Abby asked, standing at the door of the study.


    “Confused.”


    Abby switched on the digital recorder.


    Stewart made a long ummm sound and said, “Abby?”


    “Yes, it’s me. You came here last night,” she reminded him. “Do you remember?”


    “I think so. Yes. I had to see you. Could I have something to drink, please?”


    “I’ll get some water,” Luke said. He ran his hand across her shoulders as he left the room, returning in a heart’s beat. He whispered to Abby that he was giving Stewart one of Don Weston’s pills. She nodded. “Take this with the water.”


    After a long pause, Stewart said, “This isn’t my pill.”


    “No, but it’ll make you feel better,” Luke said.


    “I don’t want to take any more pills. I don’t, Abby.”


    “This one will help, Stewart. A doctor friend left some for you.”


    He paused again as if thinking. “If you say so.” He gulped the water then asked for more. Abby wondered when he’d last eaten. “Are you hungry?”


    “Not really.”


    “Have you eaten?”


    “I don’t know. I think I ate a hamburger a day or two ago. What day is this?”


    “Sunday. Tell me about the pills.” Abby hoped to keep him on track. “Did Dr. Scanlon give them to you?”


    At the mention of Scanlon’s name, Stewart grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him. “He’s evil, Abby. He’s an evil man.”


    In a defensive reaction, Abby pushed him back a second before Luke yanked Stewart away.


    “Dammit.” Luke’s voice seethed with anger. “Keep your hands off her. Haven’t you done enough?”


    “Sorry. Oh, God, sorry, sorry.” His words came wrapped in panting breaths. “Sorry, sorry.”


    Abby’s heart thumped. Her whole body broke out in hot prickles. “You…you can’t do that, Stewart. I’m not prepared because I can’t see your movements. You scared the hell out of me.”


    “I know. It was stupid, but when you mentioned Scanlon…he tricked me. Right from the beginning he tricked me.”


    Abby drew a few deep breaths to regain her composure, keeping her voice calm and reassuring. “How did he trick you?” Stewart fidgeted.


    “After my…my father’s plane crash, Scanlon gave me pills to relax. Didn’t I tell you? Maybe I forgot. I don’t know any more.” His words fell back into his throat, a mournful lament. “It was in the back of my mind to tell you, but the back of my mind kept going farther back all the time. I couldn’t concentrate. Do you forgive me, Abby? Please say you do. I didn’t mean it.”


    Abby wondered whether she could continue. Stewart was so wracked with guilt he wanted nothing more than to be forgiven. “Yes, Stewart, I forgive you,” she forced herself to say. “I know you couldn’t control what you did.”


    “I didn’t know what I was doing. I remember my paintings telling me things. I don’t remember what any more. Do you think my paintings told me what to do? Do you, Abby?”


    Tears filled Abby’s eyes. “No, Stewart. I think Dr. Scanlon told you what to do.” That bastard.


    Stewart stopped squirming, and the room lulled into an uneasy quiet. “Yes, that too.”


    Listening to her ex-husband convinced Abby that Dr. Herbert Scanlon had performed a variation of verbal mind control in conjunction with irresponsibly dispensed experimental drugs―planting the seeds of paranoia and controlling its growth. Whatever Stewart knew that resulted in the destruction of so many lives had either been systematically erased from his mind or buried so deep in his subconscious nothing could pry it loose.


    Abby’s anger fermented into a poisonous brew. How could any professional trained to treat mental disorders purposely manipulate a man’s mind, and for what self-serving purpose? Stewart sounded like the Manchurian Candidate.


    “I’m going to make lunch and let Daisy out for a while,” Luke said.


    “Who are you?” Stewart asked.


    “This is my friend, Luke,” Abby said.”


    “Oh, yes, I remember now. The cop. I followed you here.”


    “You—” Luke hesitated. “That’s right, Stewart.”


    “I’ll help Luke make lunch,” Abby said. “Will you be okay if I leave you, Stewart?”


    “Yes, I’ll be okay. I feel better. Can you take off the cuff?”


    “In a while,” Abby said. “Be patient.”


    Luke took her by the hand, and as they started to leave the room, Stewart said, “You’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, Abby. Even after everything.”


    Abby stopped. She didn’t turn around but spoke over her shoulder. “Thank you, Stewart.”


    When she got into the kitchen, she broke down in Luke’s arms. He didn’t say anything to soothe her. He held her close and let her cry until she got it all out.


    While Luke cooked lunch, Abby leaned back in the chair, confused, empty, mentally exhausted, and angry. “You were right. Stewart has something or knows something Mrs. Gentry wants, and he won’t let it go. It’s the logical reason he’s still alive. Otherwise, they would have killed him. No one would have suspected murder. Everyone thought he had died years ago anyway. Instead, they stashed him in a mental hospital.”


    “Nothing else makes any sense,” Luke said. “Scanlon, the pills, Collyer. Mrs. Gentry controls them all. Her quack doctor drugged Stewart to get information, then he couldn’t control what happened when his patient went off the deep end. DMT can cause erratic behavior. A user can be fine one minute, then have hallucinations the next.”


    “Sounds like Stewart.”


    “You know, when your mother said Stewart was still alive, I researched him. I wanted to know more about the man you married, before he got sick. Dozens of articles showed his paintings interspersed with interviews. He was an interesting, talented man.” Luke paused, as if he were considering whether to continue. “You must have been very much in love with him.”


    In Abby’s experience, men rarely talked about their predecessors with the women they loved. They just flat-out didn’t want to know. But Luke asked, and he deserved an honest answer.


    “Yes, with every fiber of my being. I know that’s probably not what you want to hear, but I won’t diminish him by saying otherwise. He’s been diminished enough. Stewart was beautiful and exciting and brilliant. The father of my child. But life with Stewart revolved around Stewart. He was a whirlpool, and he sucked everyone around him into it. That was okay with me at the time, but that was a million years ago. We were different then. If I met Stewart today, the way I am and the way he was, he wouldn’t look twice at me, because I couldn’t see his art or praise his talent. I know he loved Macy and me, but his art made him whole. It gave him life, a sense of where he fit in the world. At least those bastards haven’t taken that from him. I’m sure it’s what’s kept him alive.”


    She reached over and found Luke’s hand. “No matter what I felt for him in the beginning, it’s difficult to erase those last months from my mind—and impossible to forget the last day. It’ll always be there. I see the rage and fear in his eyes, and the futility of not being able to stop the slaughter swallows me whole. Now I know something else controlled Stewart, a monster created by even greater monsters.”


    “Did Mrs. Gentry contact you after the shooting?”


    “A brief call when I came out of the coma to invite me to a memorial service for Macy, which she knew I couldn’t attend. Lucy told me her public statement oozed grief over the tragedy. She claimed she’d never get over it.”


    “I bet. I wish Norm Archer would get back to me. People are dead, and I want to find out why a doctor who’s supposed to help people purposely destroyed a man, and what Carlotta Gentry had on him to make him do it.” Luke blew out a slow breath. “I need to go to Charleston.”


    “You know what they did to Matt. These people will stop at nothing to protect whatever they’re hiding. Consider what she did to her own son.”


    “That’s why I’m worried about you,” Luke said. “I don’t want to let you out of my sight.”


    “You have to. I won’t hide out like some thief on the run.”


    “I know a guy who can help.”


    She shook her head. “Oh, no. You’re not putting some muscle man bodyguard on me. I won’t have it.”


    “Only when I’m not with you. You’ll never know he’s around.”


    “Of course not. I’m blind, remember.”


    “My point exactly. You’re out there every day without the benefit of a crucial sense, vulnerable to whoever comes at you. I know what that’s like, believe me, and my situation doesn’t compare to yours. If you could see, you never would have gotten into Stewart’s car. You’d know who attacked you in your back yard. You―”


    Her body slackened in defeat. “Okay, okay, I get the picture. Pardon the pun.”


    Luke took her hand. “It’s for your benefit. I’m not trying to confine you or take away your independence. I understand your need for that, but these aren’t ordinary circumstances. I want to make sure you’re safe.”


    “I know, I’m sorry. I’m hardheaded, that’s all. I guess it affects my pride when I need help. That still doesn’t answer what to do with Stewart.”


    “I think it’s time he got some first-rate psychiatric treatment. Call Dr. Weston. Have him check Stewart into a private facility where he’ll be safe.”


    Abby’s head spun. How much simpler it had been when Stewart’s actions were the result of illness. She thought about the day he took her to the cabin and how it must have taken the strength of Hercules to act normal. He’d fooled her until the end.


    Luke brought Stewart lunch. Weston’s shot had calmed him. He gobbled two hamburgers, guzzled a bottle of water, and fell asleep.


    * * * * *


    Don Weston had guessed the identity of their visitor from the beginning. How many men with strong schizophrenic symptoms and a connection to Abby had half their jaw missing?


    “Please, Don,” Abby said, “give us more time to find out what happened. If the authorities in Charleston know his whereabouts, they’ll send him back to the same hospital that induced this psychotic state in the first place.”


    “I find it hard to believe any reputable doctor would play with someone’s brain like this, Abby.”


    “You have to know him. His name is Herbert Scanlon.”


    Don hesitated. “Yes, I know him.”


    “You aren’t surprised, are you? I hear no outrage that someone of his stature could or would play God.”


    “Herbert Scanlon is a very controversial character in the mental health field. He’s a psychiatrist and a neurosurgeon. That means he can play with the brain two different ways. In spite of the taboo that doctors shouldn’t criticize other doctors, I’ll go on record to say that I think Scanlon is a nut. Despite all the research and new drugs, he’s still an avid proponent of psychosurgery.”


    “What’s that?” Luke asked.


    “Lobotomies. Doctors performed psychosurgery for decades, before the advent of chlorpromazine, or as you know it, Thorazine. The drug’s been called a chemical lobotomy. With the present pharmacological catalogue of anti-psychotic drugs, very few doctors perform that surgery now, and then only on a small percentage of patients.”


    “Do you think Scanlon lobotomized Stewart?”


    “I don’t see any outward signs. Lobotomies destroy partial or all functions of the frontal lobes. The patient becomes zombie-like. Stewart’s too emotional. I’ll check him out, though.”


    “I thought no one could be made to do something under mind control that he wouldn’t do otherwise.” Luke said.


    “If someone changed Stewart’s point of view,” Weston said, “reprogrammed him, in effect, he’d do whatever they wanted. That’s mind control.”


    “Jeez,” Luke said.


    “Please, Don,” Abby said. “All I’m asking is a little time. They’ll kill him.”


    After weighing the alternative, Don agreed. If anything came up later, Abby vowed to take full responsibility for the deception.


    Stewart docilely complied with whatever Abby suggested. She told Don to keep Stewart’s location secret, even from her, but asked for regular updates on his condition.


    “I’ll run tests to see the extent of damage to Stewart’s brain,” Don said. “If this is a systematic abuse of psychotropic medication or experimental surgery, someone will pay.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Bruce Lee Light


    


    “I got Norm’s email this morning,” Luke said. “He confirmed everything I thought. Tire skid marks near the scene of the accident indicated someone forced Matt off the road. They’ve gone over his car with a jeweler’s loupe, but they can’t find any exterior evidence to implicate another vehicle. Collyer, or whoever did this, is a pro.


    Luke took Abby’s hand. “Norm wants to meet with me to hear the whole story before he gets involved.”


    “That means you’re going to Charleston?”


    “For a day or two. A guy by the name of Jeff Conti will be here with you. He’ll take you to and from work and stay with you at night. Don’t worry, he’s safe.”


    “Safe? What does that mean?”


    “I’ll put it this way—he’d be more apt to come on to me.”


    Abby raised an eyebrow. “Um, how do you know one another?”


    “He’s my martial arts instructor.”


    “Great! I’m bunking with Bruce Lee in drag.”


    “Not quite. If you saw him, you’d never know. Straight-looking as they come.”


    “Did he make a pass at you?”


    “Sure did. Straightened him right out, though. I’d been propositioned before.”


    “Okay, that’s it. What is there about you that makes men come on to you? Some chemical pheromone? Something you’re not telling me, Luke?”


    “Yup.” He pulled her close. “You’re the first woman I’ve been with who doesn’t complain about my lipstick and eye shadow.”


    Abby threw back her head and laughed. She hadn’t laughed like that in months. “So that’s why you like me. That’s taking unfair advantage. I want to hear all about the guys who’ve hit on you.”


    “Naw, I don’t think so.”


    She was still laughing when he said, “God, you’re beautiful when you laugh. I wish I could hear it.”


    Putting his face between her hands, she mouthed. “I guess there are some things we’ll never know about each other, no matter how deep we dig.”


    Luke stiffened. “Might be best.” He backed away. “You’ll like Jeff. He’s a stand-up guy, and he’ll take good care of you.”


    Abby felt his body language, noticed the change of subject. What did she say to make him pull away? Not now, Abigael. “Aren’t you overreacting? Do you think my intruder is still after me? He’s been quiet for a while. Maybe he knows I don’t have what he wants after all.”


    “Maybe, but I’d rather err on the side of caution where you’re concerned.”


    “Then let me stay in my own house. If this Conti guy is going to be around, I have more room. He can stay in the spare bedroom.”


    “Deal,” Luke said.


    “What does Jeff do when he’s not instructing?”


    “Nothing any more. He has one of the most successful studios in the Southeast.”


    “What did he do before?”


    “Better you don’t know. He’s safe, dependable, and good at what he does. That’s all you need to know. Oh, and I mentioned my plans to Pete. He said he’d be available if you need him for any reason.”


    * * * * *


    Abby pictured Jeff Conti as over-muscled, dim-witted, and gruff, the typical movie karate-expert bodyguard. Of course, she had no idea if he was over-muscled, but he sounded neither dim-witted nor gruff. In fact, he had a soft, cultured voice and curious mind. She found him refreshing. He made friends with Daisy first thing, so she liked him immediately.


    Most people went out of their way to either ignore her blindness or solicitously trip over themselves because of it. But Jeff asked questions about her work and her handicap with no inhibitions or hesitations. In turn, she asked about his lifestyle and his work. What Luke had been reluctant to tell her didn’t give Jeff one moment’s pause.


    “I was Special Forces in the first Gulf War, then hired out to the highest bidder for a few years before realizing we were causing more problems than we were solving. I hated what I was doing, so I came home and came out.”


    Being a psychologist, the question of nature versus nurture had always fascinated her. “Did you always know you were gay?”


    “From the moment I got stirrings from looking at Johnnie Michniak in seventh grade. Of course, I didn’t know what that meant, so I did everything a man was supposed to do—dated, made out, even married—but something was missing. It took years to acknowledge that gay is who I am.”


    “What about your wife?”


    “She’s the one who made me come out.”


    “Wow, really?”


    “Great woman. She knew the difference. We’re still good friends. You can’t see me, Abby, but no one would look at me and say queer.”


    “Do you have a partner?”


    “Four years now. We have a great relationship. Eric’s a chef, so I eat well.”


    Abby smiled. She felt the same way about Luke. “Luke says you own a martial arts studio.”


    “Yes, that’s where we met.”


    “And you made a pass.” She said it as light-heartedly as tone allowed.


    “He told you? Ratfink.” Jeff laughed. “Yeah, first thing. Luke’s a damn good-looking guy. When he made clear that wasn’t his bag, we moved on. No hard feelings.” He paused. “Does that bother you?”


    “No, I commend you on your good taste.”


    Abby assumed Luke had filled Jeff in on Stewart and Graeme Collyer. Jeff’s instincts would determine whatever seemed out of the ordinary.


    “I want to go outside and get the lay of the property. Be right back.”


    Abby let her imagination run wild, conjuring visions of Rambo-type contraptions scattered around the house only soldiers of fortune would know how to implement. She hoped her neighbors didn’t call the police when they saw him surveying the grounds.


    Luke and Jeff were making too much of this. Stewart was the real target, and so far he had cleverly avoided being caught by the people who wanted to harm him. Abby was the bait.


    And Graeme Collyer was the shark.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty


    The Ultimate Pissing Match


    


    Luke met Charleston Detective Norm Archer at a coffee shop around the corner from his precinct station. He reminded Archer to address him face to face. “No need to shout. And don’t get impatient if I ask you to repeat something.”


    “Damn, I thought you’d at least have hearing aids.” Norm munched on a potato chip. “You mean you can’t hear anything?”


    “Nothing that means anything.”


    “And you’re going after Graeme Collyer? Even if you could hear, you wouldn’t know he was coming up behind you. That’s how good he is.”


    “Then I’m not at a disadvantage, am I?” Luke wondered if his sarcasm came through.


    Archer shook his head. “It’s your ass.”


    Archer’s physical stature mirrored Luke’s―six-one, one hundred-eighty pounds and in rock-solid shape, although he judged the cop to be a few years older than his own forty-two years. That’s where the resemblance ended. Remnants of teenage acne scarred Archer’s face, but instead of detracting from his looks, he appeared rugged―a sexy tough guy in a film noir. Touches of gray threaded a full head of perfectly groomed dark blond hair. His custom-made suit and tie screamed Italian, and peeking from under onyx cuff links on a starched white shirt, Luke spied a gold Rolex.


    Either Charleston pays their detectives much higher salaries than Hub City, he has family money, or he’s on the take.


    “What do you know about Martin Gentry’s plane crash?” Luke asked.


    “I pulled the case to refresh the facts.” Archer mouthed his words carefully. He pulled a pair of designer reading glasses from inside his breast pocket and referred to the notes he’d compiled for their meeting. “Gentry’s plane went down almost nine years ago. Pilot error, they said. The only suspicious element, to me anyway, was the pilot had been a crack birdman in ’Nam. Flew more than a hundred missions. Not the kind of pilot who makes mistakes. No one else found it suspicious. Planes go down; happens all the time. End of story.


    “I have to be honest, Luke. I’m not about to resurrect that plane crash and go up against Carlotta Gentry without more than your hunch or the ravings of some lunatic.”


    “That lunatic is a Gentry, and he’s like that because Carlotta Gentry made him that way.” Luke refrained from mentioning that Stewart never implicated his mother, but what Stewart said about Scanlon would be interpreted as the ravings of a lunatic. Archer looked around the restaurant as if checking to see if anyone could overhear. Luke took care to lower his voice.


    “Carlotta Gentry is buddy-buddy with the police chief and most of Charleston’s judicial elite. That’s how she got Stewart transferred to a hospital of her choice and why they issued a news blackout. Something called power. She inherited it from her marriage to Martin Gentry, and she holds onto it with an iron fist.


    “It’s hard to explain a city like this,” the detective continued, “although I’m sure Hub City isn’t much different. The cradle Charlestonians are very cliquey. She’s accepted because she’s filthy rich and married a Gentry, and she’s done whatever necessary to insinuate herself into every phase of Charleston society. Her foundation is known all over the world, a daily funding sponsor on public radio. But, and this is a big but, she’s a Serrano, the daughter of a Boston waste-disposal multi-millionaire rumored to be mob. No one talks about it, but that’s the conclusion. Bottom line? The powerful kiss her ass more out of fear than respect, although there’s that too. You’ll have a hard time getting anyone with credentials to speak against her. If others have suspicions of wrongdoing, they won’t blow the whistle for fear of a Serrano backlash. Half the city is in her pocket for one reason or another. The other half is on the take.”


    Luke didn’t catch all of Archer’s comments, but he got enough. “So, I have my work cut out for me.”


    “Yes, you do. Matt Devon was a good reporter and an even better friend. But he was foolhardy, and telling him to back off only made him more determined. He got screwed the first time he tried to nail Carlotta Gentry for manipulating the test results on Synthetec’s drug and playing numbers with the stock, and he ate crow until he regurgitated. Unfortunately, he ate it raw until he got his new stove.”


    Luke wanted to smile at the imagery but then thought about Matt. “Did you hear from him before he was murdered?”


    “Hey, it’s not murder yet,” Archer said. “And no, I didn’t speak to him. Matt called that morning, but I was on a stakeout and had my phone turned off. He left a message he had proof that’d send a shock wave through this city, but by the time I called him back, he was already dead.” Archer played with another chip, then focused on Luke. “I feel awful about that.”


    “We’ve all been through the Monday morning quarterbacking, wondering if we’d done this instead of that, the outcome might have been different. You had no control on this one.”


    “I keep telling myself that.”


    “What do you think he meant by shock wave?”


    “Beats the hell out of me. Matt talked like that. Everything was an exposé. I took his hyperbole with a grain of salt or else I’d have spent all my time tracking his leads.”


    “Did CSU go over the inside of the car?”


    “Like a mother digging for nits in her kid’s head. Nothing. Whoever drove him off the road got whatever Matt had with him and took a hell of a chance doing it. Traffic either way would have exposed him.”


    “I want you to listen to the disks Matt sent me. I think you’ll find them interesting.”


    “We’ll go to my house. I don’t want to bring this to the precinct until I hear what you have. Carlotta Gentry has cops on her payroll, and I’m not sure who they are. Even then, it’s not a done deal. When I get involved, I want solid evidence of wrongdoing. These are powerful people. I’m not going back to directing traffic.”


    Luke followed Norm’s unmarked car for about a mile. He pulled into the driveway of a two-story Georgian and kept going until he reached a small carriage house on the backside of the property.


    “Nice place,” Luke said.


    “Big house is my sister’s place. Been renting this since my last divorce.”


    Luke took in the small, expensively-furnished house. “Last divorce?”


    “Cops don’t make good husbands. Hard to close it off at the end of the day and come home like you’ve been at summer camp. Women get tired of the lonely nights. You married?”


    “Divorced. Just once.”


    “I’m off for the rest of the day. Good excuse for a beer.” Archer took a couple of longnecks from the refrigerator, handed one to Luke. “How’d you get involved in this mess anyway?”


    Luke recounted the story. “Sounds like a soap opera, doesn’t it?”


    “Sounds like destiny to me. You in love with this woman?”


    Luke hadn’t verbalized his feelings to anyone. Those around him might have guessed, especially Pete, but no one knew for sure. “Yeah, I am,” he admitted, surprised how easily it rolled off his tongue.


    “I remember the shooting. Even though it happened in Hub City, Stewart Gentry was a hometown boy. Shocked everyone around here. Killing your own kid, blinding your ex-wife. No one remembered Stewart as a potential murderer.”


    “I don’t think he was,” Luke said.


    “I knew him. My father and Stewart’s father were close friends. That’s another reason why this whole thing is a little tricky for me.”


    “So you’re the old Charleston money you talked about.”


    “Yup.”


    “Accounts for the watch,” Luke said, pointing at the Rolex.


    “Rolex or not, I’m still the black sheep. Like Stewart. Men with our family backgrounds aren’t groomed to be cops or artists. Sorry if that sounds snotty; it’s a fact. Stewart is an ugly chapter in Charleston’s history. People around here prefer to believe he’s dead.”


    “Abby thought so. Her mother never told her the truth in an effort to protect her. Stewart’s showing up knocked her for a loop.”


    “I guess if your dead ex-husband suddenly turns up, being knocked for a loop is an understatement. I’ll listen to the disks, then we’ll go from there.”


    Luke relaxed into a modern leather chair―some famous designer, he thought―and read Field & Stream. Peeking over the top of the magazine, he watched Norm make a few notes on a pad as he listened, saw him grimace. Luke caught his wave when he finished.


    “We can discuss this over dinner,” Norm said. “I’m gonna take you for the best seafood you’ll ever put in your mouth. This is one time you’ll be glad you can’t hear. The place is noisy as hell.”


    Two hours later, Luke, stuffed with hushpuppies and crab cakes he’d devoured at Hyman’s Seafood, raised his beer glass to his lips. Norm confessed that from everything he’d heard on the recordings, he believed Luke’s theory. Proving it was something else, especially since it incriminated some of the most powerful people in the city.


    “The only witness, Valentina Kozov, won’t testify,” Norm said, downing his third beer. “She never referred to Graeme Collyer by name, and Carlotta Gentry’s name didn’t blip the radar screen. Kozov mentioned the offshoot Synthetec lab but said she’d deny knowledge of it, under oath. If we find her. That, my friend, is not good.” Norm wiped his mouth with his napkin and continued. “Furthermore, Scanlon’s name never came up. I’d need probable cause to pull him in, and I don’t have it. I doubt he’d talk anyway. Psychiatrists are like that. They’ve got everything figured out before they’re grilled.”


    The more Archer laid out the facts, the more depressed Luke felt. The cop was right. They didn’t have enough to build a case.


    “In addition,” Norm went on, “you can’t prove the pills you took from the cabin were Stewart’s. You said there were no identifying marks.”


    “Right.”


    “Which translates to zero proof they were manufactured by Synthetec or any other pharmaceutical company. Could be a private concoction. Even if Collyer drives a Lincoln Navigator, that doesn’t prove he drove Matt off the road or terrorized your girlfriend and her mother. You know how many people drive those behemoths? In short, everything is circumstantial. The captain would throw me the hell out of his office, and who knows if he’s in Carlotta Gentry’s employ.”


    “I know I’m right.” But Luke also knew everything Norm said was true.


    Norm brushed crumbs into the palm of his other hand and flicked them into his empty plate. “I think you are too. But I got nothing.”


    “Did Matt’s autopsy show anything that would cause him to lose control, like drugs?”


    “No. The M.E. listed the COD as suffocation due to compression.”


    “So where does that leave us?”


    “Nowhere. Not unless we can get someone to talk.”


    “Well, it won’t be Collyer. I know men like him. He’d go to his death before ratting out his boss.”


    “I’d concentrate on Scanlon,” Norm said. “He’s a slimy little creature. Ever see him?”


    “No.”


    “You’re in for a treat.”


    “Maybe I’ll get a closer inspection,” Luke said. “Think I’ll ruffle some feathers while I’m here.”


    “I’d go with you, but I’m afraid that would border on official.”


    “Naw, thanks anyway. I don’t want anyone to know we’ve connected yet. My digging around is off the record. Let’s keep it that way.”


    “Be careful. You’re a good lip reader, but you still can’t hear.”


    “Ya think?”


    * * * * *


    The next morning, Luke entered the Scanlon Psychiatric Clinic and asked to speak to Dr. Herbert Scanlon. The flustered secretary retreated inside a glass-enclosed office and picked up the phone. He strained to see her lips, but she saw him watching and turned around. After a few minutes, she returned and mouthed that Dr. Scanlon would be with him shortly, then ushered him inside a well-appointed office and told him to make himself comfortable.


    Luke glanced around. Leather and mahogany, Persian rugs, gilt-edged books. Expensive. Lots of money in psychiatry. Or was it pharmaceuticals? Probably both. Scanlon was obviously a multitasker.


    Luke did a double take when Herbert Scanlon entered the room. He looked as close to an albino as Luke had ever seen. His skin and hair were matching pale; colorless eyes like watery opals stared without expression. He stood about half a foot shorter than Luke and carried half the volume. Scanlon met Luke’s proffered hand with a limp return, his skin dry and soft, as if it had been dusted with talc. Luke couldn’t hear his voice, but he could tell by watching Scanlon’s mouth that he overemphasized his pronunciation. The psychiatrist knew Luke was deaf. So did his secretary. Which meant this visit wasn’t a surprise. How in hell…


    “My secretary said you wanted to speak to me about Stewart Gentry.”


    Luke noticed the little man flapped his eyelids like a lizard, exaggerating his bizarre appearance. “Yes, I appreciate your seeing me without notice. I’m sure you have a very busy schedule, so I won’t take up much of your time.”


    “I don’t discuss my patients, Detective McCallister. That information is confidential. What is your connection to Stewart Gentry anyway?”


    As if you didn’t know. “He’s been harassing his ex-wife. She’s a friend.”


    “What makes you think I can do anything about that? Stewart walked out of the residential wing of this facility where he’s been for the last eight years. The authorities have been searching for him, without success.”


    “Are they, Doctor? If so, this is the quietest manhunt for a murderer I’ve been party to.”


    “The Gentry family has suffered enough bad publicity, Detective. They prefer the search be kept from the media. They’d succeeded, until your city’s department made it public. Stewart isn’t dangerous. He’s come a long way in eight years. True, he’ll never be what we term ‘normal,’ and he’ll always have minor psychotic episodes, but as long as he’s on medication he’s no danger to himself or anyone else.”


    “Oh, right. Receptormine, isn’t it?”


    “A miracle drug,” Scanlon said proudly. “It’s done wonders for Stewart.”


    “So much so that he felt well enough to leave his safe haven and find his ex-wife.”


    “I know nothing about that. We’re doing our best to return him to this hospital where he’ll be well taken care of.”


    “Really.” Luke hoped the word sounded sarcastic. “I’m confused. If Receptormine is such a miracle drug, how come Stewart Gentry isn’t taking it?”


    Scanlon jerked to attention. Luke imagined the haughtiness in his voice. “What are you talking about? Stewart’s been on the drug since we developed it.”


    “I have some of Stewart’s pills. I think the FDA would find their composition interesting because, you see, they’re not anti-psychotics at all. They’re hallucinogens. Don’t you find that fascinating, Doctor?”


    Scanlon’s ghostly white face turned even whiter, and his tiny body affected an almost effeminate pose. He cocked his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “I’m talking about the secret lab where this drug is produced.”


    “Synthetec is the only pharmaceutical lab in this city. If anyone else is producing drugs here, I certainly don’t know about it. Since you’re accusing Synthetec of developing an illegal substance, I suppose these pills of yours have their mark on them?”


    Luke hoped Scanlon wouldn’t bring that up. He said nothing.


    “No? I’m shocked! You come in here attacking my good name with no proof. I think you’re a perfect candidate for Receptormine, Detective. You’re delusional. Hallucinogens, secret laboratories. Where do you get these ideas? I’ve wasted enough of my time. I suggest you think long and hard before you repeat these ridiculous accusations, or my lawyer will slap you with a slander suit that will break you.”


    “Go ahead, because you’d have to prove the allegations false. They’re not, and we both know they’re not.”


    “And you have to prove they are, Detective McCallister. You can’t do that.” He pressed the intercom button and the secretary opened the door. “My secretary will see you out. Good day.”


    An over-the-shoulder glance caught the Casper-like figure reaching out with a shaky hand for the phone before Luke cleared the doorway.


    * * * * *


    Carlotta Gentry picked up the phone and heard Herbert Scanlon’s frantic voice.


    “He was here, Carlotta. That McCallister cop was here.”


    “We knew he was there, Herbert. Why are you all in a tizzy?”


    “I’ll tell you why.”


    Carlotta heard Scanlon’s deep controlled breaths in her earpiece.


    “McCallister knows about the drug, he knows about the lab, he knows everything. He’s going to blow this whole thing wide open. I can’t have that. That’s my tizzy.”


    She always worried about Scanlon. He was the mad scientist with no concept of anything other than his experiments on the human brain and the drugs that alter its function. She had to keep him under control.


    “Stop it, Herbert. He doesn’t know everything. If he did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. He only suspects, and suspicions don’t mean shit. Nothing’s going to happen. Detective McAllister won’t say a word, and my police department wouldn’t listen anyway. Don’t I always take care of things?”


    “Don’t forget Archer. He’s a rogue cop who won’t be silenced. He’s smart, honest, and doesn’t give a rat’s ass about bucking your authority or anyone else’s.”


    “This is still my city. I admit, Archer is a problem. It hasn’t been easy working around him, but I’ve managed. Bottom line: If I want Archer taken care of, he will be. And it will be a tragic accident in the line of duty.”


    “This is different. If Stewart talks to the wrong people—”


    Carlotta felt the heat rise on her face. “I thought you said he wouldn’t.” She pulled a lace-trimmed handkerchief from her jacket pocket and dabbed her forehead. “You assured me that the only person he trusts is Abigael.”


    “You hear what you want, no matter how many times I explain the facts. There is no sure thing when it comes to the mind. Stewart has been conditioned not to say anything about Martin and that other business, but in spite of all my tactics, he’s refused to give up the information you want. At least not to us. Your ex-daughter-in-law is our last hope, but it doesn’t seem like Stewart has opened up to her either.”


    “Not yet, but he will. Stewart was always my most unpredictable child. Unpredictable and uncontrollable. I had hoped he’d tell Abigael before anyone else got involved, but that hasn’t happened. Now, besides her cop boyfriend, Archer and another psychiatrist are involved—a doctor Stewart might trust, because he sure as hell didn’t trust you.”


    “I couldn’t do too much about that. He didn’t trust me from the beginning. Part of our problem is that psycho Collyer you have working for you. He should be locked up in my hospital. If he hadn’t played games with the Gallant woman, there’d be no cop involved, and McCallister wouldn’t be here in Charleston cozying up to Archer.”


    “That psycho and his men take care of all the dirty work no one else wants to do. He took care of that pesky reporter, didn’t he?”


    “Another person who wouldn’t have been involved if it weren’t for McCallister.”


    “I should have eliminated Devon the first time he stuck his big nose into our affairs. Lord knows I tried. Okay, granted Collyer has a tendency to get a little carried away, but it’s too late now. Besides, I can hardly punish him, can I? My father wouldn’t approve.”


    “If Stewart opens up to the wrong person, then another person is involved. You can’t get rid of everyone, Carlotta. Your daughter-in-law’s psychiatrist friend might get Stewart to talk by using the same techniques I used. What will you do then?”


    “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. Even if Abigael remembers something, she won’t be around to talk about it.”


    “Doubtful she will talk,” Scanlon said. “I’m confident my procedure worked. Besides, we weren’t sure she knew anything, even then.”


    “This is a hell of a time to find out,” Carlotta barked.


    “I’ve tried, you know I have. If your man had left her alone, we wouldn’t have stirred up all this interest. Nature would have taken its course.”


    “If your men hadn’t been so lax, Stewart would still be in la-la land and none of this would have happened.”


    “It’s all your fault. You―”


    “Enough!” Mrs. Gentry snapped. “Let’s not get into a pissing match about who made the bigger mistakes. What’s done is done. I’ll take care of Detective McCallister, but don’t go anywhere. I might have another guinea pig for your experiments. I trust you, Herbert. Don’t let me down.”


    She hung up before Scanlon said anything else she didn’t want to hear.


    Damn. She hated to admit it, but the psychiatrist was right. Too many people were involved now. She had to get the information and shut up her son and ex-daughter-in-law for good. But first, she needed to take care of Abigael’s deaf boyfriend.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-One


    Into the Spider’s Web


    


    A message awaited Luke when he got back to the hotel.


    


    Mrs. Carlotta Gentry wishes to see you. A car will be waiting in one hour. Please be ready.


    


    Half an hour had passed since the timed message. No more games. She not only knows I’m here, she knows where I’m staying.


    Luke asked the hotel desk clerk to call Norm Archer’s cell. The call relayed automatically to the precinct switchboard. Detective Archer was in a briefing. If it’s an emergency, the operator said, she’d interrupt.


    “No, that’s okay,” Luke told the hotel desk clerk. “Leave a message that Luke McCallister called, and tell him I’ll catch up later.” He thought of texting him, but if he was in a meeting, he didn’t want to disturb him. He left a note for him at the desk about his invitation.


    Should he go? Had he played his hand too quickly? If she knew he was here, she probably knew he’d met with Norm. The desk clerk knew where he was going. What could she do in broad daylight? He was a cop. He knew what he was doing. Still, maybe he should wait for Norm. Damn that he couldn’t talk on the phone. Damn it to hell. No, waiting wasn’t an option. The iron wasn’t hot; it sizzled. He checked his gun, slipped it into his shoulder holster, and tucked another into a leg holster. Striking time.


    A limo arrived at the stated time. A uniformed chauffeur opened the back door and ushered Luke inside. He spoke directly to him, offering a drink from the bar in back. Luke declined but noted the driver knew he couldn’t hear.


    He estimated the distance to the Gentry estate at ten miles from the Battery. The limo entered through an iron gate to a long, curved driveway, bordered by dozens of mature azaleas lush with brightly colored blooms and canopied by ancient live oaks dripping with Spanish moss. Clusters of flowers edged the entrance of the house. The antebellum plantation sat on six acres along the Intracoastal Waterway and resembled a set design from Gone with the Wind. Luke expected a rush of hoop-skirted belles frolicking on the lawn and Scarlett herself sashaying through the front door.


    The chauffeur opened the rear door of the limo, and Luke stepped out to find a starched butler reminiscent of another era waiting at the columned entrance. He escorted Luke through a massive foyer into a large antique-filled living room. He’d seen homes like this in magazines, and the bankroll necessary to obtain them exceeded his range of comprehension.


    Carlotta Gentry lounged on a covered veranda that swept the back of the house, overlooking the water as sailboats and yachts passed on review. Luke imagined the panorama alone accounted for the multi-million dollar price tag. He pulled himself back to earth and remembered why he came.


    Formally dressed in a royal blue silk dress and jacket with pearl and diamond earrings and necklace, Carlotta Gentry exuded an air of royalty. Her flawless makeup and surgically-enhanced face were in sharp contrast with the veined and spotted hands that betrayed her years. She stroked her ring finger over an imaginary strand of misplaced hair and inspected him as if he were bird shit that had plopped uninvited on her veranda. When she spoke, she half-turned on purpose to put him at the greatest disadvantage. Luke disliked her immediately and almost heard the tone of her voice from the way her mouth moved. She mocked him and meant to.


    * * * * *


    Carlotta indicated a chair, but didn’t offer to shake McCallister’s hand. The detective was a rare work of art. A woman was never too old to appreciate a handsome man, and Detective McCallister’s magnificence wasn’t wasted on her. Tall, muscular without being overly developed, with features off enough to keep him from being a pretty boy. Somehow it all worked. He reminded Carlotta of her dear departed husband, who stopped women in their tracks whenever he was in their midst. McCallister even flashed the same bright blue eyes.


    She patted her perfectly groomed hair as if she were a teenager, then chided herself for the moment of vanity. “Why are you in Charleston, Detective McCallister?”


    He took the chair she indicated facing the waterway. “Please speak directly to me, Mrs. Gentry. I’m deaf, but I read lips, as you well know.”


    “Really.” She faced him with an arched brow and her best condescending smile, honed by years of practice. “Obviously not from birth. You speak too well.”


    “You arranged this meeting, Mrs. Gentry, so don’t act like you know nothing about me. In fact, you probably know as much about me as the record permits, and you knew it before I arrived in Charleston.”


    “Not everything, Detective, but I suppose I could find out if I wanted to. I’ll ask again, what is it you want, and why did you barge in on Dr. Scanlon?”


    “What is it you want, Mrs. Gentry? Why are you harassing Abigael Gallant?”


    She didn’t like being questioned, especially by someone so obviously inferior. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Abigael is in Hub City—doing well, I hear. Why would I harass her? Frankly, seeing you in the flesh, I don’t understand why someone who looks like you would be interested in a gangly, awkward girl like Abigael, even if you are deaf. Unless, of course, you don’t think yourself worthy of a normal woman. Maybe underneath your handsome exterior, you have an inferiority complex. Something in your childhood, perhaps?”


    She watched his reaction. Maybe his lip-reading wasn’t as good as she’d been told. But then she saw the angry flush on his face and knew he understood every word.


    “To be honest,” she continued, “I never understood what Stewart saw in Abigael either. But at least then she wasn’t…defective. Tell me, Detective McCallister, what is it that makes her so attractive to men? I presume she has special talents in the bedroom. Is that it? Must have inherited that from her lowlife mother.”


    She twisted the knife, begging for a reaction. His body tensed. She saw his determination to avoid being goaded into losing his cool, but that wouldn’t last. She was a master at finding her adversaries’ weaknesses and turning the knife until it hurt. That’s how she maintained control.


    “Abby couldn’t care less what you think about her, and neither do I. She’s a hundred times the woman you are, Mrs. Gentry. All I want to know is why you’re harassing her.”


    She laughed. The nerve of him. Imagine, comparing me to that drunk’s daughter. Even though she knew what he was doing, blood boiled inside her. A sheen of perspiration glazed her upper lip. No one gets the better of Carlotta Gentry. She squared her shoulders.


    “I’ve done no such thing, and I resent the implication. I haven’t left Charleston, except for a short trip to New York to see a series of Broadway plays, not that I have to defend myself against such an outrageous allegation.”


    “Of course you wouldn’t soil your hands. You have someone else do your dirty work. Your man, Graeme Collyer, for example.”


    “Mr. Collyer isn’t my man. He works for my father in Boston as his private bodyguard, which keeps him too busy to be harassing, as you phrase it, a pitiful blind woman hours away. Why on earth would he find pleasure in that?”


    “I think it concerns your husband’s death and some major finagling within Synthetec.”


    She felt the involuntary twitch in her cheek. “My husband died in a plane crash a little over eight years ago. The documented cause was pilot error, with no evidence of foul play. I’m distraught over his loss to this day.”


    Then she focused her eyes on McCallister’s. “You’re grasping at straws, Detective. You are still with the police force, aren’t you?”


    “You know I am. You know everything except where your son is and what he told his wife after your husband died, before you turned him into the man he is today.”


    Turning to take in the view, she decided what had to be done. She’d built this empire with Serrano money, not Gentry’s. No arrogant has-been cop would take it away. Not while she lived and breathed. Too much was at stake. She’d play with him a little longer to see what else he knew.


    “You’re pushing the envelope, young man. It’s the second time today you insinuated something I characterize as slander. A genetic malfunction rooted on his father’s side caused my son’s illness. We’ve done everything possible to help him, including perfecting an anti-psychotic drug to alleviate his symptoms.”


    “I had your drug tested, and you know it’s anything but what you claim.”


    She squinted. This man definitely knew too much, but without proof, all he had were suppositions. “Speaking publicly about ridiculous accusations would be a serious mistake.”


    “That sounds like a threat.”


    “You’re the one making threats, Detective.”


    “Your party is over, Mrs. Gentry. I think when the authorities dig deeper they’ll find some things that won’t reflect well on you, starting with your husband’s death. What did Stewart hear to make him such a threat that you sicced your quack psychiatrist on him? And why Abby? Did you really think she knew something all these years and kept quiet?”


    Game, match, championship, Detective McCallister.


    She smiled and her shoulders relaxed. “Oh, when my albino quack failed to extract any information from her, he made sure she didn’t remember anything. Yes, Detective, Dr. Scanlon treated Abigael at the same time he treated Stewart. He visited her again in the hospital for a touchup. Only after Stewart escaped from our protective haven did I worry that he possessed the magic key to her damaged brain. But then I saw the advantage. If Stewart unlocked that brain of his and released the information we wanted, it’d be to Abigael. All we had to do was wait until he knocked on her door. We should have let him out ages ago.


    “So you see, we’ve known where Stewart has been almost since the beginning. The cabin, the nights he spent in that jalopy, and the seedy motel he stayed in. We know where he is now, too, even though you don’t. And we’ll know what he tells Abigael when he tells her.”


    * * * * *


    Luke took a deep breath. Surely he’d misread her. She couldn’t have said what he thought because if she did, she’d told him too much. He was in over his head and sinking, and he knew it. Now he wished he had waited for Norm, because he saw no way out.


    “Would you mind repeating that, Mrs. Gentry? I didn’t quite get it all. Your speech patterns are more difficult for me to read.”


    “Nice try, McCallister, but you understood me perfectly. The expression on your face gave you away. You could cause me a lot of trouble. Raise questions I’d rather not answer. You could, but I doubt you will.” Her eyes flicked behind him, and she nodded her head. “I seriously doubt it.”


    Of course Luke didn’t hear a thing. He didn’t sense anything either. No vibrations, no peripheral shadows. A fleeting picture of Abby flashed in his mind at the same time the crack on the back of his skull made everything go dark.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Gone Today, Gone Tomorrow


    


    With Meyer at a rehabilitation facility, Lucy arrived at Abby’s dying of curiosity to see who Luke had enlisted as her daughter’s babysitter. When she met Jeff, she remarked that in spite of all the turmoil, Abby’s life swarmed with good-looking men. When Jeff went out to get beer, Lucy learned he was gay.


    “I don’t believe it,” she protested. “Not him.”


    “Lucy, you’re in an artsy field. You ought to know that not all gay men are obvious. Some of them take big manly steps and do big manly things.”


    “But this one is, he’s…jeez, Abigael, he’s sexy.”


    If anyone should know, it’s connoisseur Lucy.


    “How much you want to bet his partner’s the flighty one.”


    But when Eric brought dinner, Lucy whispered that he was as macho as Jeff and almost as good looking. Her postscript: “Neither is as good looking as Luke.”


    Abby and Lucy agreed that Eric was one hell of a cook. Lucy wrote down his recipes pinch by teaspoon, promising to try them all. He’d even made a special dish for Daisy. Abby heard her dog snarf down whatever it was without taking a breath.


    “I don’t know why you’re not as fat as a pig,” she said to Jeff. “If I lived with him, I would be.”


    “If you lived with him, he’d be straight and I’d be starving to death.”


    They all had a good laugh. Jeff and Eric thought Lucy was fun. Abby agreed.


    After dinner, Jeff shooed everyone out the door to pay more attention to his job. Abby didn’t argue. With Luke sticking his neck out in Charleston, she felt guilty enjoying herself.


    Norm Archer called Friday to let her know Luke had arrived, but she’d heard nothing since. Worried, she called Norm Sunday morning. Even Daisy’s wet nose nuzzling her hand offered little comfort.


    “Luke mentioned he intended to ruffle a few feathers,” Norm said, “whatever that means. I missed his call, but he left word he’d call back later. He hasn’t. I called the hotel and received a message that Carlotta Gentry had invited Luke to her house late yesterday afternoon.”


    Dread snaked up Abby’s spine. “Something’s happened to him, Norm. He would have contacted one of us.”


    “I warned him not to do anything foolhardy, especially since he’s deaf as a rock. He didn’t want the police involved until he had a feel for the situation, and frankly, I didn’t have reason to overrule him.”


    “You’ve got to find him. He’s out there alone. I don’t know what they’re hiding, but they won’t let anyone get in their way. I can attest to that.”


    “I’ll go to the captain, but he’s not going to wade into murky waters. I can attest to that.”


    “Where’s Collyer?”


    “I’ll see if he’s around, but men like him know how to disappear without leaving a trace. He could be sitting on your doorstep right now.”


    “I’m not worried about my doorstep. I’m worried about Luke’s.”


    “I got him here. I’ll find him. I should have made sure he had backup. Get back to you.” He clicked off.


    Abby related Norm’s conversation to Jeff.


    “Luke can take care of himself, Abby.”


    “Could he take you, Jeff?” When he didn’t answer, she knew she’d struck a nerve. “Could he?”


    “Abby, I was trained to kill. Luke’s not a killer.”


    “So the answer is no.”


    “Not if I didn’t let him, no.”


    “Graeme Collyer’s a trained killer too. I’m sure his resume doesn’t read much differently than yours. Only you take no pleasure in killing; Collyer gets off on it. I bet when he was a kid he smiled when he pulled the wings off flies to watch them struggle.” She remembered her encounter with him. “That night in my yard, he enjoyed my fear, knowing I couldn’t see him, knowing I couldn’t tell what was coming next. Did I tell you that his breathing was so slow, so controlled, that anyone else would have been sleeping?”


    “Okay, okay. What do you want me to do? I’d go to Charleston, but I’m not leaving you alone. My job is to protect you. Collyer might be there, but someone else might be waiting here for the perfect moment. That’s not going to happen. I promised Luke.”


    “Then get someone else to stay here with me.”


    “I don’t think Luke’d like that. Besides, I don’t know anyone better than me. I don’t know anyone around here better than Luke, for that matter.”


    She reached out her hand. “Then take me with you.”


    Jeff snorted. “Are you crazy? How do you expect me to find him if I have to worry about you? I can’t leave you standing in the middle of a room while I go play detective. He has a better chance of fending for himself than you do. You can’t see, Abby.”


    “Why is everyone always reminding me of that?”


    “Because you keep forgetting.”


    Abby stopped pleading and invoked her most serious tone. “I can get into Carlotta Gentry’s house, Jeff. You’d never get past her people, but she’ll see me.”


    “What the hell’s wrong with you? She wants to fucking kill you. Forget it.”


    “She didn’t want to kill me; she wanted Stewart to do it. To kill two birds with one stone without throwing the stone herself. It didn’t work out quite the way she planned, and she had to improvise. It’s different now.”


    “It sure is. There has to be another way.”


    “There is. Stewart.”


    * * * * *


    Luke heard himself screaming. Not out loud, of course. In his head, where pain thundered like the worst summer storm. He felt the accelerated thudding of his heart as the room circled, recalling a nasty weeklong binge after his accident when he sat in his silent house in his silent world and drank until he didn’t care whether he woke up.


    But this was no binge. This was something else, and he knew it even before he saw the needle stuck in the vein of his hand—a needle connected to a drip bag sucked dry, hanging over him.


    How long have I been here? He stretched to see the time. Even if he could stop the slow motion merry-go-round, his watch was out of view. He tried lifting his head, but it weighed a hundred pounds. Fighting the restraints that strapped him down weakened his already sluggish body.


    Hot, glaring lights forced him to scrunch his eyes and concentrate on one object to steady his focus. His vision stabilized. When he lifted his head, what he saw sent a wave of panic through his trapped body. He lay naked on a table, his legs splayed, ankles cuffed to the corners. Both wrists were bound, and a thick leather strap stretched tight across his chest. Stainless steel instruments lay in a perfect row on a table nearby. It didn’t take an Einstein to figure out he was being readied for surgery. He struggled harder, pulling against the bonds, straining his muscles, but they felt like wet cement.


    Being a cop had conditioned him to dangerous situations―his wits and courage against those breaking the law. Good against evil; man against man. And here he was, no chance for fair play.


    He tried to yell, but his tongue and lips stuck together, the moisture suctioned from his mouth. He needed water. He needed to get the hell out of there.


    He remembered arriving at the hotel in Charleston, remembered meeting Norm Archer. But everything after was a blank. When Norm couldn’t find him, he’d begin searching, wouldn’t he? Others knew his whereabouts too. Abby knew, so did Jeff and Pete. Someone would come looking for him. Only where was he?


    A shadow moved behind him, but he couldn’t turn far enough to see. He tried, craning his neck as far as it would go. Two gloved hands entered his range of vision and replaced the drip bag with another filled with clear liquid. He felt the cold solution enter his vein and work its way upstream. Would he wake up or would he die without being found? And if he woke up, who would he be? Maybe another Stewart. Maybe…


    His weighted eyelids drooped, and it took all his will to keep them from closing. Tired, I’m so tired. No, don’t fall asleep. I can’t let myself fall asleep.


    “Who are you?” he croaked to the shadow before darkness engulfed him.


    No one answered.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Out of Sight, Out of Mind


    


    When Luke didn’t call, Abby knew he was in trouble. She needed to talk to Stewart. He was the key. She called Don Weston to check on his condition.


    “I found no evidence of surgery on the brain’s frontal lobes,” Don said, “but imaging showed significant damage to areas that produce serotonin. If, as Luke said, someone dosed your ex-husband with a derivative of the tryptamine family, and there’s a predisposition to mental illness in his genetic makeup, the drug could induce schizophrenic episodes. Psychedelics like LSD don’t generally have harmful long-term effects on the brain, although some people experience recurring hallucinations. But there’s a certain class of antidepressants that can be dangerous when mixed with DMT. If Scanlon experimented with these inhibiting drugs, and combined them with deep hypnotic manipulation, well, anything could happen.”


    “They used Stewart as a guinea pig, didn’t they?”


    “If we find that to be the case, I will personally see that Scanlon’s put away for a very long time. That said, we have no proof he’s engaged in any such practice. Given his medical history, whatever Stewart says is suspect.”


    “I know. Something’s not right, though. I need to talk to him. Tell me where he is.”


    “You told me not to.”


    “Things have changed. Luke is missing, and I need Stewart to help me get him released. That’s if it’s not too late.”


    * * * * *


    Abby knew of Dayton, a small, private psychiatric hospital near Columbia. Don Weston admitted Stewart under an alias to safeguard his identity, but that showed up only on the entry form. Stewart was confused enough that he shouldn’t have to answer to another name. The staff expected her.


    They left Daisy in the car, and Jeff led Abby inside. She never thought she’d want to spend extended time alone with Stewart, but that’s exactly what she planned. The psychiatric nurse on duty led her to Stewart’s room.


    “What’s he doing?” Abby asked before entering.


    “Gazing out the window,” the nurse said. “He does that a lot, but he’s calm.”


    “Has he had any episodes? Anything I should worry about?”


    “That first day was tough, but he’s been docile since. Of course, he’s medicated. He has moments of lucidity; other times he’s incoherent. Hopefully, today is the former.”


    Jeff took Abby’s arm. “Do you want me to stay?”


    “No. Is there a chair near him?”


    “I’ll pull one up,” the nurse said.


    “I’ll be right here,” Jeff said. “One sign he’s losing it, and you’re out of there.”


    Abby nodded and the nurse brought her inside.


    Before she could say anything, Stewart said, “Hello, Abby.”


    His voice always triggered painful memories, but Abby had conditioned herself to be prepared. The nurse left after positioning Abby in the chair she pulled next to Stewart. She turned on her recorder. “Are you feeling better, Stewart?”


    “I’m tired. I’ve slept a lot since I’ve been here.”


    “I need to ask you some questions, and I want you to try to remember. Can you do that?”


    “I think so.” She heard him change positions. His leg brushed hers. “I like it better when I’m sick. When my thoughts are all jumbled and I can’t remember anything. There’s peace in the confusion. I know that sounds crazy.” He stopped talking for a minute, and when he began again, the pain in his voice cut deep. “When I’m like this, clear, the agony is far greater because I know what I’ve done. I wish we could turn back the clock. I wish…”


    “Stop. Please stop. I can’t go there.” Not now. Not ever.


    “I know. I know we can never go back. I know.”


    She needed to maneuver him back on track. “Tell me why you left the hospital in Charleston.”


    “Because I didn’t want to kill myself there. Not in that place. I took a supply of pills. I thought I’d take them all or maybe quit taking them altogether. Whatever did the trick. Anything to stop the chaos inside my head. Do you understand?”


    She felt his hand on hers, and she had to force herself not to pull away. His touch was warm and shaky, then he stilled.


    “Yes. I do.” She remembered feeling much the same way eight years ago. Just a different chaos. “What did you do then?”


    “I bribed an attendant to help me escape.”


    “But how? You didn’t have any money.”


    “I gave him a painting. Of you. One of my best, I thought. I said it was worth a lot of money and would be worth more when I—”


    “Don’t!” Abby marveled at Stewart’s ingenuity. Even in his madness, he’d retained a certain presence of mind. “Let’s go back to when you left the hospital.”


    “Yes, the hospital. I put on a doctor’s jacket and walked out. The attendant watched. No one paid attention. He gave me some money and the keys to an old car parked nearby. I thought I’d drive to Asheville.” He paused. “Beautiful place, Asheville. But I never made it. I got tired near Saluda. Couldn’t keep my eyes open. I bought a paper and found the cabin. It seemed like a good place to die—secluded and quiet.”


    Stewart got up, walked around, sat down again, fidgeted, tapped his foot, stopped. “I slept, and when I woke up, I realized I never took any pills, and a funny thing happened.”


    “You felt better.”


    “Yes. New, like another person. How did you know? My mind cleared up. Not for very long and not like before, but enough. That’s when I knew I had to talk to you. The time at the cabin—I wasn’t sure what would happen, but I knew I wouldn’t hurt you. Not like before. I knew that with all my heart. Do you believe me?”


    “Yes, I believe you.” Knowing what she knew now, she did. Every word. And she ached for him. Why was she feeling like this, like she was going to lose it? She needed to get hold of herself. Focus. “What happened the night you came to Luke’s house?”


    “Luke? Oh yes, the cop. I knew you were there. I watched you.”


    He stopped. Abby waited and he spoke.


    “I hated leaving that cabin. I felt safe there, but I figured you’d recognize the Saluda Grade. Nothing else like it, is there?”


    “No, I knew.”


    “I found a cheap motel. Then the hallucinations started. I thought my head would explode. I got scared and took a handful of pills and went crazy. I wanted to give myself up. I couldn’t keep running, but I couldn’t go back to Scanlon’s either. I didn’t know where else to go. I’m sorry, Abby. I shouldn’t have gone there. Shouldn’t have. Shouldn’t have.” He got up again, tipping over his chair.


    She heard Jeff at the door.


    “You okay?”


    “Am I, Stewart?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m fine, Jeff.”


    “Just checking,” Jeff said. “I’ll be right outside.”


    She heard him leave, but from the sounds outside the room, he’d left the door open. She pictured him lurking outside, within a second’s reach. “Why did you leave the pills in the cabin?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe if something happened to me, someone would care enough to find out what they were. Do you know?”


    “They’re hallucinogens.”


    “Yes, I figured something like that.” He sounded sad, as if nothing surprised him any longer. “The medication they’ve given me here makes me think clearer.” Stewart sighed. “Sometimes.”


    “Do you remember what happened before Dr. Scanlon first gave you the pills? Did it have something to do with your father’s plane crash?”


    “My father’s plane crash?” Then, without hesitation and with words that seemed to shatter the air, he said, “They killed him, you know.”


    Abby wasn’t sure she heard right. “What? Who?”


    “My mother and that Collyer guy who worked for my grandfather. They killed my father.”


    Abby’s heart pounded; her stomach cartwheeled. “How…how do you know?”


    “I heard them.”


    But the next sentence startled her even more.


    “I told you, Abby. Don’t you remember? Before I got sick.” Stewart’s matter-of-fact words trailed off. “I thought I did. Maybe I forgot.”


    Abby strained to remember. Had she blocked this out? She barely remembered Mr. Gentry’s plane crash. Her stomach knotted. Perspiration sprouted on her skin. “No, you…never told me that. I…I don’t remember.”


    “Yes. We were going to tell the police. Did we ever do that?”


    The air inside the room thickened, as if she were breathing under water. “No, we never did,” she managed to say. “Why did they kill him?”


    “I don’t remember. Everything’s behind a closed door. Sometimes, in my dreams I pull on it, but I can’t make it open.”


    She had to get out of there before the screaming inside her head escaped. Other questions perched on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t concentrate. Not now.


    “I’ll be back, Stewart. Okay?”


    “Okay. I’ll be here, won’t I?”


    She reached out and found his arm, patted it. “Yes, you’ll be here.”


    She called Jeff and he came in. “We need to go. Now.” He took her arm and led her out of the building. On the way to the car, the nausea won and she threw up. Jeff was attentive, but he didn’t ask any questions. He’d heard everything.


    “I don’t understand what’s happening, Jeff. How could I have known and forgotten? We’re talking murder.”


    As soon as she said it, she knew Luke was in serious trouble. “Jeff?”


    “Yes, Abby. We’re going to Charleston.”


    She shut off her digital recorder.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Four


    The Bluff from the View


    


    Jeff drove as if he finally realized the danger of Luke’s situation. They took Daisy inside the same Charleston hotel where Luke had registered. Jeff called Norm on the way, and he was waiting in the lobby when they arrived.


    “I’ve heard a lot about you from Luke,” Norm said, taking Abby’s hand.


    Abby felt the warmth of the man in his touch and his voice. “The pleasure’s mine, Norm. Have you heard anything?”


    “Let’s go into the bar.”


    Jeff took her arm and led her to a seat. She heard the TV but couldn’t make out what was on. She smelled beer and something sweet.


    “I don’t know where Luke is,” Norm said.


    On hearing his negative response, Abby’s knees weakened. Luke was missing because of her. Right now, she didn’t care about Carlotta Gentry or Graeme Collyer or Herbert Scanlon. She wanted to find Luke and go home to the way things were. She wanted their lives back, their dinners together, their running time, their quiet time. She wanted him. She fought the dizziness when she feared he might be hurt or worse, resurrecting the nausea.


    “I called Mrs. Gentry,” Norm said. “Luke went to see her, all right. They spent twenty minutes together, after which her limo took him back to town. She said he was polite and that he asked a number of questions about the time Stewart got sick. Luke told her he didn’t know where Stewart was but hoped the police apprehended him soon so the attacks on you would stop. On the way back to the hotel, he asked to be dropped off at the Straw Market to pick up some things. That’s the last anyone has seen of him. I think she’s lying through her teeth, but the chauffeur confirmed her account of his visit.”


    “Yeah, a chauffeur in her employ,” Jeff said. “I bet he’s more than a chauffeur. Let me tell you something about Luke. It would take someone very special to take him face to face. Of that I’m sure.”


    “Graeme Collyer?” Abby asked.


    “Oh, yeah,” Norm answered. “He’s special, all right. Special Forces, South African style.”


    “I know the type,” Jeff said. “But why bother face to face when he can take Luke from behind? We’re not talking fair play here.”


    Jeff’s words didn’t help Abby’s frame of mind. “It’s time to call on Mrs. Gentry. She’ll see me, if for no other reason than to find out if I know where Stewart is. Besides, she’ll want to see the results of her handiwork.” She reached down and gave Daisy a rub. “That’d be me. Isn’t that right, Daisy girl?”


    “Well you’re not going alone,” Jeff said. “Luke did, and no one’s heard from him since.”


    “She won’t get away with doing it twice,” Abby said.


    “You’re not going alone,” Jeff repeated.


    “Don’t worry, I couldn’t if I wanted to, and I don’t. Blind, yes; stupid, no.”


    Carlotta Gentry accepted Abby’s call as expected and with a warmth never extended while she was married to her son. In fact, Mrs. Gentry seemed anxious to see her―a first―and offered a car to pick her up in front of the hotel in two hours. Abby said she came with a friend and that they’d drive.


    “They don’t have Luke at her house,” Norm said. “He’s stashed somewhere else.”


    “They confined Stewart to Scanlon’s private hospital,” Abby said. “Do you think they’d chance putting Luke there?”


    “I doubt it. In any case, we can’t march in there without a warrant, and I can’t get a warrant on a hunch. I want you to wear a wire.”


    “No way. Mrs. Gentry isn’t stupid either.”


    “Neither is Collyer,” Jeff said. “We may not see him, but he’ll be there. I doubt Luke saw him until it was too late.”


    “Anyway, I won’t need a wire. If Luke is alive, she’ll let him go. I promise she will.” The thought that Luke might be dead weakened Abby’s knees again. It was the eight-hundred-pound gorilla in the room no one mentioned. She couldn’t lose someone else she loved. Not again.


    “Are you carrying?” Norm asked Jeff.


    “Do you really want to know?”


    “No, I guess not. Forget I asked.”


    * * * * *


    The butler brought Abby and Jeff out to the veranda. Abby had visited the Gentry estate a few times during her marriage. Coming from such a humble background, she’d been in awe of the luxurious surroundings. While the Gentrys entertained, the parade of yachts and sailboats kept Abby entranced for hours. The rippling water, salt air, and ocean breeze calmed her, and she remembered thinking she could spend the rest of her life taking in the view. Today, the setting wouldn’t distract her.


    “Abigael, we meet again. What a pleasant surprise.”


    The voice from the past with its phony patrician accent took Abby back to an undesirable place. A place where she’d always been an outsider wondering how she fit in while trying to convince herself she didn’t care. Stewart never strayed far from her, sensing her discomfort, always making her feel part of him. She loved him for that. But this was another day, another time, and Stewart wasn’t near to protect her.


    Was it the cooler temperature or the memory of being an unwelcome guest in her ex-mother-in-law’s home once more that sent a chill down her spine?


    “It has been awhile, hasn’t it?”


    “You’re looking well, my dear. You always were a pretty girl. In your fashion. Come sit down.”


    Her compliments had always managed a knife-in-the-back twist. Later, Abby would have one of those I should have said epiphanies, but at the moment she had no retort. She came with one purpose. To rescue Luke. If he was still alive.


    * * * * *


    Carlotta Gentry appraised her ex-daughter-in-law. She had matured. Not as gawky as she used to be. In fact, if it weren’t for the lifeless eyes, Abigael could almost be attractive. She even dressed well and wore makeup. Humph, wonder how she does that. Astonishing what blind people can do. And she arrived with another attractive man too. All those good-looking men and Abigael couldn’t even appreciate them. Of course, this one wasn’t interested in getting into any woman’s pants. More’s the pity.


    “And you are?” she said to Jeff in what she hoped was her haughtiest tone. That always seemed to put people in their place from the outset. Didn’t seem to phase this man one bit.


    “Jeff Conti, ma’am,” he said as he moved two chairs against the wall of the house and positioned Abby in one of them.


    The defensive placement wasn’t lost on Carlotta. Ha. No one’s going to sneak up behind these two. But then they would have to think me an idiot to pull that again. “I’d offer you a seat, but I see you’ve already made yourself at home.” She did her eyebrow arch, which Abby missed and Conti ignored. “Now, for what reason do I have the pleasure of this visit, Abigael?”


    “Luke McCallister,” Abby answered.


    Abigael’s boldness surprised her. She spoke right out, unlike the timid girl of years past.


    “As I told the detective when he called, Mr. McCallister came, we chatted, and he left. My chauffeur delivered him where he wanted to go, and that was the end of it.”


    “I’ll get right to the point, Mrs. Gentry.” Abby took the recorder from her pocket and turned it on. Stewart’s voice mingled with the outdoor noises but came across as if it were in surround sound.


    


    “They killed him, you know.”


    “What? Who?”


    “My mother and that Collyer guy who worked for my grandfather. They killed my father.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I heard them. I told you, Abby. Don’t you remember? Before I got sick. I thought I did. Maybe I forgot.”


    “You never told me that, Stewart. I don’t remember.”


    “Yes. We were going to tell the police. Did we ever do that?”


    “No, we never did. Why did they kill him?”


    “I don’t remember. Everything’s behind a closed door. Sometimes, in my dreams, I keep pulling on it, but I can’t make it open.”


    “I’ll be back, Stewart. Okay?”


    “Okay, Abby. I’ll be here, won’t I?”


    “Yes, you’ll be here.”


    


    “Why, Mrs. Gentry, you’re as pale as the sails on that boat,” Jeff said. “Are you okay?”


    Bastard. He’s filling Abigael in on what she can’t see. I hate that. Damn queer pervert. Doesn’t he know his place? She forced herself calm.


    “I love my son, Abigael,” Mrs. Gentry said, “but he’s mentally ill. You of all people should know that. Do you honestly think anyone will believe his accusations? The poor man escaped from a mental hospital, for God’s sake. I don’t think even you believe what he said. You admit you don’t remember anything he claims.”


    “Thanks to Dr. Scanlon. Did he work his evil magic on me too, Mrs. Gentry?”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Dr. Scanlon is a respected psychiatrist and neurosurgeon, known all over the country for his exceptional work.”


    “I wonder how he would like his exceptional work scrutinized. I’m sure the authorities would be interested in his patients. You know the ones I mean. Those receiving experimental therapy with his experimental drug. A drug based on an illegal composition. The same drug you used on Stewart.”


    A wave of heat surged through Carlotta’s body. Someone spilled her secrets, but they wouldn’t beat her. Serranos don’t grovel. They attack. “I assure you if there were an experimental drug that would alleviate my son’s symptoms, I wouldn’t hesitate to use it. However, that isn’t the case. As far as a drug based on an illegal substance, that’s absurd. I don’t know where you’re getting your ideas, but making public an accusation like that against me, a woman who’s been honored for contributing so much to the mental health industry, would destroy your reputation more than mine.


    “You have nothing.” She spoke with the same tone she reserved for those beneath her, which was everyone. But Abby and her mother held the two places at the top of her list. “There is no secret lab. Stewart’s illness can be traced to family genes. His case is famous, a psychotic murderer, or don’t you remember?”


    “Oh, I remember every minute of that time, especially the last day of Macy’s life. You remember that, don’t you, Mrs. Gentry?”


    “A tragic affair. Macy was my grandchild. Her death horrified me.” She wiped an imaginary tear off her cheek. She knew the action was lost on Abby, but her aberrant bodyguard would no doubt fill her in later. “And you, my dear, how you and Stewart survived is a miracle.”


    “Yes, a miracle. I don’t see it that way. Not at all. I bet you were disappointed. It must have seemed the perfect solution. With me dead, you wouldn’t have to worry if Dr. Scanlon’s mind control didn’t work, or that maybe one day I’d remember what Stewart told me. What did you do? Have your Svengali program Stewart to kill me and then himself? But you didn’t count on his killing his daughter, did you?”


    “That’s outrageous,” she said, sucking air between her teeth. “I know you never liked me, but to think I’d plot the murder of my family is carrying it too far. You sound as crazy as my poor son. No one would believe that accusation.”


    “Maybe you’re right, after all. The authorities will listen to this tape and hear the ravings of a hopeless psychotic, but I’ll give it a try anyway. What’s the worst that can happen?


    “Oh, and if you have any ideas of harming either me or Mr. Conti, a police friend knows we’re here.”


    Fury cut into her composure. Damn, the blind bitch is blackmailing me. And so confidently. Me, Carlotta Gentry. Inhale, Carlotta. Deep breaths.


    “I’m appalled. You’d threaten to release that tape, knowing it’s not true, because you think I know where your detective is? Why, you’re blackmailing me.” She forced a droll laugh. “How dare you. How much do you want, Abigael? I’d like to know so I can tell the authorities when you make these ridiculous assertions. I’m sure they’ll take your state of mind into consideration when the sordid details come out. Poor blind woman, shacked up with a deaf has-been cop, besieged by her schizophrenic ex-husband, and unable to overcome the tragic death of her daughter. You’ll have their sympathy, but you’ll be seen as someone who couldn’t absorb the enormous strain.”


    Abby smiled. “I’m a respected psychologist, Mrs. Gentry. I doubt the authorities will write me off too quickly when I explain Dr. Scanlon’s methods, do you? Even if they don’t believe me, my assertions will cast doubt on your work and his. He’ll be ruined and so will you and your foundation. I think the FDA will be interested in giving Synthetec a second look. Knowing now what we’re dealing with, and with proper medication, Stewart might even reach a point of remembering what happened. Are you willing to take the chance?”


    Carlotta felt the blood rush to her face. She yearned to spew invectives at this nonentity. No one talked to her like that. Not even her husband, damn his sorry hide.


    “Go ahead. Be my guest.” She rose from her chair, balancing herself on shaky legs. “I’ll have Cyril show you out.”


    Abby got up. Conti put her hand on his arm to lead her from the room.


    “You’ve misjudged me, Abigael. I wish you nothing but the best.”


    “Of course,” Abby said, walking alongside her guide.


    Carlotta watched the two people walk away. Damn.“ Abigael, wait.”


    Abby stopped first, then turned and faced her, the recorder raised in her hand.


    “How do I know that’s the only recording? Not that there’s anything to Stewart’s charges, mind you. I admit to nothing. But those accusations might hurt my foundation, put its good works under suspicion. I can’t have that.”


    “I give you my word,” Abby said. “This is it. I don’t care about Stewart, Mrs. Gentry. Why would I? He’s stolen the two things that filled my life with beauty, and I can never get them back. I don’t care about him, and I don’t give a damn about your business. It has nothing to do with me. All I want is Luke McCallister.”


    “Touching,” Carlotta said, grinding her teeth together. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll have my chauffeur search the area where he dropped off Detective McCallister. He knows it well. Maybe your friend was mugged. I’m not promising anything. How could I? But if he finds your young man, we’ll see he’s returned to the hotel where we picked him up.” She took a deep breath. “But I want the recorder. That’s a fair exchange.”


    “When, and if, you find him…safe, I’ll erase this,” Abby said. “You have my word.”


    “How do I know Mr. Conti won’t talk? I have only your word.”


    “You have mine too,” Conti said.


    Carlotta watched her butler usher them into the house. No one had ever beaten her like that. She’d get even. No low-class white trash could dictate to her and get away with it.


    * * * * *


    “I thought we’d lost there for a minute,” Abby said, “and she’d called our bluff.”


    “You were great,” Jeff said. “I’m proud of you.”


    “I almost folded. I don’t know how I remained upright.” She wanted more than anything to walk unassisted from the room, but she held on to Jeff as if they were attached. She felt the heat of Carlotta Gentry’s stare on her back.


    “Skinny bitch,” Jeff said when they got outside. “She offered you bribe money without offering it. Skinny, clever bitch.”


    “I’m shaking so hard, I can’t walk.”


    “I got you, girl. You’re really going to erase the tape?”


    “Yes. I gave my word.”


    Jeff took the long way back to the hotel. When they arrived, the desk clerk gave them a message.


    Mr. McCallister had returned and was in his room.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Five


    An Uneven Trade


    


    “Luke’s groggy as hell,” Jeff said. “His wrists and ankles have bracelet marks, and the vein in his right hand is bruised from a needle puncture. I’m sure you smell that he reeks of alcohol. Those bastards restrained him and pumped him full of drugs, then doused him with booze so it’d look like he was drunk.”


    As bad as Jeff’s description of Luke sounded, relief washed over Abby. He was alive. That’s all she cared about. Jeff filled the ice bucket, and she wrapped some cubes in a towel and placed it across Luke’s forehead. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she walked her fingers over his face, found his lips, and kissed them, delighting in every prickle of his three-day bristle.


    She put her hand on his chest. “His heart’s racing. Should we call the hotel doctor?”


    “I’m afraid if we do, they’ll find obvious signs of drug abuse, then we’ll have another thing to explain. I’ve seen this before. He’ll come out of it.”


    “Are you sure? Oh, God.”


    “I’m checking his eyes. He’s coming round.”


    “What does he look like?”


    “Like he’s been to hell and back. When he wakes up, we’ll get him into a bath and clean him up. I’ll call Norm and let him know what happened, but first I’ll go down to the desk to find out how he got here.”


    Luke moaned. Daisy snuffled near his face, licking his neck.


    “He’s opening his eyes,” Jeff said.


    Luke reached an arm around the dog. “Hey, Daisy,” Luke’s hoarse voice croaked. “Abby?”


    Abby directed him toward her as he had done so many times to her. “I’m here, Luke. Can you see me?”


    “The room’s going round. I can’t make out what you’re saying.” He tried to sit up but collapsed back onto the bed, then rubbed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Give me a minute to focus.”


    Jeff waited. “Do you remember anything?”


    “I remember the limo taking me to the Gentry estate.” He stopped and drew a deep breath. “I met with the grand dame herself, and after that, nothing.”


    Luke sounded like he’d swallowed a pail of sand. After coughing a few times, he said, “Water.”


    The sound of water


    Jeff filled a glass. “You were the beneficiary of a double dose of bad guys, Collyer and Scanlon. These people are lethal.”


    “Damn, my head hurts. What are you doing here, Abby? And you, Jeff. You’re supposed to be home.”


    “We came to find you,” Abby said. “You’ve been missing for three days.”


    He sat up. “Did you say three days? But I just…got here. Where have I been all that time?”


    “That’s what we’d like to know. Carlotta Gentry and her chauffeur are the last people claiming to see you.”


    “Damn. Three days. Where’s Norm?”


    “He and his partner are interviewing everyone who might have seen you. I’ve got a call in to him now.”


    “My mind’s a blank, like it’s been wiped clean.”


    “It probably has,” Abby said. “Carlotta Gentry confirmed your meeting. Do you remember coming back to the hotel?”


    “No. Jeez, I’ve got a bump on my head the size of a golf ball, and I don’t remember that either.”


    “I assume you got whacked by Collyer,” Jeff said. “So much for not being at a disadvantage.”


    “What? I didn’t get that.”


    Jeff repeated.


    “Yeah, I said that, didn’t I? Guess I figured that wrong.”


    “You were drugged. You’ve got a needle mark in the vein of your right hand.”


    Luke squinted at his hand. “Now I remember. I woke up dizzy as hell, strapped to a gurney or cot in an operating room. Then I passed out again.”


    “Or you were drugged.”


    “Someone changed the drip bag hanging over me. That’s all I remember.”


    “Did you see who?”


    “No, I tried, but he stood behind me. He wore gloves. Green surgical gloves. I remember thinking, I’m a goner.”


    Abby stroked his head. “We can only guess what they would have done.”


    “You’re a lucky man, my friend. If it weren’t for Abby, you wouldn’t be here. You should have seen her. She nailed that bitch at her own game. Got her by the short hairs and yanked on them good.”


    He sat up. “What did you do to get me back?”


    “We visited Mrs. Gentry with a recording of Stewart telling me he overheard her and Collyer talking about killing his father. That’s why they wanted Stewart out of the way.”


    “You what? Did I read you right? You walked in there threatening her, with Collyer probably standing nearby?”


    “I went with her,” Jeff said. “Archer knew where we were going.”


    “Do you realize how foolish that was?”


    “Not as foolish as you prancing into Carlotta Gentry’s lair like a lamb in the middle of a wolf pack. If I’d known you were going without Norm, I’d have chained you to the bed,” Abby said.


    “If you’d have done that, I would’ve gladly stayed home.” Luke sandwiched her face and kissed her.


    Abby laughed. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was worried sick.”


    “Ahem,” Jeff said. “I’m going down to the desk and see who brought you in. Besides, I’m beginning to feel like a fifth wheel. Be right back.”


    “Take your time, buddy.”


    Abby filled Luke in about her trip to Dayton. “Stewart was lucid—as lucid as he gets. I’m sure he knows more. He said he told me about his father’s plane crash, but I don’t remember. Now that they know he’s remembering things, he’s in serious danger.”


    “Stewart knows more than the murder. If that’s all they had against him, they’d have killed him eight years ago. Dead, he’d never expose them. There has to be something else, the same something they killed Matt for. Something tangible. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”


    Abby rubbed her temples. “Could I know and not know I know?”


    “That’s more your field than mine. Right now, I’m having a hard enough time figuring out what I know.”


    “Either way, I’m erasing the tape after Norm hears it. I made a deal. The tape in exchange for you.”


    “Then you have nothing.”


    “She’d slough it off as the rant of a murdering psycho anyway. We know it’s true, and so does she, but as a cop you know it wouldn’t hold up. Ask Norm. We need more than that to stop this woman. Call it a draw. I got what I wanted―you.” She moved closer to him. “How do you feel?”


    “Shaky, a little sick to my stomach. What I can’t figure out is why they drugged me.”


    “Jeff thinks they filled you full of a truth drug to find out if Stewart told us anything, but you were probably too dizzy to read their lips. Come on. You’ll feel better after a bath. I’ll help you.”


    “That’s the blind leading the blind. I’ll take it, but only if you take it with me.”


    “You can’t feel that bad.”


    * * * * *


    By the time they came out of the bathroom, Jeff was filling Norm in on their visit to Carlotta Gentry’s estate.


    “You look mucho better, my man,” Jeff said. “Almost normal. You’ve even got color back into your cheeks.”


    Luke still felt dizzy, but the bath helped. So did Abby’s seeing hands as they revitalized his body. The thought prompted a twitch inside his boxers. “I missed half of that, but I do feel better. Thanks, everyone, for saving my ass.”


    “Thank Abby,” Jeff said. “I thought she was nuts, but doctor knows best.”


    Luke thought of the bath they shared and pulled her close. “I think I’ve already thanked her.” He smiled when Abby’s face flushed.


    “The concierge said a limo pulled up in front of the hotel and a chauffeur brought you inside. Said he found you downtown, drunk on a park bench. The concierge brought you to your room in a wheelchair. He said you were drunk, too. Smelled it on you.”


    “Now word will get out that Luke has a drinking problem,” Norm said.


    “That’s a bunch of crap.” But plausible, he thought, remembering a few fuzzy weekends after his accident. “You can dig into anyone’s closet and find a skeleton. Drinking isn’t one of mine.”


    “So what now?” Abby said.


    “There’s another development,” Norm said. “I think it’s all connected. I did some poking into Martin Gentry’s death. The day his plane went down, a couple of kids found a man by the name of Sam Davidson washed up on Folly Beach. Not a mark on him. He’d been Martin Gentry’s accountant. I pulled up the newspaper article. His wife said he got a call the night before. He left and never returned. Official cause of death was suicide by drowning. Mrs. Davidson insisted he was neither depressed nor suicidal. Matt must have connected the dots and found something big. Big enough to get him killed.”


    “Did anyone speak to his wife?” Abby asked.


    “I did,” Norm said. “Had a hell of a time tracking her down. She remarried and didn’t want to be drawn into any mess concerning her first husband’s death. She said she knew nothing about his work with Martin Gentry.”


    “Did she have any contact with Matt?” Jeff asked.


    “Not that she’ll admit to.”


    “What does that mean?” Abby asked.


    “It means if she gave Matt access to old files, she isn’t talking.”


    “What do you think?” Luke asked.


    “She reported a break-in after her husband died, but said the thieves didn’t take anything. She knows more than she’s saying. Must have figured whatever she gave Matt got him killed, and she didn’t want to be next.”


    “You’re right, Luke,” Abby said. “Something incriminating is on paper.”


    “I knew Matt well,” Norm said. “If he uncovered an important piece of evidence, he made copies and put them in a safe place. That’s the way he was. Covered his ass all the way ’round the block. Maybe he sent it to you, Luke.”


    “We checked both houses before we left,” Jeff said. “Nothing.”


    “Well, if he had anything with him, whoever took him out took it. His computer’s gone, which means they know about your email correspondence, Luke.”


    “Which means that if Abby hadn’t made that tape and blackmailed Mrs. Gentry into letting me go, I’d be dead. They didn’t know how hard it was for me to read lips when I couldn’t see straight.”


    “Wouldn’t Matt code-protect the contents of his computer?” Abby asked.


    “A good hacker can get into any system with a little time,” Norm said.


    Luke rubbed his head, felt the knot. “The answer has to be in Matt’s apartment.”


    “We searched and found nothing,” Norm said. “His sister opened his safe deposit box and let us see the contents. Nothing but personal papers. That’s probably where he was going when someone ran him off the road.”


    “Matt talked about a land deal on one of Georgia’s islands. Do you think you could dig up anything on that after all these years?”


    “Maybe, if I’m careful. Martin Gentry is old news. I have no authority to open a cold case that never was a case.”


    “Can you get me into Matt’s apartment?” Luke asked. “I’d like to take a look around.”


    “I’ll see if I can arrange it.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Six


    No Turn Unstoned


    


    “I described you as a crime scene specialist and got permission for you to search Matt’s apartment. I mean, that’s not lying, is it?”


    “Specialist might be a stretch, but it’s what I’m doing now, so it’s not a lie.”


    “Our people have gone over this place like a prospector sifting for gold. If there’s a hidden safe or compartment, we haven’t found it. Whoever tossed the place did a neat job. No prints, no hairs, no nada. If it weren’t for the missing computer, we wouldn’t know anyone’s been here.”


    “Whatever Matt found has to be here,” Luke said. “Maybe Mrs. Gentry thought I knew something.”


    “Maybe. Go to it. I’ll be back later.”


    Luke knocked on every wall and panel while an officer listened for anything that sounded hollow. He inspected every floorboard and carpet edge, checked every inch of the patio for signs of freshly dug dirt or loose bricks, unscrewed every vent and ceiling light, and scrutinized every appliance. Nothing.


    The systematic dissection reminded him of Gene Hackman tearing apart an apartment piece by–piece, hunting for a secret listening device in Coppola’s The Conversation. Luke hadn’t descended to that level, but he could envision it happening.


    Matt hid papers implicating Carlotta Gentry in something so disreputable that she sacrificed her own son and racked up five bodies to protect herself: Mr. Gentry, the pilot, Sam Davidson, Macy, and Matt. He wanted to nail her before she added another name to the list.


    Norm returned and touched Luke’s shoulder to get his attention. “Time to call it a day.”


    “The evidence is here. I know it.”


    “Maybe, maybe not, but we’ve got to go. Sorry.”


    Luke inspected the apartment one more time. Shaking his head, he followed Norm out the door.


    It’s here. I know it is.


    * * * * *


    That night, Luke, Abby, Norm, and Jeff gathered at Hyman’s for a last get-together to discuss their options. “So, what have we got?” Luke asked, shifting his focus from one to the other to see who spoke first.


    Norm leaned back, patting a stomach full of crab cakes and beer. “Hypothetical: Matt found papers that incriminated Carlotta Gentry in some crime, for lack of a better word. If there are copies, we can’t find them. We know someone searched the house because the computer’s gone.


    “Speculative: Stewart Gentry, a documented schizophrenic, said he heard his mother and Graeme Collyer discuss killing his father right after his plane crashed on the Georgia coast.


    “Conjecture: At about the same time, Sam Davidson, Martin Gentry’s attorney, turns up dead on Folly Beach. No proof the two deaths are related.


    “Inconclusive: Stewart Gentry is the research guinea pig of Dr. Herbert Scanlon, a renowned physician.


    “Unanswerable: Is Stewart Gentry still alive because he possesses knowledge of something the bad guys want? And if they ever get him to open up, is he dead meat?”


    Luke caught enough to understand Norm’s take on the matter.


    “Well, since you put it that way,” Jeff said


    “Exactly. Bottom line: we have no proof of anything. We can’t even prove Matt was murdered.”


    “What about his accident?” Abby said. “You said someone ran him off the road.”


    “Matt was driving too fast. That’s been established. He could have lost control or been the victim of a hit and run. Prove it was intentional and prove Collyer or one of his men did it. Do you know how many hit and runs there are in this country? Shit happens and drivers take off. Then prove Matt had incriminating evidence with him.” As Norm scanned the faces of his four companions, he said, “Another beer, anyone?”


    Luke saw people talking at other tables, waiters running around, and all he heard was silence.


    “Give me hard evidence,” Norm continued. “Then I’ll start an official investigation. Hell, I can’t even prove Scanlon held Luke, or that Mrs. Gentry was involved. Luke’s memory has been erased. We got nothing, folks. Nothing but theories, and my boss told me he didn’t want to hear any more of them. He doesn’t want me wasting time proving his buddy Carlotta Gentry is dirty.” Norm took a long drink of his beer, slammed his glass onto the table, and wiped his mouth.


    Luke saw his frustration. “I know we’re right.”


    “I know we are, too, but I need something concrete. In my hand. Black and white.”


    “I still say Stewart’s the key,” Abby said. “There’s more here than an overheard conversation. Luke’s right. Somewhere in Stewart’s messed up mind, he has knowledge that could put his mother away for a very long time. Collyer, too. We have to be careful with him.”


    “I think you’re generous to a fault where your ex-husband is concerned,” Norm said. “If I were you, I’d want him dead.”


    “I’ve come to terms. Keeping hate in your heart makes the hurt last longer.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    The Heart of the Matter


    


    After returning to Hub City, Abby received a call from Don Weston asking if she could make time to see him. She knew what he wanted but had hoped he’d let it ride a little longer. They agreed to meet at her office. She braced herself for the worst when he arrived.


    “Abby, I have to inform the police about Stewart. You’re asking too much to keep him secret any longer. It’s against everything I stand for. I’ve already compromised my position.”


    “You know what they’ll do to him, don’t you?”


    “You haven’t any proof.”


    “He’s so much better now than when you put him in Dayton, Don. You know that.”


    “Yes, but he’d been free for weeks. Did he take medication regularly? Were the pills you found the ones he’d been treated with? We don’t know, and it’s anyone’s guess. I have to turn him over. I’m sorry.”


    Abby heard the resolve in his voice. “Give me a little more time. Two days more, that’s all I ask. Then you can claim you didn’t know who he was or that he was a wanted man. I’ll verify it.”


    “His picture’s all over the news. Even though I admitted him under a different name, the staff at the hospital has to be wise. Someone will talk, and we’ll both lose our licenses for harboring him.”


    “When the truth comes out, we’ll be vindicated. It’s imperative we keep him away from Scanlon. Two days, please.”


    Weston sighed and Abby held her breath.


    “Two days, Abby.”


    “Thank you. Another favor.”


    “Don’t push it. I’m feeling the noose tighten around my neck now.”


    “Please,” Abby begged. “Do you think Stewart would respond to hypnotherapy?”


    After a long pause, Weston said, “I don’t know. That’s not my field of expertise.”


    “Do you know an expert?”


    “Yes, but I can’t promise it’ll work on Stewart.”


    “Would it hurt to try?”


    “If it’s traumatic, it might. If what you say is true, then someone has gone to a lot of trouble to either suppress information or get it out of him. Probably the latter.”


    “He’s already remembered part, but there’s more; I’m sure of it.” Abby felt that since Don had stuck his neck out, he should know as much as she did. “There’s something I should mention. Stewart told me that before he got sick he heard his mother and another man admit to rigging the plane that killed his father. He thinks he told me and then said we were going to the police. I think Doctor Scanlon might have used some form of mind control on me to make me forget the conversation.”


    “And you want to see if you remember under hypnosis.”


    “Yes.”


    “You went through a traumatic experience. There’s a chance you won’t remember anything, even under hypnosis.”


    “I’d still like to try.”


    “Anyone I involve will have to be told beforehand of the situation and the risks. I’m already involved, and if it were anyone but you, I wouldn’t be.”


    “I know that.”


    “I know two people, neither in the area.”


    “I’ll pay expenses and any rates. This is important or I wouldn’t ask.”


    “I’ll let you know.”


    * * * * *


    Later that day, Don called. “The doctor’s name is Carl Schell. He’s from Minneapolis and one of the foremost psychiatrists specializing in hypnotherapy. I have someone picking him up tomorrow at the airport around noon.


    “I explained Stewart’s condition. He said he would tread carefully. Hypnotherapy can be dangerous when administered to someone suffering from psychosis, but considering lives may depend on the information Stewart is suppressing, he agreed to try. Any resistance and he’ll stop.”


    “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?”


    “Carl is good. If he thinks he’s in dangerous waters, he’ll know what to do. He’ll expect to be reimbursed for his plane fare but said he’d hypnotize both you and Stewart as a professional courtesy. The background information piqued his curiosity.” Don released a small chuckle. “In other words, he sees a paper in this.”


    Psychiatrists see a paper in everything, but she didn’t want to say that to Don. “Did you mention Scanlon?”


    “I did. He knows him but refrained from saying anything derogatory. Carl’s European and very reserved. I’d have been surprised if he uttered a critical word.”


    * * * * *


    Luke noticed Abby’s distraction during the evening and tried to make light conversation. She silently prepared dinner and never turned in his direction until she put the plates on the table. When she did, she tipped over a glass of wine. The stem shattered. Daisy jumped up when Abby said something Luke couldn’t make out. He rushed over.


    “It’s just a glass. Don’t worry, I’ll clean it up.”


    “That’s right, you clean it up because I can’t,” she snapped. “Isn’t that what you wanted to say?”


    He saw her words, but her tense body language said more. “No, that’s not what I wanted to say.”


    “Sure it is. Go ahead, say it.”


    “No way.” He pulled out a chair and sat down. “I would never infer that you needed help to do something as simple as clean up broken glass by running your fingers all over the shards. Not you. You can take on the whole world by yourself. Alone. In the dark.


    “What the hell’s wrong with you? You’re the shrink who’s supposed to help people, and you won’t let anyone help you. I’m on pins and needles watching you sometimes, but I’m so afraid of offending you if I offer to help that I back off. You want to clean it up? Go ahead. Do it. And when you want the glass picked out of your fingers, you can ask me to get the tweezers. I’ll be right here waiting.”


    She plunked down in the chair, still silent. Luke expected tears, but none came. She sat and stared into space, unmoving. A long time passed before she spoke.


    “I’m sorry.”


    Luke said nothing.


    “Are you looking at me?”


    He still didn’t answer.


    She reached across the table, waving her hand until she made contact, and tipped over the other glass of wine in the process. “I said I’m sorry. I warned you this could happen.”


    “I don’t understand why you don’t explode more often, and I don’t care if you do. I understand that. What I don’t understand is holding everything inside until it’s an atomic bomb.


    “We have to get a few things straight if we’re going to make it, Abby. You said you didn’t want me to be your crutch. Well, I don’t want to be yours either. That doesn’t mean I can’t help make your life easier. It works both ways, you know. I feel things for you I never thought possible, but I can’t walk on this broken glass to make it work because I’m afraid of offending your delicate sensibilities.”


    “I don’t want you to.”


    “What? I didn’t hear that. Would you mind repeating what you said? I want to get it on tape.”


    “Why? You can’t hear it anyway. Besides, I spoke directly to you. You saw it.”


    “I want it on tape so I can play it back in case you forget.”


    She got up, felt her way over to him, and sat on his lap. Running her fingers over his face, she found his lips and kissed him. “I’m sorry, Luke. I don’t know why it’s so hard for me to ask for help. You’d think after eight years, I’d admit there are some things I don’t do very well. It takes me so damn long to make dinner, and I hate cooking more than anything. And I love you a hundred times more than I hate cooking. I’m sorry. Forgive me?”


    “I’m here for you, Abby, and I will be as long as you want me. And I like to cook. If you want my opinion, I don’t think you’d be a very good cook even if you could see, so what’s the big deal if I do it? I’ll even learn to make quiche or steam green beans if that’s what you want to eat. Now, do you want to tell me why you’re in such a foul mood? It’s not just a broken glass. I’m sure that’s not the first one you’ve broken, and it won’t be the last.”


    Her hesitation confirmed something deeper churned inside her. “I guess I’m afraid of what this doctor is going to find out. Did I know something eight years ago that could have prevented Stewart from―”


    “Stop. You can’t beat yourself up for something you couldn’t control. You can’t go back in time.”


    “But what if―”


    “You can’t.” He touched her face. “It won’t make any difference to the way things turned out. Stop thinking about it. Now, I’m hungry. There’s broken glass and wine all over dinner and all over the floor, so let me clean it up. Then we’re going out to eat. Is that all right with you?”


    “I ruined dinner?”


    “Sweetheart, you ruined dinner before you ever put it on the table.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Going Under


    


    The next day, after Jeff swept Luke’s car for a tracking device, he insisted on going along on the trip to Dayton. The muscles in Jeff’s face tensed whenever Collyer’s name was mentioned. Luke knew his friend salivated at the thought of a confrontation with the South African, a man Jeff had yet to see but knew as if he were a mirror image.


    * * * * *


    The three spoke little on the drive, and when they arrived, Don greeted them and introduced Abby to Dr. Schell.


    “The hypnotist is a facilitator,” Dr. Schell said in his Swiss accent. “Ordinarily, a subject will not perform any act under hypnosis he would be loath to do under normal circumstances. However, given the heavy concentration of drugs mixed with whatever else comprised his pharmacological cocktail, Mr. Gentry may have lost all control. The fact that there is a history of mental illness in his family may or may not contribute to his reaction to the drugs he was given.”


    “Could he have been programmed?” Abby asked.


    Dr. Schell didn’t respond. Abby doubted he wanted to irresponsibly implicate another doctor without proof.


    Proof. How could so many things happen with no proof?


    They decided that Abby would take the first session, then she would spend time with Stewart to explain what Dr. Schell was going to do.


    “You will remember everything you tell me, Dr. Gallant,” Dr. Schell said, “and you will know everything that’s going on.”


    “I will?”


    “That breaks a few myths, doesn’t it? But that’s how it works.” He turned on the recorder.


    “I want you to think of a soothing image and put yourself in that place.”


    The constant undulation of the ocean always had a calming effect, and now she concentrated on the picture she drew in her mind. Dr. Schell began counting, and on each count he deepened the hypnosis by asking her to think of additional details of the ocean—its sound and smell, the sea breeze. Before long, Abby slipped into a deep trance.


    “How do you feel?” Dr. Schell asked.


    “Relaxed.”


    “I want you to focus on the time you were married. The time when you were very happy. You and Stewart and your daughter Macy.”


    Abby recounted the days when Stewart was painting, and how their lives were exciting and productive. She recalled when both she and Macy started school in Atlanta at the same time.


    “Do you remember Martin Gentry’s plane crash?”


    “Yes. Stewart was very upset over his father’s death. He loved him very much.”


    “What happened after the funeral?”


    Abby didn’t answer, and Dr. Schell prompted her.


    “Stewart was angry with his mother.”


    “Do you know why?”


    “No, he wouldn’t talk about it, but he didn’t want to see her anymore.”


    “Did you see Dr. Scanlon during this time?”


    “He visited with Stewart.”


    “Did you speak with him?”


    “I…I don’t know.”


    The psychiatrist tried a few other avenues to ask the same question, then asked some others. Confusion filled Abby’s head, and she became agitated. She couldn’t remember anything.


    Dr. Schell brought her back slowly. “How do you feel?”


    “Frustrated. It was as if a switch had been pulled and my memory disappeared.”


    “I didn’t want to press or dredge up bad memories unless you went there willingly. We needed to extract one thing. When that wasn’t forthcoming, I feared going deeper.”


    “I’m sorry, Doctor.”


    “Nothing to be sorry about. We knew that would be a possibility. Yours is an unusual case. There are numerous reasons why you might not remember.”


    “Have I purposely erased the last few months of my marriage? Is that possible?”


    “Hmm, yes. It’s possible. And don’t forget, you suffered serious head trauma. Or you may have responded to a hypnotic suggestion that won’t release. Then again, Mr. Gentry might think he told you those things. We’ll see what he has to say. You can sit in if you wish. Your presence might relax him. I’ve studied his chart, his EEG, and the notes supplied by Dr. Weston and the Dayton staff. Let’s see how it goes.”


    * * * * *


    Abby listened as Dr. Schell spent thirty minutes with Stewart, explaining the procedure as simply as possible. Stewart sounded suspicious. Abby wondered if he equated the doctor with Scanlon. With her help, he eventually relaxed.


    When Stewart finally relaxed, the doctor followed the same procedure he’d applied to Abby. Stewart didn’t resist and went deeper into a hypnotic state with each successive count. After a few simple questions designed to focus him, Dr. Schell asked Stewart about the plane crash that killed Martin Gentry. Schell knew what Stewart told her, so he expected the response that Mrs. Gentry and Collyer had murdered his father. But Stewart’s next statement sent a chill up Abby’s spine.


    “My father suspected my mother and Collyer were going to kill him.”


    She could hear Dr. Schell’s quick breath before he continued.


    “Your father knew his wife planned to kill him?”


    “Yes. He gave me an envelope to give the police if anything happened to him.”


    “Did you?”


    “No.”


    Stewart squirmed noisily in his chair.


    “Did you open the envelope?” Dr. Schell continued.


    “Yes.”


    “What did it say?”


    “I…can’t―I don’t remember.”


    “And where is this envelope now?”


    “I put it in a safe place.”


    “Do you remember where, Stewart?”


    More fidgeting. “I don’t know. I can’t remember.”


    “Did you meet with Dr. Scanlon at that time?”


    At the mention of Scanlon, Stewart’s agitation boiled over. “I don’t want to answer any more questions. No more.”


    “Okay, that’s fine,” Dr. Schell said without a hint of disappointment. He brought Stewart back slowly. “Are you all right?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you remember what you told me?”


    “Yes, I remember. I remember it now.”


    “Do you want to talk about it?”


    Stewart sniffed. Abby wondered if he was crying.


    “No, but I’d like to speak to Abby alone.”


    She heard him get up and pace.


    “Will you be all right, Abby?” Dr. Schell asked.


    “She’ll be fine,” Stewart said.


    Luke and Jeff were nearby, so Abby nodded. Her heart pounded. Though Stewart still paced, he sounded more lucid than at any time since he tricked her into his car at her office. Schell left the room, and Stewart dragged a chair next to her. His warm, dry hand covered hers.


    “I remember now, Abby. Parts are still fuzzy, but I remember most of it. I didn’t tell you anything.”


    Abby heart rate quickened. I didn’t forget. I never knew.


    “My father gave me an envelope to open if something happened to him. When his plane crashed, I opened it.”


    “What was in it?”


    “That’s the part I don’t remember. I’ve tried, but I can’t.” Stewart got up and walked from one side of the room to the other, shuffling in his slippers like an old man. “God, my head is pounding. It’s like I’m living in a dream, but I keep waking up. Then I forget the dream.”


    He was getting anxious. Was she still safe? “Stay focused, Stewart. What happened next?”


    “Next. What happened next?” Stewart repeated the question while he resumed his rotation. “Let me think. Think, Stewart, think. I…I went back to Charleston alone to confront my mother, and that’s when I heard the conversation between her and Collyer. I couldn’t believe my ears. They killed him because of what was in the envelope. I wanted to go to the police, but then I made the mistake of telling them that.” He stopped pacing and returned to his chair. “The next thing I remember I was talking with Scanlon. They did something to me. That’s why I never told you. I couldn’t have.”


    Relief filled Abby. She knew nothing that could have saved Macy’s life. Tears stung her eyes. After a couple of deep breaths, she said, “Do you still have the papers?”


    Stewart rose from the chair and started pacing again. A pained sound escaped from his throat. Abby tensed as he mumbled unintelligibly. Should she call Luke? A thought flashed into her mind, and she brushed it away as if it were lint on her sleeve. No, Stewart wouldn’t hurt me. Not now.


    “I’m jammed,” he said. “I can’t remember. I can’t―”


    “Never mind.” Abby needed him to stay calm. “Sit down. It’s not important. You can think of it later.”


    “No, now. I’m so close. I know it. So close.”


    His words were clipped, impatient. She didn’t want to agitate him further.


    “Okay, then, picture the papers. What do you see?” Stewart rocked in his chair next to her, back and forth, rubbing against her leg.


    “Numbers. Lots of numbers. They were fire in my hands.”


    “Did you show your mother the papers?”


    “No—I don’t know. I can’t remember. All I remember is Scanlon. After that, my world changed.”


    Abby reached for his hand. It felt hot now, bony and damp. She remembered his long elegant fingers as she wrapped around them. “Did you discuss what the papers were about?”


    “I don’t remember,” Stewart said, his voice agitated again. “I don’t remember the most important part.” He moaned, long and deep and mournful. “I’m fucked up.”


    She pulled him close. He got down on his knees and put his head in her lap. While he cried, she stroked his head. “It’s all right,” she whispered. “You don’t need to remember now. It’ll come to you. Give it time.” The weight lifted from her lap, and his pained voice spoke words they both knew were true.


    “I know just enough to know I’ll never be okay. I can’t live in the real world anymore.”


    She felt him slipping away again. “Stewart, we’re almost there. Then you can get back to your painting.” She could almost see his recognition.


    “Yes, my painting. They can’t take that away from me, can they?”


    “No, they can’t. Come, I’ll help you to bed.” She took his hand, but he did the leading. When they got to his bed, she ran a comforting hand over his cheek. He took it and brushed a kiss across her palm, then settled down. “You need to rest. I’ll be back in a little while.”


    Abby worked her way around the side table to the wall, until she came to the door. When she got to the corridor, she leaned against the wall. Luke and Jeff were right there. She assumed they watched everything that went on inside the room. “I need to speak to Dr. Schell.”


    “I think he’s in the doctor’s lounge with Dr. Weston,” Jeff said. “I’ll get him.”


    “What did Stewart say?” Luke asked. “I watched, but I couldn’t see.”


    She faced him. “There’s an envelope with proof of something, but he doesn’t know what and he doesn’t know where. At least not now.”


    “Must be the originals of whatever Matt had in his possession when he was killed.”


    They were joined in a nearby sitting area by Weston, Jeff, and Dr. Schell. Abby recounted her conversation with Stewart to the four men.


    “The hypnosis jarred his subconscious,” Dr. Schell said. “He’s starting to remember things. His father told him not to give the information to anyone unless something happened to him, but if Herbert Scanlon got to him before Stewart went to the police, then Scanlon’s been trying to get that information for eight years and hasn’t succeeded. Stewart is obeying his father’s wishes by not letting it out of his mental possession.”


    “That’s why they haven’t killed him,” Luke said.


    “He made the mistake of telling his mother,” Jeff said, then mumbled, “Skinny bitch.”


    “Stewart’s fragile now,” Abby said. “I didn’t want to push.”


    Luke’s hand rested on her arm. “Did you have a joint account when you were married?


    “Yes, but his accountant took care of all our money. He gave me whatever I needed.”


    “I wonder if the accountant was Sam Davidson,” Jeff said.


    “No, I don’t think so. His name was Carlin or Casey. Something like that.” Abby stopped cold. “I’ll bet that’s how he did it!”


    “Did what?” Luke asked.


    “Kept an open account or contracted a safe deposit box. His accountant handled it for him. It’s the only way, don’t you see? This guy handled all Stewart’s business affairs.”


    “But there’s nothing in Stewart’s name,” Luke said. “I checked.”


    “Then he used another name,” Jeff said.


    “Can’t open accounts that way today,” Luke said, “but he might have gotten away with it eight years ago, especially if he knew the banker and put a lot of money in the account.”


    “He had accounts all over the place,” Abby said. “Some held Gentry money, and then he liked to say the other accounts held Stewart Gentry money. He boasted that he didn’t have to live on his family’s money.”


    “Those accounts are closed,” Luke said.


    “Let me talk to him again. Luke, see if he’s sleeping.”


    Luke peeked into the room. “No, he’s lying there with his eyes open.”


    Abby entered the room. Stewart seemed changed, quieter. “Stewart, you said you had a bank account. Do you remember that?”


    “Yes, more than one.”


    “Do you remember where?”


    “In Atlanta. One in Charleston too, with family money. I closed them all.”


    “Why?”


    “I figured the papers had something to do with my father’s death. He feared for his life. Maybe I needed to fear for mine too.”


    Stewart laughed. “Ironic, isn’t it? That had been my only fear. The reality is much worse.”


    Keep him on track. “Did you have a safe deposit box in any of the banks?”


    “No—yes,” he said in quick succession. “I don’t know. I promised not to tell. My father told me not to and I never did.”


    “You need to tell now, Stewart. It’s the only way we can punish the people who killed him.” She wanted to say the people who killed Macy, but she didn’t want to remind Stewart that he was the one who pulled the trigger.


    Stewart got out of bed and circled the room. Abby heard the pitter-patter of bare feet. He mumbled under his breath, conversing with himself, scolding, cajoling. Then another circle in the other direction.


    “This is hurting my head. Can we stop now?”


    “We’re almost there. A little longer, then I’ll stop. Where did you put the papers?”


    “I don’t know. Stop asking me. I don’t know.”


    Stewart did another turn around the room. When he stopped, everything went quiet. “There was a bank near our apartment in Buckhead,” he said. “I opened an account and put all the money from the other banks in there. Then I put the papers in a safe deposit box.”


    Adrenaline spiked every nerve in Abby’s body. “But how did you keep it open? You were…away.”


    Stewart paced some more. Abby could almost hear the thoughts filtering into his head. “I didn’t. Jimmy Carlin did. The bank sent the statements to him. He handled everything.”


    She was right. Carlin. That was the name. “Your accountant?”


    “Yes,” he said. Abby heard the pain in his voice. “I can’t. No more, please.”


    “Is Jimmy Carlin’s name on the account?”


    Abby held her breath.


    “Why, no, of course not. The account is in your name,” Stewart said. “Abigael Gallant.”


    The thudding in her chest felt like a bass drum. She settled Stewart and left the room. He’d put everything in her name―the one person he trusted. Luke was there to take her hand. “The account is in my name. Not Gentry, Gallant.”


    “He can’t do that,” Luke said. “His name would have to be on the account.”


    “Stewart inherited his father’s business smarts.” Abby said. “His mother’s too, I guess. He had me sign a power of attorney. I trusted Stewart. He said sign, I signed. Then he arranged for all the bank statements to be sent to his accountant. This Carlin guy has managed the account for eight years. All in my name.”


    “Goddamn!” Luke said. “I never thought to check your name.”


    “What about the key?” Jeff asked.


    “I doubt he has it,” Luke said. “If he did, they would have taken it.”


    “The accountant probably has one,” Abby said, “but I’d rather not bring anyone else into this.”


    “We’ll need the key to get into that box,” Jeff said.


    “Not necessarily,” Luke said. “I worked a case where a couple had a joint account. The husband kept the key, but when he was murdered, the wife couldn’t find it. The bank drilled the box once she proved who she was. If the box is in Abby’s name, she can get into it.”


    Don Weston left, and Jeff and Luke left to call the bank. Dr. Schell approached Abby. “Do you want me to continue the hypnosis, Dr. Gallant?”


    “No. We found out what we wanted to know. We can let Stewart rest. If you don’t mind my putting you on the spot, Doctor, do you think with the right drugs there’s any hope Stewart might recover? There are times he seems almost normal.”


    “The EEG shows damage, and though he’ll have lucid moments, he’ll never be the person you knew. That’s not to say he can’t lead a productive life, especially where his art is concerned. In fact, that would be excellent therapy. I’m sorry. It’s a tragic story, isn’t it?”


    Abby swallowed the lump in her throat. Don’t break down now. But sorrow over Stewart almost overwhelmed her. “Yes, it is, but I think soon we’ll have enough evidence to put the people who caused Stewart’s destruction behind bars for a long, long time.”


    “Dr. Weston has agreed to allow Stewart to stay until the matter is settled. I think it would be detrimental to send him back where people have harmed him. I said I would also take responsibility.” Dr. Schell moved closer to Abby, his voice a whisper. “Sometimes one must do the right thing, even if it stretches the boundaries. I feel this is one of those times.” He patted Abby’s arm. “Interesting case, my dear. Dr. Weston has promised to keep me informed.”


    Abby paused, turned in the doctor’s direction. “I’m anxious to find out how this all ends too, Doctor.”


    “Dr. Gallant, forgive me if I’m out of line, but you’re in the midst of a rather disturbing time. My flight doesn’t leave until tomorrow. If you would like to talk, I’m available.”


    His voice was so soothing, so compassionate. “That’s very kind of you, Doctor. Actually, I would.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    In the Wrong Zone


    


    Luke saw the strain on Abby’s face, the dark circles under glazed eyes. He put his arm around her shoulders and led her to the SUV. “You’re exhausted.”


    “I am. I can’t make the trip to Atlanta now, Luke. Besides, by the time we get there the bank will be closed. That safe deposit box isn’t going anywhere. It’s held Stewart’s secret for eight years. A day or two more won’t matter.”


    “Just as well. The bank said to let them know when we were coming and they’d arrange for someone to drill the lock. We’ll call tomorrow and make an appointment.”


    Luke opened the car door and helped her in. She leaned her head on the headrest, and before he got around to his side she had fallen fast asleep. He tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear and kissed her cheek.


    Two hours later, through heavy traffic in Columbia, Luke walked Abby into the house. He kissed her inside the door. “Come on, I’ll tuck you into bed.”


    “I slept all the way home. I’m not tired now. I want a glass of wine. Meyer brought a bottle a couple of weeks ago. I put it in the wine rack. Why don’t you open it?”


    Luke pulled the bottle from the wine rack. “Damn!” he said.


    “What?”


    “There was a bottle of this wine in Matt’s new cooler. Seeing the label reminded me.”


    “Oh, Luke.”


    Luke stared at the bottle of wine. “That’s it.”


    “That’s what?”


    “Call Norm.”


    “Why? What’s going on?”


    “Two temperature zones separated Matt’s cooler. One for white wine, one for red.”


    “So?”


    “This bottle of red was in the white zone.”


    Abby shook her head. “What does that mean?”


    “It means I want Norm to check it out.”


    “Why? You don’t―Do you think Matt hid the papers in the wine bottle?”


    “Why not? Who’d think of checking there? I looked inside the cooler but not inside the bottles. Collyer, or whoever tossed Matt’s apartment didn’t notice either.”


    Abby called Norm to tell him Luke’s idea. He said he’d get back to them in the morning.


    “I forgot all about the wine,” Luke said. “I’ll open the bottle.”


    “Forget the wine.” Abby got up, grabbed Luke by the hand, and led him to the bedroom. “I want you to make love to me.”


    “Since you were walking ahead of me, I didn’t see what you said, but I like where we’re headed.”


    Abby turned and repeated what she’d said, one word at a time.


    “Um, no problemo.” He felt the heat in his groin. “You don’t have to ask. All you have to do is touch me. That’s all you’ve ever had to do.”


    She stopped, her smiling face almost level with his. “I want you to make love to me in the dark.” Then, she put her fingertips on his eyelids, closing them.


    He moved her hands to the side. “I won’t be able to see what you’re saying.”


    “I won’t speak, and neither will you. I’ll hear what you hear, and I want you to see what I see. To feel how I feel. To smell, to taste. I want you to touch my body the way I touch yours. All over, every inch.”


    “Is this some kind of experiment?”


    “No, no experiment. You once said I got so far inside of you that you felt naked to the bone. I want us to be naked to the bone, inside and out. I don’t want you to see me. I want you to know me. I want you to love me with the rest of your senses.”


    “You’re right,” Luke said. “Screw the wine.”


    * * * * *


    “Tell Luke he was on the money,” Norm said, when he called back the next day. “An airtight tube held the rolled up papers inside the bottle.”


    “What are they?” she asked.


    “Three sheets filled with numbers. All we can tell is that they have something to do with the Gentry-Serrano Foundation. We’ve sent them to our forensic accountant. Let you know as soon as we do. Tell Luke good work.”


    Abby repeated the conversation. “Very sharp. I’m impressed.”


    “I don’t need to hear to put two and two together.”


    Abby moved into him, her arms around his back. She made sure he saw her lips. “Yes, but you need to have the smarts to add it up.”


    Luke kissed the top of her head. “When you get to work, make an appointment at the bank to get into the box.”


    “Do you think it’s necessary now that we have Matt’s set?”


    “Yes, I do. Matt’s are copies. The originals are in the bank. I don’t want anyone saying the papers were doctored.”


    * * * * *


    Abby felt Luke stir. She poked him. “What is it?”


    “Text. Murder on the south side.”


    She heard him text. “Who are you texting?” He didn’t answer. She nudged him and repeated the question.


    “Jeff. I’ll take you to work, but things are coming to a head, and I don’t want to leave you alone.”


    “It’s not like I’ll be alone. I’ll be in the office. Cleo will be there. People are all around.”


    “Not good enough. Shit. Jeff is giving a demonstration at one of the schools this morning. Pete will know someone.”


    “Luke, you’re making too big a deal of this.” But Luke wasn’t paying attention. She got up and went in to the bathroom to shower.


    When she came out, Luke said, “Pete’s assigning a cop to you. He’ll be there until I come and take over. Unless something extraordinary happens, I should be free by eleven. Make the bank appointment at three. Record the number.”


    “It’s ridiculous. I don’t need a babysitter.”


    “Record.”


    Abby recorded the number Luke recited. “Are you happy now?”


    “Yes.”


    She heard the bathroom door close. No point arguing. Luke wouldn’t change his mind.


    * * * * *


    A young cop named Ricky Howard was talking to Cleo when Luke walked Abby to her office. The two men exchanged a few words.


    “You’re not to go anywhere without him,” Luke said.”


    “Can I go to the bathroom without him?”


    Luke laughed. “You’re impossible.” He kissed her and left.


    Abby checked the schedule Cleo had left on her computer. She had a light day. Three clients, two this morning, both late, and one this afternoon. She called her afternoon appointment to reschedule before making any commitment to the bank in Atlanta. The client said the change suited her, so Abby called the bank. They told her to let them know the exact time she’d be arriving and they’d have someone waiting to open the box.


    Abby listened to the files of her two morning patients―one a repeater, the other sent by a referring doctor.


    Before the first patient arrived, she heard a disturbance in the outer office. What on earth is that? “Cleo?” More scuffling and the muffled sound of a woman’s voice. Abby’s next client was a man. She got up, baffled by the noises, and walked to her office door, opened it. “Cleo?” What’s going on?” When Cleo didn’t answer, Abby said, “Are you here?” A stifled sound, then silence put Abby on alert. Her skin grew hot with alarm. She took a step toward Cleo’s desk. Another step. Her foot hit something on the floor. She bent down and touched the warm body. “Oh, my God, Cleo.” Tracing her hand over Cleo’s body, she felt a sticky residue on her fingers and gasped. Her heart pumped faster. Where was the cop? “Officer Howard? Are you here?” She listened, heard breathing. She felt for Cleo’s pulse and couldn’t find it. Bile rose in her throat. She got up and reached for the phone to call 911. A gloved hand grabbed her wrist.


    “I wouldn’t do that,” a man’s accented voice said.


    Then the smell hit her like a freight train. Cloves.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty


    The Art of the Game


    


    “Sorry to interrupt your morning, Mrs. Gentry.” The South African accent was as pungent as his cloying scent.


    “She needs a doctor. Please, let me call a doctor, then you can do whatever you want with me.”


    “You don’t have any bargaining power, and it’s probably too late for a doctor. Now get up and let’s get going before someone comes. I wouldn’t want to kill one of your patients, but I will if I have to.”


    Tears filled Abby’s eyes. “What kind of monster are you?”


    “One who gets paid a lot of money to do what my bosses want.”


    “Did your bosses tell you to kill an innocent woman? What about the cop?”


    “I’ll make sure you don’t trip over him on the way out.”


    Daisy nuzzled her leg.


    “Fucking dog,” Collyer said.


    “Please don’t hurt her. I’ll tie her up. Please.”


    “Do it!”


    Abby coaxed Daisy into her office and fastened her harness. She took a lock she kept in her desk and secured the harness to a drawer handle.


    “Where’s your cane?”


    “In the coat closet.”


    “I’ll get it. I don’t want anyone to question why a blind woman is walking around without an aid. Then you’re going to walk out of here with me like I’m your best friend.”


    “What if I won’t go?”


    “I’ll kill your dog while you listen, and it won’t be pleasant. Then I’ll dispose of anyone who walks in here. I assume you have patients coming. And because I enjoy what I do, I’ll take you along while I kill your deaf boyfriend and that flake of a mother.”


    Fear pulsed through Abby’s veins. Collyer did not make threats. Cleo lay dead or dying, and so did Officer Howard. Collyer meant every word.


    Abby patted Daisy’s furry coat and calmed her down. “Where are we going?”


    “We’re taking a ride to Atlanta.”


    “Why?”


    “There’s a minor problem of a safe deposit box only you can get into. Call the bank. Tell them you’ll be there in exactly three hours.”


    “But―”


    “No buts. Fucking do what you’re told, and hurry up.”


    “The number’s on my recorder.”


    “Good. I can check to make sure you’re not dialing someone else. Not that it would matter.”


    Abby listened, then punched in the bank’s number with a shaky hand. She checked her watch. Nine. She told them she’d be there at noon, barring traffic.


    They’d been so careful. How did Collyer know about the bank? If he knew about the bank, he knew about Stewart.


    He thrust the cane at her. She took it. “But how—”


    “Shut up.” He grabbed her arm and led her out of the office. Abby didn’t hear anyone in the corridor, and no one spoke on the way out. If she screamed, people would surely die, and she couldn’t add that to her already overloaded conscience. Don’t die, Cleo. Please don’t die.


    They walked across the street to the parking garage. The car was low and small with four doors, because he put the cane in the back seat. Definitely not a Navigator.


    “How do you know about Atlanta?” she asked when they settled inside.


    “You ask too many questions.”


    “You can’t let me go now, so what difference would it make if I know?”


    “Did you and your cop friends really think we didn’t know where Stewart was all this time?”


    “Then why…” Of course! They were waiting for Stewart to lead them to the papers. And the only person he would tell was me. “Then you planned his escape?”


    “Not exactly. His walking out of the hospital took us by surprise, but one thing about Stewart—he’s predictable. Sooner or later he’d show up at your place. You’re what makes him tick.”


    Collyer pinched her chin. Abby jerked her head away, disgusted by the sound of his derisive laugh.


    “At first we thought his escape would be a problem, but then, well, he hadn’t told Scanlon anything in eight years, maybe this was just what the doctor ordered.”


    All the planning, all the precautions meant nothing. They sat back and waited.


    “That fellow is amazing, really. With all the doctor’s incentives, Stewart never told where he stashed the damn papers. Don’t you find that fascinating?”


    “Fascinating? You took a man’s life to find some papers?”


    “Not any papers,” Collyer said. “Papers more important to the people I work for than Stewart is. Family business. I liked Stewart, certainly better than the rest of the Gentrys’ snotty brood. If he’d kept his mouth shut eight years ago—but no, he had to tell his mother he was going to the cops. That might’ve been the stupidest thing Stewart had ever done. Good thing he told, though, or I might’ve been forced to leave the country to escape the fallout, and I like it here.”


    “You still didn’t answer my question. Why come after me?”


    “I’m getting to that. Patience. We have three hours to Atlanta and five back to Charleston. All the time in the world.”


    Not for me. Not by this time tomorrow. Once Mrs. Gentry has the papers, she’d see me as more collateral damage.


    “So, we wondered,” Collyer continued, “did you know about the envelope eight years ago? Dr. Scanlon didn’t think so, but maybe Stewart would release some hidden memory. I tossed your house, planted a bug in your phone and another in the house. I also put a tracking device in your purse. Who’d’ve thought a blind woman would change purses?”


    Abby suppressed a shiver as Collyer shed light on the extent of his intrusion into her personal life. They knew her every move, everything that went on in her house. “I’m a fashion plate,” she said, figuring the sarcasm wasn’t lost on him. “I like brown with brown and black with black.” That’s why he left through the house instead of through the garden gate. To plant the damn bugs. “You could have done all that without my knowing. Why come back a second time?”


    “You mean the night your dog came at me? Perverse pleasure. Nothing more than fun and games to keep me from getting bored. And I hate dogs. She shouldn’t have come at me.”


    “What kind of a sadistic bastard are you? Is that how you get your jollies? Attacking a blind woman and a harmless dog? Listening to her life? Psychologically, it’s the sign of a weak character. I bet you jerked off while you were doing it.”


    “Sometimes,” he said with a dry laugh. “You should try it.”


    “I don’t need perversion to satisfy me, Mr. Collyer.”


    “Ah, yes, I heard that, too. You and the cop can really get it on. Good thing he can’t hear the noises you make. I was embarrassed listening to you.”


    Abby turned her head toward the passenger-side window to hide the flush rising on her face.


    “We put a listening device in your boyfriend’s wallet while he was a guest of Dr. Scanlon. Too bad. The old man looked forward to experimenting with him. I entertained some plans of my own. Quite a physical presence, your man. I envy you.”


    She started to speak, but the words stuck in her throat. At least she didn’t have to worry about unwanted advances. Or maybe she did. Abby had profiled Collyer as asexual. A man who got off on violence and sadism, dulling normal sexual appetites. Now she wasn’t sure.


    “Damn clever, taping Stewart, though. If I’d been you, I would have lied and kept an extra copy.”


    “Well, now I know I did the right thing.”


    Abby seethed as Collyer’s laugh echoed inside the car. It made her madder still to admit he was right. She should have kept a copy. Should have played on their field. Damn.


    “That’s why the bad guys win,” he said. “The good guys play by the rules.” His laugh turned into a hacking cough.


    “You should have given up smoking sooner. Sounds like it’s too late for you.”


    “Never smoked. It’s the result of chemical warfare. Worse than cigarettes.”


    “Hopefully.”


    He laughed again, and it pissed her off. The man was unflappable.


    “You’re all Stewart talked about, you know. I got sick of hearing your name.” He leaned closer. “If I may speak candidly, I’m a tad disappointed; I expected more.”


    Now Abby laughed at the too-obvious insult. “Sorry about that. Being an over-achiever, I hate to disappoint. But then, by your own admission, I’d have to have a penis to interest you.”


    “Oh, I go either way. I like variety. Different strokes. It’s what makes the world go round. Anyway, you’re not my type. Too skinny and flat-chested. Spooky though, that night in your yard when you looked me right in the eyes. Creeped me out, but it turned me on a bit, too.”


    “I should think a man of your skills would want more of a challenge. How macho can it be to turn the life of a blind woman upside down? A little beneath you, don’t you think?”


    “I’m impossible to insult, Mrs. Gentry, so don’t bother using psychology to bait me. Those tactics might work on your patients, but not on me. I have no feeling for that kind of thing.”


    “One must have a conscience to feel. I doubt you have one. And Mrs. Gentry is your employer. Let’s not confuse us. My name is Gallant. Dr. Gallant to you.”


    “Gentry, Gallant, it’s all the same to me. When this is over, you will be neither.”


    “Fear doesn’t work on me, Mr. Collyer. I’ve faced more fear than you’ll ever know, so if you think threatening me will turn me into a puddle of mush, think again.” She settled back into the seat, pleading with her body to stop shaking, knowing what a god-awful lie she told.


    “Brave words, Dr. Gallant. You have guts; I’ll give you that. I guess that’s what it takes to live the way you do.”


    “Damn right! And in darkness, Mr. Collyer, I see the light better than you.”


    “If you say so, ma’am.”


    Abby’s insides were shooting sparks. Why were those papers so important that people had to die? So many questions, and she wanted to learn the answers while her heart still beat.


    “So you must have bugged Stewart’s room to find out about the bank.”


    “That’s right. Technology is a wonderful thing. We tried for years to unlock Stewart’s brain. This time we sat back and let someone else do the deed. I staked a man there. He heard what we’d been waiting for.”


    “How much money does Mrs. Gentry pay you to sell your soul?”


    “Actually, I’m contracted by Mrs. Gentry’s father, Mr. Serrano. I’m on loan down here. I must say, though, I like the old girl. She’s quite a piece of work. A clone of her daddy, if you know what I mean. She’s getting on, but still razor sharp. Figures. Mr. Serrano is well into his eighties, and he’s sharper still. But to answer your question―it’s not the money, although as I mentioned I am well paid. It’s the art of the game that draws me.”


    “You call what you do art? A euphemism, Mr. Collyer. I hate euphemisms.”


    “Call it whatever you want. Not everyone can do what I do.”


    “And sleep at night afterward, you mean.”


    * * * * *


    Luke checked in at the station after working the crime scene. Pete tapped his shoulder.


    “I just got wind of a 911 call from Abby’s office, Luke. I’m on my way.”


    “What? Is Abby hurt? Tell me.” Pete faced him. “I don’t know. She wasn’t there, and Daisy was locked to her desk drawer. Officer Howard is dead, and it sounds like Cleo is hurt bad. Paramedics took her to the hospital. They don’t know if she’s going to make it.”


    Luke’s blood ran cold. “No, no,” was all he could manage. He forced himself to clear his head. “Collyer took her. They’re on their way to Atlanta.” He checked his watch. Twelve thirty. “What time did the patient call?”


    “An hour ago, I think.”


    “Call the bank. First Atlanta. Call now. Tell them to stall opening the safe deposit box.”


    Pete called the switchboard. “Miles, get me the number of First Atlanta Bank―”


    “Buckhead branch.”


    “In Buckhead,” Pete said. “Connect me when you get through.”


    Luke pulled out his phone and texted Jeff to catch him up to what was happening and tell him to cancel whatever he was doing and that he was on his way to the dojo. When Luke looked up, Pete was shaking his head.


    “They’ve come and gone,” Pete said.


    Luke back-walked toward the parking lot door, his eyes still on Pete. “I’m going to Jeff Conti’s. Text me what’s happening. They have to be heading to Charleston.”


    Pete waved Luke toward the door. “Go. Hurry.”


    Luke had experienced panic a few times in his life. He remembered the childhood fear when he learned his mother wouldn’t be coming home and the anxiety he suffered when he heard his brother had disappeared. He shuddered thinking about the last painful confrontation with his father. But always floating on the surface was that moment after the explosion, learning that his life would forever be silent. But nothing, nothing, compared to the terror he felt in his heart that he wouldn’t reach Abby in time.


    He pulled in front of Jeff’s studio. Someone else was teaching the class. Jeff stuck his head out and motioned Luke into his office.


    “How could they have known, Jeff? We weren’t followed. You made sure of that.”


    “Come with me.”


    Luke followed Jeff’s hulking form into a back room, where he took a key from his ring and opened the heavy-duty lock on a standing cabinet. The inside contained an arsenal of weapons more suitable to a commando unit, plus a myriad of high tech equipment straight out of a James Bond movie.


    Luke scanned the cabinet. “Jesus, I’m not seeing this.”


    “That’s right, you’re not.”


    Jeff took a wand-like contraption from the shelf and ran it over and around Luke until he zeroed in on the beeping noise in Luke’s back pocket.


    “Empty your pocket.”


    “It’s just my wallet.”


    “Give it here.” It took Jeff a few seconds to pull the tiny device from inside the flap of an unused credit card slot. “Here’s how they knew every move you made, courtesy of the time you were their guest. I’m sure Abby’s place is riddled with bugs, too. Hell, she wouldn’t know if the Loch Ness Monster put the damn thing in her purse right in front of her. This means they know Stewart is at Dayton. Damn, I should have swept your houses.” Jeff put the tracking device in the cabinet. “With Gentry-Serrano money, Collyer probably has the latest sound and tracking technology.”


    Luke’s concentration was shot. “Whatever you said doesn’t matter now, does it? He has Abby.”


    “How long ago?”


    “I’m not sure. Cleo’s in the hospital and the cop Pete put on Abby is dead. They’ve been and gone from the bank and have to be heading to Charleston with the papers.”


    “Are you carrying?”


    “Standard issue.”


    Jeff pulled four guns from the cabinet and half dozen boxes of ammunition.


    “This isn’t Iraq, Jeff. What the hell are you doing?”


    “Playing it safe.” He hooked the lock in place and was halfway out the door before turning around. “You coming?” Luke gathered his wallet, the extra gun, and followed.


    Luke’s phone vibrated almost as soon as they got onto I-85 south. He read the text. “It’s from Don Weston. He needs to speak to me ASAP. He said it’s too long a message to text. Call him for me, will you?”


    Driving at eighty-five miles an hour, and with perfect coordination, Jeff punched in the number Luke gave him. He listened, then broke the connection. Luke focused on Jeff’s lips.


    “Well, good thing we’re packing heavy,” Jeff said. “Collyer has help, because he can’t be in two places at once. Stewart Gentry has disappeared from Dayton.”


    A million thoughts cycled through Luke’s mind. Collyer had Abby and now Stewart. Carlotta Gentry will have the papers. She wants to make everything go away. Everything and everybody. He caught Jeff’s sideways glance. Saw the speedometer jump along with his racing heart.


    Hold on, Abby. We’re coming.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-One


    The Tortoise and the Hare


    


    Abby had hoped that her next client called someone to save Cleo, if she was still alive. Then she hoped Luke found out about Collyer kidnapping her in enough time to send the police to the Atlanta bank. No one waited when they arrived. There was still time.


    Collyer whispered that he’d kill anyone who got in his way, so Abby did what he told her. He turned on his continental charm to the bank manager, and because Abby was blind, no one questioned him at her side. The box contained one envelope, which Collyer plucked from her hand as soon as they got outside. Still no cops.


    She was at Collyer’s mercy. Remain calm. Don’t give the bastard the satisfaction of falling apart.


    “Where are we going?” she asked.


    “You’re having a family reunion.”


    “Whose family?”


    “There you go with the questions again. Now I’ve told you all you wanted to know. Sit back and enjoy the ride.”


    Only a monster like Collyer could conceive of enjoying the ride to her death. No matter how she tried to take on the world by herself, she’d been fooling herself. She couldn’t beat a man like Collyer. Not alone in her dark world.


    * * * * *


    Luke watched Jeff’s lips as he relayed his phone conversation with Norm Archer and told him that he and Luke were on their way.


    “Norm said no judge will give him a warrant for Synthetec without probable cause. He has no witnesses to either abduction, and until he gets word, his hands are tied. He’s going to fax a picture of Collyer to the Atlanta bank manager. If he IDs Collyer, Norm’s good to go forward.”


    “What the fuck does he need? A signed letter of intent?”


    “Norm heard that. He said to tell you when it comes to Carlotta Gentry, that’s exactly what he needs.”


    “We’re on our way to Scanlon’s clinic,” Jeff said, “unless you come up with something better.”


    Jeff listened, then made a face. “The phone’s breaking up, Norm. Can’t hear you. Talk to you later.”


    “What was that all about?” Luke asked.


    “He wanted you to understand that you have no jurisdiction in Charleston, but I didn’t think we’d want to be reminded of that.”


    Luke smirked. “You’d have made a great cop.”


    “We have one thing in our favor. It takes between four and five hours from Atlanta to Charleston. We can make it in three, barring no traffic jams.”


    “I had a thought.”


    “What?”


    “You read Matt Devon’s letter. Did either the chemist from Synthetec or Dr. Kozov ever mention the location of the secret lab?”


    “Not in Matt’s copy.”


    “We’re assuming the lab is inside Synthetec. What if it isn’t?”


    “Good point. It might be so secret no one knows where it is, except someone who’s worked there.”


    “Exactly.”


    * * * * *


    Abby tuned her senses into high gear, paying attention to every sound, every smell. When the car slowed to a stop, Collyer pressed a button and a gate rose. Street sounds disappeared as they descended in a circular pattern. An underground garage. Her spirits sank further. How would anyone know where she was?


    “Wait there.” He got the cane out of the back seat and came around to the passenger side, handing it to her.


    Where does he think I’m going? His voice echoed in the emptiness; exhaust fumes permeated the stagnant air. He took her arm. She wanted to shrink away from him, but like so many other times in her life, she was at someone else’s mercy. Only the sound of their shoes and the tap-tap of the cane on the concrete floor broke the silence.


    “Be careful,” he said. “There’s an incline.”


    “Thanks.” She noted the irony. He didn’t want her to break her neck before he killed her.


    He stopped her. A grinding noise descended, doors squeaked open, and he led her inside the elevator. It inched up―a creaky transport in an old building. A strange smell assaulted her when they exited the elevator. Chemicals of some kind. They walked down a long corridor, turning once. From the sound of the space, they had entered a large room. The familiar voice hit her like the crack of a whip.


    * * * * *


    Carlotta Gentry watched Collyer escort her ex-daughter-in-law into the room. Abigael appeared surprisingly calm, and once more she marveled at the woman’s perseverance as she turned her head toward the sounds in the room, listening with keen concentration.


    “Abigael, we meet again. And so soon.”


    “Mrs. Gentry.”


    “You’re not surprised, my dear?”


    “No, not really.”


    “The envelope, please, Mr. Collyer. Ha! Sounds like the Oscars.” Carlotta expected someone to appreciate her wit and scowled when no one did. “What, no one with a sense of humor?” Stone-faced, Collyer removed the envelope from the breast pocket of his jacket, and she plucked it from his hand, slipping a glossy crimson nail under the sealing tape. “And the winner is,” she announced, “as if I didn’t know.”


    Finally, she held the three sheets of paper that had caused so damn much trouble. After scanning them, a smile curled her lips. “Ah, Martin was so thorough. A thoroughness that unfortunately cost him his life.” She tucked the papers back into the envelope. “I bet you’re wondering what this is all about, Abigael.”


    “Considering that envelope caused the death of my daughter―your granddaughter―yes, I’d like to know.”


    “Tragic about Macy. You were supposed to be the only casualty. Then I intended to take the child to live with me.” She sighed theatrically. “No matter how well something is planned, one can never count on the results, can one?”


    Abby gasped, staggered to her right, and steadied herself on her cane.


    “Get Abigael a chair, Mr. Collyer. She seems a bit shaky.”


    “You were going to take Macy―” Abby stopped in mid-sentence and clutched the seat of the chair. “Why? Tell me why?”


    A break in the veneer. The woman’s normal after all. “Money, reputation, power. Martin wanted to take that away from me. I couldn’t let him. Personally, I doubted Stewart told you anything before speaking to me, but the two of you were so close, almost as if you split from the same egg. We needed to be sure. Dr. Scanlon applied his expertise, but no matter what he did, my son remained uncharacteristically tight lipped. So did you. My heart broke to see him slide away like he did.” She added a sniff of remorse for effect. “You have no idea.” Another sniff.


    “Why not kill him? The papers were well hidden. You’d be safe.”


    “I needed them destroyed. I couldn’t have them popping up later.”


    “You’re his mother!” Abby cried. “How could any mother―”


    “Oh stop it, my dear. I know you’ll find this hard to believe, but I love Stewart. I love all my children. I loved my husband, too. But my allegiance has always been to my father. He did everything for me.” She stretched her neck and flipped her head in a show of pride. “He made me the woman I am today.”


    * * * * *


    A significant statement to a psychologist. Could Carlotta Gentry’s allegiance to her father be the result of crossing some perverted line? She hoped the question mark didn’t show on her face. Keep her talking as long as possible. Long enough for Luke to find me.


    “I had to keep Stewart under control until we found the papers,” Mrs. Gentry continued. “Dr. Scanlon used a mind control technique to erase the conversation that Stewart heard implicating me in his father’s death, then he performed wonders to make Stewart appear like he was losing it. It would have been perfect, except―”


    “The drug was too powerful,” Abby finished. “You couldn’t control him.”


    “I never imagined he would kill his daughter and try to commit suicide. Never.”


    Abby remembered Stewart’s rationale, finally understanding. He’d been programmed to kill his wife, but he couldn’t live without me. “He did it out of love, to keep his family together in the hereafter.”


    “Whatever. Spilled milk and all that. But you survived, and so did he. Pursuing you further would have called attention to the whole ugly mess. By then, if you knew, either the details were lost to your injury or to Dr. Scanlon’s excellent work.


    “Oh, we watched you. I must say, you rallied. I’d hoped you might find life unbearable and end it all, but I must admit a measure of admiration, Abigael. You’ve made the best of a grim situation and risen to the challenge.”


    Mrs. Gentry walked the room, her heels clicking on the wood floors, the incendiary envelope slapping in her hand.


    “Unfortunately, Stewart was another story. Of course, he was so obviously psychotic, trying him for murder was out of the question. I called in quite a few markers to keep him under control, Dr. Scanlon’s medication notwithstanding.”


    The urge to scream started in the pit of Abby’s stomach and percolated upward, but she regained her composure. The bitch wouldn’t goad her into losing her cool again. If she had any chance of survival, she needed to keep her wits. “Which medication do you mean? Receptormine or the drug that provoked him to kill his daughter and is slowly killing him?”


    “The drug was still in the experimental stage. Poor Macy was an unavoidable glitch.”


    The death of her child an unavoidable glitch? Abby wanted to crumple to the ground in despair. She remembered the advice she gave to Stewart: Breathe in. Breathe out. In. Out.


    Mrs. Gentry continued. “With a combination of drugs and other improvised procedures, Dr. Scanlon kept Stewart under control for eight years, until his keepers grew slack. One never could turn one’s back on Stewart for very long. He always did the unexpected.” She approached Abby’s chair. “Except when it came to you.


    “Oh, dear, you’re pale. A glass of water for my daughter-in-law, Mr. Collyer.”


    Abby tried hard to hold her emotions in check, but the reference to her daughter’s death followed by being Carlotta Gentry’s daughter-in-law made her feel faint. The woman had never acknowledged her as anything other than a low-class interloper, and now, eight years divorced, she referred to Abby as part of her family. What irony.


    Collyer put a glass in her hand. She wanted the water but wouldn’t chance drinking it. She shook her head and held it out. Collyer took it. Sounds alerted her to other people in the room. “Who else is here?”


    “Very good, my dear. I didn’t hear a thing, but I guess what they say about the blind is true. And he was so quiet, weren’t you, Stewart, my love?”


    At the mention of Stewart’s name, Mrs. Gentry’s plan crystallized. A repeat performance. Only now Stewart was a wanted man, obsessed with finishing the act that had captivated the country eight years before. With the incriminating evidence in his mother’s hand, this time he would succeed. But Abby still held the gin card. And she’d hold it as long as possible before slapping it down on the table.


    “You should see him, poor dear.”


    “You won’t get away with this, you know. My friends will figure out where I am. They’ll find this place.”


    “You mean your deaf lover and his deviant buddy? They’ll never find you. Anyone who knows about this building wouldn’t dare talk. You see, they fear for their families. We’re no different from those in their former countries. Clever, don’t you think?”


    Abby remembered saying those same words about Valentina Kozov. Maybe the reluctant chemist would come forward when this was all over, but only if Luke and Norm Archer collected enough evidence on the Black Widow to put her away and make the Russian feel safe enough to testify. If she was still alive.


    “Someone will talk, Mrs. Gentry, if only for self-preservation.” The woman snorted. “To satisfy my curiosity, why are those papers so important that you’d sacrifice your son? I assume it had something to do with why you murdered your husband.”


    “Murder is such a harsh word, but no harm telling you now.”


    Because I won’t be around to repeat it. Carlotta Gentry got up and poured liquid into a glass, then dragged her chair closer to Abby and sat down. Abby smelled the sweet, gag-inducing perfume she always wore.


    “Let me give you some background, Abigael. The Gentry name is as revered in the South as the Kennedy name is in New England. What isn’t known is the profligate ways each generation contributed to the demise of their fortune: gambling, hedonism, bad investments, and let’s not forget the headline-making and very costly divorces. By the time I met Martin, his name was all that remained.


    “My father worked hard to amass his fortune. We lived in a gated mansion and I went to the best schools money could buy. But Boston society wanted nothing to do with Anthony Serrano, an old-world junkman as far as they were concerned, no matter how many millions he accumulated. And rumors of mob associations never helped our ascent up the social ladder.”


    Abby heard the sting of rejection in the woman’s voice even after all the years, detecting a crack in her self-confident façade.


    “My marriage to Martin Gentry changed all that by giving him what his family had squandered―his inheritance―and by giving my father what had eluded him—respectability. We all got what we wanted, didn’t we?”


    Abby didn’t answer.


    “We showed everyone. Boston’s elite now bow to Anthony Serrano, and the Charlestonians genuflect to me.”


    Carlotta Serrano Gentry waited her whole life to explain herself, and Abby served as the perfect confidant. She’d know it all and take the story to the grave.


    “The Gentry-Serrano Foundation was my brainchild,” she continued, “and I cultivated it like a botanist cultivates a rare orchid. You can’t imagine the thrill of seeing my father’s name hyphenated with Gentry and associated with one of the most philanthropic organizations in the world. Martin stayed in the background and rarely got involved. Then certain events piqued his interest and he delved deeper. He didn’t like what he found. I couldn’t let him destroy the foundation or what my father worked for his whole life, and that’s what he threatened to do.


    “You see, deep down—or maybe not so deep—Martin resented the Serrano money. He resented that this upstart dealer in trash saved the mighty Gentrys from financial ruin by bargaining off his daughter. Not that I minded. Martin was handsome and charismatic. He swept me off my feet because his father told him to, and I loved every minute of it.”


    Mrs. Gentry paused. Abby didn’t move.


    “I’m sure you recall, Abigael, I’m not what one would describe as a raving beauty, but Martin made me feel like one. Even when I knew he came to my bed from another’s, I didn’t care. When we were together, he made me feel like I was the only person in his world.”


    She stopped her monologue. Abby wondered if she was finished.


    “Sorry. The thought of Martin, so virile and handsome, caused a momentary lapse of concentration. He was brilliant, his business sense innovative. Being a lawyer, he knew all the angles to entice people into backing his ventures, especially contributing to the foundation. He did that to make me happy. A small price to pay.


    “Then he told me about a proposed development on an island off the Georgia coast. His interest in the mental health field evolved from a desire to help a favorite cousin stricken with schizophrenia at an early age. Others in his family also succumbed to the illness. He wanted to create a facility that included a hospital for research. He deemed it a worthy project for a government-funded grant. His project would have been perfect for his own foundation to fund, but the conflict of interest would have been obvious. Nevertheless, he wanted to make sure nothing in the Gentry-Serrano Foundation’s history stood in the way.


    “Martin used his considerable charm and power to bring investors to the table. While organizing the necessary application to apply for the grant, and without my knowledge, he conducted a private audit of his own foundation―a detail I didn’t foresee. After all, his name appeared on the masthead; he had every right.” She sighed. “I only wish he’d consulted me.”


    “And what did he find, Mrs. Gentry?”


    “Millions of the foundation’s money funneled from Synthetec into the research laboratory of Dr. Sylvan Crock, a.k.a. Dr. Herbert Scanlon. Pharmaceutical research is expensive, but not that expensive. The accountant turned the papers over to Martin, and he didn’t like the bottom line. Really, my dear. I would have thought you’d have figured it out. It’s always about money.”


    Mrs. Gentry must have seen the surprise on Abby’s face.


    “Oh, yes. Doctors Scanlon and Crock are one and the same. Considering his memorable appearance, he conducted his work behind the scenes. We couldn’t let people make the connection. We hired chemists and biologists from other countries to do the research.”


    “Nothing surprises me anymore. But let me guess. While Synthetec developed a second-generation of Receptormine, the offshoot lab in this building developed the drug that induced psychotic episodes in your son.”


    “That wasn’t the original purpose, but it worked out that way. We hoped to entice Stewart into telling us where he’d hidden the papers, but he wouldn’t budge.”


    Abby reeled. “So you destroyed your own son.”


    She drew a deep breath. “A Hobson’s choice, Abigael. It was either save me and all I’ve worked for, or save me and all I’ve worked for. You see, don’t you?” Pausing, she said, “No, of course not. How could you?”


    “And you distributed the drug through your father’s network?”


    Mrs. Gentry got up, filled her water glass again, and took a long swallow. “Ah, you always were a smart girl, Abigael. Maybe that’s why I never liked you.”


    As if I didn’t know. “Why get involved in a crime of such magnitude when you and your father had achieved everything you always wanted?”


    “Good question. My father gave me everything. I love him without equal to this day. When he started out, he never intended to do anything illegal, but life’s opportunities can be too tempting to ignore. I’ve used the lure myself, many times. It’s amazing how one will compromise everything they’ve ever believed in for money. Then, one thing led to another. A natural progression, you might say.


    “The profit in drugs is enormous. Especially a drug like the one Herbert’s staff formulated. There’s nothing like it in the marketplace, with the best and longest-lasting psychedelic high imaginable. One might think addictive drugs are bigger moneymakers, and maybe they are, but they exclude a large part of the population. Too many people fear them. But thrill junkies keep coming back for more of ours. College students, white collars, even housewives.”


    She stopped and Abby heard her swallow more water. She wished she hadn’t refused the glass before. Her mouth was desert dry.


    “I love money, but I’m not motivated just for its sake. Money equals power, and I do so love power, Abigael. It enables me to control this city, because when you lure people into compromise, you own them. I own this city, and I own most of the people who count. I wouldn’t let Martin Gentry’s self-righteous ways ruin that, no matter how much I loved him.”


    This confession was worse than Abby had imagined. “So you…you killed him.”


    “A tragic accident. His plane crashed shortly after takeoff. Pilot error. No one ever discovered the true cause of the accident. Mr. Collyer is quite clever, aren’t you, my dear?”


    A grunt of affirmation came from Collyer’s position.


    “I miss Martin, truly I do. He was great fun. But I was furious with him. I’ve had spasmodic twinges of guilt, but I eventually got past them.”


    “My god,” Abby said in a long exhalation of breath.


    The woman is insane, justifying murder in the same way one justifies spending too much for a piece of jewelry. Abby had to keep her talking.


    “The accountant had the report,” she said. “Why did your husband give it to Stewart?”


    “I’ve cultivated many friendships here. Made it my business to do so. Even Martin’s personal lawyer is my close friend. Martin questioned whether Sam Davidson could be bought. He couldn’t, but he could be persuaded. After that, he became a loose end, which is why he’s no longer with us. Stewart was the one person Martin trusted. After Martin died, Stewart opened the envelope. He came to the house to ask for an explanation, hoping I’d promise to do the right thing and stop diverting the foundation’s money for illicit purposes. Unfortunately, he overheard a snippet of conversation between Mr. Collyer and me about the plane crash. Upset can’t describe his reaction. We discussed it at length. I denied everything, of course, saying he misinterpreted what he’d heard.” Mrs. Gentry paused. “Then during his rant, he told me about the envelope.”


    Abby listened, overwhelmed with a sadness toward Stewart she wouldn’t have believed possible. Oh, Stewart, why did you do that?


    Mrs. Gentry continued the confession as if she were talking to a priest, although she sought no absolution. “Martin’s letter and the report would have ruined us. I should have humored Stewart until I found out where the papers were, but he was in no mood to be humored. Mr. Collyer subdued him and we called Dr. Scanlon.”


    Although the room was warm, Abby’s hands were like ice. A part of her wanted this to be over, but she needed to hear the remainder of Mrs. Gentry’s memoir. “So you drugged him.”


    “Hmm, not right away. Remember, those darn papers. Sam Davidson…donated his copies, but Stewart wasn’t as forthcoming, even under hypnosis. He’d have exposed everything. But how could I kill my own son? My flesh and blood? I couldn’t.


    “Not until I had those papers.


    “Stewart eventually became manageable. Until he wasn’t. Then you know what happened.”


    “Yes, I know.” I can’t let her finish now. “What kind of doctor betrays his oath and destroys the mind of a perfectly healthy man?”


    Mrs. Gentry got up, circled the room, her shoes charting her course. “Fuck the oath, my dear. Herbert waded into it up to his snowy white hair. I made him a major stockholder in Synthetec Pharmaceuticals, with a place on the board of directors. Money, status, and power. The trifecta. Who could resist? Besides, our renowned doctor is the psychiatric equivalent of Dr. Mengele. He finds all the research and mind control fascinating. He practiced on other patients beside Stewart. In fact, there’s a special section in this building where Herbert treats people no one will ever miss. He’s running around the building now, checking on them.”


    These admissions were worse than Abby imagined. Other innocent people traumatized in the psychiatric care of a madman. Could she keep the conversation going long enough for Luke to find her? “How did you persuade prison officials to move Stewart from the prison psychiatric facility into Scanlon’s private hospital?”


    “You’re so naïve, my dear. Control, remember? Politicians are particularly vulnerable to blackmail. Almost everyone has something to hide. My father has many keys to their skeletal closets, even a thousand miles away. One doesn’t succeed in the recycling and waste business without a few, how shall I say, connections? A bribe, a misplaced word, the hint of impropriety can destroy a political career.”


    “Did the Gentrys realize they’d made a pact with the devil when they sold themselves?”


    “Of course they did. Do you think the Gentry family made their money without getting their hands dirty? How do you think they acquired so much land before they lost it? Using their influence to raise the tax structure, they bought up property owned by poor blacks for a song because they couldn’t afford to live there. Oh, and moonshine. Martin’s grandfather made millions during prohibition, very much like his New England counterpart. Everyone’s a devil where money is concerned.”


    “Seems you controlled everyone but Stewart.”


    “The buildup of hallucinogens in his system had a highly toxic effect. He heard voices and had visions. Herbert planted some of them—your alleged affair, for instance—but Stewart became aggressive and out of control. Herbert tried Receptormine and other anti-psychotics, but my son didn’t respond. We let nature take its course. It worked to our advantage until the shooting incident. And Macy, of course. An unfortunate mistake.”


    “Yes, Macy.” Abby swallowed her anger. Her daughter’s death an unfortunate mistake, a glitch. And she would bump into things for the rest of her life because another glitch allowed her to live. Then she realized the rest of her life wouldn’t be long enough to make Mrs. Gentry’s disclosures public. “Now what? How will you explain my death? Another tragedy?”


    “Stewart found you and finished what he started eight years ago. We tried to prevent the impending catastrophe but arrived too late.”


    “And Luke McCallister?” Abby asked.


    “Your pitiful deaf lover? The perfect provocation. When Stewart found out about him, that was all the incentive he needed.”


    What could Abby say to prolong the inevitable? “Too many people know about Stewart and the last two months. They know about the break-ins, the messages, and about your hatchet man. Are you going to kill all of them?”


    “You have no proof of anything. No one has even seen Mr. Collyer except you.” Mrs. Gentry paused. “Let me rephrase that.”


    “No need. I get the picture,” Abby said.


    “Ha! Glad to see there’s someone here who hasn’t lost her sense of humor. Not that you’ll need it where you’re going. All the loose ends will be tied up. Stewart escaped from a mental hospital. He’s delusional, capable of anything, Doctors will attest to that, even your doctor friend. Prove otherwise, my dear. Oh, but sorry, you won’t be here, will you?”


    Carlotta Gentry’s plan sounded despicably plausible. It wouldn’t work, but she’d make a damn good case. And I won’t be around to refute it.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-Two


    Hear No Evil, See No Evil, Know Nothing


    


    Norm Archer got out of his car in front of Synthetec’s brick and glass building and approached Luke’s side of the car. “The building’s locked. I found no other pharmaceutical labs in the area, not that they’d advertise an illegal one. I couldn’t find Valentina Kozov either. The IRS has no record of her working in the United States. In fact, immigration has no record of a Dr. Valentina Kozov entering the country.”


    Jeff touched Luke’s arm to get his attention. “I bet everyone who worked in the secret lab entered this country illegally.”


    Luke shifted to Norm. “How did Matt find her?”


    “Matt had his ways. He wouldn’t be opposed to standing in front of the Synthetec lab and interviewing people as they came out. Subtlety escaped him. Those tactics cost him his life.”


    “What about the head of the Synthetec lab?”


    “Heidel? I’ve talked to him before, but he disavowed knowledge of anything illegal and said he knew nothing about falsifying data on Receptormine’s trials. Matt’s investigation proves that’s a lie, but without verification from his original source we have nothing on paper, and they have everything substantiating their findings.”


    “Where’s Heidel now?” Luke asked.


    “Out of the country on vacation.”


    “How convenient.”


    “I interviewed almost everyone who worked there after Matt’s accident,” Norm said. “No one admitted anything. In these days and times, no one wants to lose their job.”


    “Matt said a Dr. Sylvan Crock headed the secret lab. Anyone get in touch with him?” Luke asked.


    “A ghost. He headed it, but no one’s ever seen him, and there’s no record of him either. Probably a phony name.”


    “What the hell is going on here?” Jeff asked. “How can these people get away with this shit?”


    “We have to find the first chemist Matt talked to.” Luke said. “The one from Synthetec.”


    “I have men interviewing everyone at Synthetec associated with the Receptormine trials. We’ll get someone to talk once they know they’re facing criminal charges.”


    “What criminal charges?” Luke asked. “Falsifying scientific data is difficult to prove. So many variables enter into forming the results that both sides can make a case for their findings. At best, you’ll get them for a fine. Hardly a threat to challenge a bullet in the brain.”


    “How about obstruction of justice, and I think if I’m very creative, I can add attempted murder. Matt Devon’s murder. That ought to shake someone out of his amnesia.”


    “Might work,” Luke said, “but we don’t have time. Damn. We arrive in Charleston before Collyer, or whoever has Abby, and we can’t use the advantage to get a jump.”


    Norm’s phone rang. One of his men tracked down Dr. Haywood Barnette, Matt Devon’s first source. Norm smiled. “Let’s get going.”


    * * * * *


    Barnette was one of those lockjaw speakers: lips tight, mouth barely open. Luke had a hard time reading him, but he got enough.


    “I signed a confidentiality agreement. I’ll lose my job…” Barnette twisted his hands, obviously upset he’d been forced to admit he was Matt’s source. “I spoke to Devon…wrote the story, everyone…was suspect. I need this job. I’ve…wife and four kids.”


    “You won’t be able to pay for their college if you’re in jail,” Norm said.


    “For what? I’ve done nothing wrong.”


    “How does accessory to murder sound?”


    Norm was stretching it, Luke knew, but from the shock on Barnette’s face, the threat drew the necessary reaction.


    Barnette panicked, waved his arms in denial. He must have raised his voice because his mouth opened and Luke understood every word. “Murder. No way. I don’t know anything about murder. I only knew that Heidel falsified the trials on Receptormine.”


    “But you knew about Valentina Kozov and the secret lab.”


    Barnette pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, dabbed his sweaty brow and the back of his neck. He returned to his closed mouth way of speaking.


    “I knew Dr. Kozov before she came to this country. I met her at a conference in Zurich years ago, but I didn’t know she was in the States until long after. She’s a brilliant neurochemist. I had heard rumors about a secret lab, and when I ran into Dr. Kozov, I learned the truth.”


    “Which was?”


    Barnette took his time, as if he were weighing his options. Luke was frustrated as hell. He wanted to pry the man’s mouth open, but he didn’t want to stop the conversation. After a few starts and stops, Barnette spoke at length. Luke caught experimental drugs, plant extracts, hallucinogenic effects, attack the nervous system. Distributing on the street.


    “How did she get into the country?” Luke asked, watching carefully.


    “Dr. Kozov spoke out against laboratory practices…in Russia…misusing her processes. …prison as an enemy of the state. Delicate negotiations…between Russia and United States… We didn’t want to get involved. …refused her political asylum. I surmised Crock…arranged for her to enter illegally. …mouth shut for fear of being deported.”


    Luke felt like his head would explode. He missed a good part of the conversation but got enough to understand what Barnette was saying.


    “You knew all this and kept quiet?” Norm asked.


    “I couldn’t get involved. I’ve never…Crock. …introduced Dr. Kozov to Matt Devon. …exposed Crock and the secret lab…the development and distribution of the drugs. …got him killed…what’s happened to her. …don’t want to be next.”


    Luke was furious. “What the hell happened to doing what’s ethically right? You knew they were producing illegal drugs for the streets. You’re no better than the people behind this.”


    Norm put his hand on Luke’s arm. Luke took the hint and shut up.


    “Do you know where Dr. Kozov is, Dr. Barnette?” Norm asked.


    “No, I already told you that.”


    “Do you know where the lab is?”


    Barnette looked away.


    “Lives are at stake here, Dr. Barnette,” Luke said, breaking his momentary silence. “At least six people are dead because of what’s going on in that lab, and three more are missing. Do you want to be responsible for their deaths?”


    Luke sensed the scientist’s internal conflict while he decided what to say.


    “It’s somewhere near the bridge in a building with an underground garage. I never knew exactly where.” He searched the faces staring at him. “I didn’t want to.” Barnette pinched the bridge of his nose. “Do you think Dr. Kozov is okay?”


    Luke couldn’t focus any more. No one’s lips said anything he understood. Fear for Abby spun everything out of control. He left Barnette’s house to wait in the car.


    “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.


    * * * * *


    Collyer remained quiet throughout Mrs. Gentry’s revelations. Abby wondered if she missed his leaving the room. Then he spoke and her skin crawled.


    “We can’t do this here. The police will know we’ve moved the body. We have to make it look spontaneous. Like Stewart killed her during a psychotic episode.”


    They were planning her murder as if they were talking about going to a church supper. So technical. What kind of people were these? Stupid question. She already knew the answer to that. An occasional guttural groan came from her right. What had they done to Stewart? How much more could he endure before his brain exploded?


    “I don’t want drugs in her system,” Mrs. Gentry said. “Nothing that can be traced back to Synthetec either. She must be untouched when he kills her.”


    “I heard that,” Herbert Scanlon grunted when he entered the room.


    “Do you understand, Herbert? I know how tempted you are, but she’s off limits.”


    Now’s the time to play my final card. “There’s another copy of Davidson’s audit.” Not a sound followed, except Stewart’s ragged breath.


    Gin!


    “You’re lying,” Mrs. Gentry said.


    Abby liked the tone of her response―suspicion, a touch of fear. “Apparently the set of papers you got from the accountant before you killed him wasn’t his only copy. Devon found another set. He was a reporter. Reporters make copies as well as accountants.”


    “I turned that place inside out, Mrs. Gentry,” Collyer said. “There was nothing there. I’d stake my life on it.”


    Abby heard an uncharacteristic defensiveness in Collyer’s tone. Someone was criticizing his expertise, and he didn’t like it.


    “Not a good way of putting it, Mr. Collyer,” Mrs. Gentry responded. “If there are other copies of this audit, then everything we’ve done for the last eight years has been for nothing. I doubt my father would be happy if somehow you missed retrieving any duplicates.”


    The memory of Mrs. Gentry’s pinched face filled Abby’s dark world, and she recoiled.


    “No, he wouldn’t be happy at all.”


    “She’s bluffing,” Collyer charged. “She’s a shrink. That’s what they do. Play games with your head. I’ll get the truth out of her.”


    “I said no. I don’t want a scratch on her. Understand?”


    Carlotta Gentry’s cold tone struck fear in Abby. If Collyer moved her and Stewart, Luke and Norm might not find them in time. She needed to put a kink in their plans. Something to prolong the time.


    “You fucked up, Graeme,” she taunted. “Bet you didn’t check the wine bottles in Matt’s cooler. They were right in front of you. A blind woman could find them. I thought you were a professional, but you’re just another dumb thug with shit for brains.”


    The quick, powerful blow to Abby’s face knocked her off the chair and sent her sprawling onto the floor. She had prepared herself, expected retaliation, but the vicious strike still surprised her. A small measure of satisfaction dulled the pain as she realized her provocation worked. As much as he thinks he’s above being goaded, men like him are predictable when their manhood is challenged. All it takes is the right twist of the knife.


    “Now see what you’ve done,” Mrs. Gentry snapped.


    A warm trickle of blood seeped into Abby’s throat, unleashing an unpleasant metallic taste. She smiled. Did he see her laughing at him? She wanted him to see. “So, you’re not beyond insult, are you, Graeme?” She wiped her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. She hoped blood covered her clothes.


    Collyer hovered over her, his anger defined by short, panting breaths. “What the fuck are you smiling at?”


    She crawled to her knees, unsure of her position.


    “Move back, Mr. Collyer,” Mrs. Gentry said.


    The old lady hadn’t wanted a scratch on her. So much for that. She heard Collyer move away, his anger still apparent in his staccato breaths.


    Abby tried to regain her balance. The ringing in her ears obliterated the sound of his footsteps coming toward her, but she felt his vibration in the floor. Mrs. Gentry yelled in an attempt to stop him, but Graeme Collyer wasn’t about to give in to the demands of his boss or anyone else. The powerful thrust of his foot connected under Abby’s rib cage as she started to rise, lifting her off the floor. She fell backward and collapsed, pain shooting through her midsection.


    At that moment, Stewart’s guttural drone turned into a high-pitched yowl and he screamed in an otherworldly voice. “Nooo. Don’t hurt my Abby.”


    Dazed, her nose and throat filling with blood, she heard and felt the struggle nearby.


    “Do something, Herbert,” Mrs. Gentry pleaded. “Stewart’s strangling him. Mr. Collyer can’t breathe.”


    “Wha…what do you want me to do? I could get myself killed.”


    Collyer’s attack on Abby awakened the sleeping giant inside Stewart, prodding him to break free of the lethargy that bound him. He must have attacked Collyer from behind—Stewart wouldn’t stand a chance in a frontal assault—because sounds of coughing and choking emanated from the big man.


    Abby knew Collyer’s massive size from his hold on her and the height of his voice. The Stewart she knew, although tall and lanky and a mass of sinewy muscle, had spent the last eight years in a drugged haze where food meant little. From the touch of his hand, he didn’t seem much more than a bony remnant, no threat to a professional killer. Nevertheless, she heard the South African gasping for breath.


    Carlotta Gentry alternated between shrieking Collyer’s name and Stewart’s, but Stewart’s grunts indicated he was holding on, strangling, squeezing, his mother’s pleas lost in his addled brain.


    “Stop this! Stop this now! Oh, my God, Mr. Collyer’s face is turning blue. Herbert, help him.”


    Abby’s elation that Stewart might actually subdue Collyer fizzled when she heard Collyer suck in enough air to regain his wind, then the crunching of bones. Stewart expelled a series of grunts and sputters, as he gasped for the same air he took from his adversary moments before. The sound of his body crumpling to the floor sent Abby’s hopes―her life―tumbling down with him.


    Tears welled in her eyes. Stewart gave all he had, marshaling his depleted body for one last surge to save her, to give back part of the life he had stolen.


    “No, Mr. Collyer,” Mrs. Gentry cried. “Don’t shoot him. It’ll spoil everything.”


    Abby turned around. “No, don’t do it,” she screamed. “Don’t, please.”


    “I’m touched,” Collyer said, pushing Abby to the ground. “But I’ve had enough of this lunatic.”


    Stewart’s words echoed in the sudden stillness of the room. “Finally,” he said. “Peace.” As he took his last pained breath before the blast of the gun shattered the silence, he uttered, “I will love you in the hereafter, Abby. Forgive me.”


    Abby’s head rattled. Stewart’s lament echoed in her ears. Then, the sharp crack of the gun harkened back eight years, to other gunshots, to other smothered lives. Abby screamed. “No, no, Stewart.” She crawled toward where she heard his last words, touched his shoes, and felt her way up his body. “I forgive you. I forgive you, Stewart.”


    “This is breaking my heart. Get up.” Collyer yanked Abby upright.


    “Oh, Stewart, my beautiful son,” Mrs. Gentry cried. “You fool, what have you done? You’ve killed my son.”


    Collyer clutched Abby by the arm, digging his fingers into the soft flesh. “You killed your son eight years ago, Mrs. Gentry, the minute you authorized filling him full of drugs. Too late to cry over it now. Pull yourself together. We have things to do.”


    Mrs. Gentry sighed. Abby heard her brush the wrinkles from her clothes. Then, as if a director yelled CUT, her tone changed.


    “Of course you’re right. I’ll mourn later.”


    Herbert Scanlon emerged from his silence in panic. “I didn’t sign on for murder, Carlotta. Drugs are one thing―medical research to further healing—but murder is something else.”


    Mrs. Gentry’s haughty manner returned, erasing the feigned compassion of moments before. “If you think your research hasn’t been responsible for any deaths, Herbert, you have been deluding yourself. Do you know what some people do in the throes of psychedelic drugs? You haven’t made a peep all these years while using Stewart and the others as guinea pigs for your medical experiments. Why now have you grown a conscience?”


    “This is different,” he sputtered. “This is outright murder. I have to draw the line somewhere.”


    “What’s done is done. There’s no going back.” Then Mrs. Gentry screeched in Abby’s direction. “I told you I didn’t want a mark on Abigael, Mr. Collyer. Look at her. Nose and blouse all bloody. What were you thinking?” Then her tone changed once more, and the familiar ice-cold delivery knifed through Abby’s shoulder blades. “Clean her up.”


    Collyer laughed. “I don’t think so, Mrs. Gentry. Our plans have changed. Dr. Gallant will die right here in this building next to your son. Their bodies will be identified from dental records, because they’ll be nothing but charcoal after this place goes up.”


    The room went quiet and stayed that way until Mrs. Gentry spoke. “Yes, of course. Why didn’t I think of that? Brilliant, Mr. Collyer. Brilliant.”


    “You can’t send this place up in flames,” Scanlon said. “There are people here, sick people. And attendants. Plus years of my research. You can’t.”


    “Oh, stop it, Herbert. Labs can be rebuilt.”


    Other people in the building? Abby had forced Collyer to hit her, setting him on the path to mass murder. What had she done?


    “I don’t have time for this,” Collyer said. “Doctor Scanlon, remove the bullet from Stewart’s body.”


    “What? I’ll do no such thing.”


    “Yes, you will, or I’ll put another one just like it into you. Then I’ll remove both of them. This place will go up like a bonfire. Stewart couldn’t very well rig the place to blow with a bullet in him, now could he? ”


    “Do it, Herbert,” Mrs. Gentry ordered.


    Scanlon groaned. The sound of rubber gloves snapped in place. No one spoke.


    “I suggest you and this sniveling, bleached doctor pet of yours get the hell out of here, Mrs. Gentry, because we’re about to have a major Fourth of July pyrotechnic display.”


    Abby could almost hear Mrs. Gentry thinking as she paced. “Ingenious, Collyer. It’ll tie up all the loose ends. No lab. No drugs. No proof. I’ll have to improvise if the papers ever come to light. Martin finagled the foundation’s money. Who could refute that? I was shocked to find out, and when I did, I made it right immediately. My accountant will verify that. I was only protecting the good name of my dead husband and a foundation that has helped so many people lead better lives. I might get a slap on the wrist, but that’s all.”


    The woman was mad―cold and calculating as she stood over the body of her dead son. Abby wanted to scream, to lash out, but she couldn’t give in to emotions now. She had to stay strong. “You could have done that from the beginning without destroying your son in the process.”


    “Water under the bridge and all that, Abigael. Poor Stewart. He was always my favorite. So much like his father.”


    Abby wiped the clotting blood from her nose, glad to be spared the image of Stewart’s blood-soaked body. She listened to this modern-day Medea talk about her dead son and wondered how any mother could be so heartless.


    “Gather whatever papers you need, Herbert. He has time, doesn’t he, Mr. Collyer?”


    “Half an hour, max. And I suggest you leave your patients where they are. We don’t want any witnesses.”


    “Mr. Collyer is right. Those patients will implicate you as soon as they get out. They know what you look like.”


    “Well,” Scanlon said in a high-pitched voice.


    “Exactly.”


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-Three


    The Weak Link


    


    Abby and Collyer remained alone in the room after Mrs. Gentry and Scanlon fled the building. Her nose hurt like hell but, surprisingly, she maintained her calm.


    “So what now?” Abby asked. “You’re going to rig an explosion, giving yourself enough time to get away?”


    “Very good, Doctor Gallant. I’m afraid I must leave you to go upstairs. Pharmaceutical labs are loaded with volatile chemicals. Perfect raw materials for setting off explosives.”


    “And what about all the innocent people in the building? You’re about to commit mass murder. Don’t you have a conscience?”


    “A man in my position can’t afford a conscience. Besides, it won’t be the first time. Mrs. Gentry’s confession leaves me no choice.”


    “You won’t get away. The whole country will be on the hunt for you.”


    “And who will be left to implicate me? Certainly not you. Not Stewart either.”


    “Scanlon will talk. He’s the weak link.”


    “Frankly, I’d like to take him out. But I’ll be long gone before he causes me problems. Now, enough chatter. I’m locking you in this room, but before I do, I’m going to inject you with a little something to make your final moments more enjoyable. I’ve grown to admire you, ma’am. You have guts. It’s the least I can do after all I’ve put you through. This way, you won’t feel a thing.”


    Collyer grabbed her arm. She yanked it free and backed away, slammed into a desk. Collyer latched on tight as she fought to free herself. She felt the prick of the needle in her arm. Where are you, Luke?


    “No, don’t.”


    “Don’t fight it, Doctor Gallant,” he whispered. “Relax. Let it take you away.”


    “Nooo.” But it was too late. The liquid seeped into her vein like slithering ice, up her arm, until a rush of adrenaline exploded in her brain. A kaleidoscope of colors flashed in front of her, the first true images in eight years. She fell back and watched, mesmerized by the streaks of reds and blues and yellows. Powerless to fight the euphoria that captured her, she floated along.


    “That’s right. Go with it.”


    Collyer’s hot, clove-scented breath wafted in her face. She closed her eyes, her senses on high alert, body tingling.


    “See, you won’t feel anything, not even the fire. In fact, you’ll enjoy the experience.”


    He walked to the door, the sound of his footsteps like boulders crashing down on her head.


    “Enjoy your flight, ma’am.” The click of the lock reverberated like a gong, magnified, as was her breathing, as were all the sounds that echoed in her head from a far-off place. She was falling, falling. Colors filled her head, spiraling like a kaleidoscope.


    Mesmerized, she watched, as the drug’s poison leached into her, prickling the pores of her skin. No. She couldn’t let them win. Marshaling all her strength, she rose to her knees and crawled toward where she imagined the door, swiping her hands in front of her. She felt airborne, apart from the floor, soaring above it. The tendrils of a living, breathing entity touched her burning face, still stinging from Collyer’s assault. She reached out her hand, only to clasp her other hand, separate from her body, disconnected. One hand, she didn’t know which, moved to clear the blood crusting her swollen nasal passages so she could breathe better, but her face wasn’t there. It had disappeared like all the colors that had temporarily filled her vision. Like all the light that once illuminated her life.


    * * * * *


    “One of the men found a property in the name of Mark Cavanaugh in the general location Barnette described,” Norm said.


    Luke didn’t catch the name. “Who’s that?”


    “Carlotta Gentry’s son-in-law.”


    “The missing link,” Jeff said.


    “Matt said a lawyer had to be involved,” Luke said. “He gave the nod to the son.”


    Norm scoffed. “All Martin Junior cares about is golf. He hasn’t the interest or the brains to be his mother’s consigliere. Cavanaugh, however, is ambitious, very low key. If you didn’t know he came from a working class family, you’d think he spit out a silver spoon at birth. Never flaunts his wealth, or his wife’s wealth, more specifically, although he does fine in the Gentry law firm. Mrs. Gentry did right to home in on him.


    “Come on, let’s go. You guys take your own car. I don’t want any glitches because I brought civilians along on police business.”


    Luke grabbed Norm’s arm. “But I’m a cop.”


    “Not here, you aren’t.” Norm got in his car and made a U-turn in front of the precinct.


    Luke and Jeff got into their car and followed close behind. Jeff tugged on Luke’s shirt, but Luke didn’t care what he was saying. He didn’t care which lawyer pimped for Mrs. Gentry or whether he was her son or son-in-law or the man in the moon. All he cared about was finding Abby before something happened to her. He brushed aside any thought that it had already happened. He could handle anything now, except losing her. Jeff tapped him on the arm, forcing him to look.


    “A detective in Norm’s squad stopped one of the license plates on the list right near where we’re going. Norm said from the description, it’s Scanlon. We’re five minutes away.”


    Five minutes. A lifetime. “The little ghost trembled like Barney Fife when I saw him at his clinic. With cops all over him, he’ll fold.”


    “Let’s hope so,” Jeff said. “We need someone to talk. You know it ain’t gonna be Collyer. Guys like him don’t rat. He’d rather go stoically to his grave.”


    Jeff spoke from experience. Luke knew he’d been captured in the Afghanistan mountains by the Taliban. His friend never spoke of it, but the men imprisoned with him did. Shackled and tortured, he somehow managed to overpower his captors and free his fellow prisoners. Jeff spent two months in a hospital recovering from his wounds and six months in rehab. He’d never relinquished any information to the enemy and never received recognition for his bravery because he worked for an underground organization not sanctioned by the United States government. Yes, Jeff knew the Collyers of the world. He used to be one of them.


    Jeff smacked Luke’s arm and pointed, but Luke’s sights were already riveted on the three police cars, lights flashing, that had pulled over Herbert Scanlon’s car. Jeff maneuvered behind Norm’s car, but neither he nor Luke got out. Scanlon sat hunkered into himself, trembling like the coward he was.


    “He’s a weird little guy,” Jeff said after another whack on Luke’s arm. “Looks like one of the crazies in a comic book to screen movie.”


    “He is. I can’t stand it; I’m getting out.”


    Luke escaped Jeff’s attempt to grab him, and he bounded from the car. He saw Scanlon mouth the word lawyer, studied Norm’s mouth as he walked toward him.


    Norm looked around to see if anyone heard, nodding to Luke as he approached. He stood so Luke could read him. “Dr. Scanlon, I’m asking you politely to tell me what I want to know, or I can take you to the station and let you sit until someone gets around to you. If you choose the latter and innocent people die, I’ll see you’re held as an accessory to murder. Now, one more time—where are Abigael Gallant and Stewart Gentry?”


    “Do you know who I am?” Scanlon blustered. “I’m Dr. Herbert Scanlon. I want a lawyer; it’s my civil right.”


    “Absolutely, Doctor.” Norm turned to one of the uniforms. “Take him in, officer. Check to see how long we can hold him before he can see a lawyer.”


    Scanlon’s eyelids fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings. “What do you mean, how long?”


    Luke’s frustration bordered on explosive. Scanlon went on, but Luke couldn’t follow what he was saying. The arrogance in Scanlon’s posture propelled Luke to push Norm aside and reach through the open car window to grab the psychiatrist by the shirt collar, almost yanking him through the opening. “Look here, you scrawny, colorless sack of shit. Tell us where Abigael Gallant is right now or I’ll make sure when you get to prison, every gangbanger in there will want you for his sex slave.”


    “That’s disgusting,” Scanlon said. “This is police brutality. I’ll have your badges.”


    Now Norm pushed Luke aside. “This man isn’t a police officer here. He’s a civilian. So much for police brutality. I have to go, and so do these officers. I’ll leave you with him and his friend until someone comes back to take you to the precinct to make a statement. That’s if you can still talk.”


    Scanlon tried to start the car, but Luke reached in and snatched the keys.


    “You…you can’t leave me with him. He’ll k-kill me.”


    Norm grinned, focused on Luke. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?”


    “Huh? I can’t make out what you’re saying.”


    Norm sneered at Scanlon. “I said I’m going.”


    “Jeff and I will watch him for you. It’ll be like a citizen’s arrest.”


    Scanlon shook uncontrollably, his words a series of stutters that Luke could barely understand. “You…you can’t…important man. I-I have rights.”


    Norm switched places with Luke, never flinching at Scanlon’s threats. “Then tell me what I want to know.”


    Scanlon appealed to Luke and Jeff, fear blazing in his eyes. “It’s that…that building there, all by itself. She’s on the second floor. Collyer’s there. I think he’s going to blow up the place.”


    “What about Gentry.”


    “He’s, he’s…”


    “He’s what?”


    “Dead. He’s dead. Collyer killed him. I had nothing to do with it. Nothing. You have to believe me.”


    “Yeah, I believe you,” Norm said. “You get that, Luke?”


    Luke watched the ghost-like runt through the front windshield. He pushed Norm aside. “What about Doctor Gallant?”


    “She’s alive. At least she was when I left.”


    “Where on the second floor?”


    “In back. On the opposite side there are three rooms with other people.”


    “How many people?” Norm asked.


    “I don’t know for sure. About a dozen, I think.”


    Jeff stuck his head into the car. “What’s Collyer driving?”


    Scanlon dodged back. “A black Honda, I think.”


    “Sure. Like a million other cars on the road. Smart bastard.”


    “He mentioned something about Richmond,” Scanlon said.


    Luke waved the keys in his hand. “Which key opens the front door?”


    “The big brass one. You believe me, don’t you?”


    Luke turned toward the building. Norm grabbed his shirt, making sure he saw every word. “You yank one of my suspects like that again, and I’ll bring you up on charges myself.”


    “Do it,” Luke said. “I won’t give a shit if Abby’s dead.” Then he turned and ran.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-Four


    Can Anyone Hear Me?


    


    Abby fought blacking out. I can’t let them win. Not again. She crawled toward the door and inched her rubbery body up against it until she was on her feet. She couldn’t see the room spinning, but she felt it, recalling the one time in college when she drank so much she had to sleep with one foot on the floor to keep the world from spiraling away. She remembered thinking later that she must have fallen asleep with her eyes open because closing them only made the merry-go-round worse. This was different.


    She groped the door for the knob. It wouldn’t turn, but she kept jiggling it, expecting it to magically open because she willed it. When it didn’t, she pounded on it.


    Doors need keys to open. I have keys in my purse. But doors open from the outside not the inside. She found the crack of the door. “Help. Is anyone there?” A potent smell seeped into the room. With every breath she inhaled more fumes that burned her lungs like fire in her chest. “Help.” Her voice came out in a hoarse whisper.


    Have to get away from the door.


    She tried putting one leg in front of the other, but nothing worked, so she slid down to the floor and started crawling. Away from the door. Get away from the door. Her eyes burned and flames shot from her nostrils, like a medieval dragon. I can’t really see that, can I?


    “Can anyone hear me?”


    * * * * *


    Luke smelled the chemicals as he got close to the door.


    Jeff pointed and forced him to pay attention “Lights on the third floor. Abby’s on the second. The bastard’s mixing a brew. He won’t do it if he’s still in there. Now watch me, Luke. This is important. With all the chemicals in there, he’s probably rigged a slow burn to give himself time to escape. You and Norm get Abby and the others out of the building. I’ll search the third floor for the incendiary device. Norm’s called for the bomb squad, but we can’t wait. If he’s set some kind of timer, I’ll know how to defuse it. Do you read me, Luke?”


    Luke forced himself to pay attention. “I read you. Be careful.”


    Norm joined them, and the three men clasped hands. Luke slid the key into the lock. They were in. The smell inside brought him back to the night the explosion of the meth lab took his hearing. A wave of panic shot through him.


    Abby.


    “To hell with the third floor,” Jeff said. “It’s too late. When those vapors fill the building, this place will blow sky high. We need to find Abby and the others before they succumb to the fumes. Put something over your nose, a handkerchief, your jacket, anything. You two take the side of the building where Scanlon said Abby was; I’ll head to where the others are. Call if you need help, and so will I.”


    They bypassed the elevator and took the stairs three at a time. Luke called Abby’s name. He assumed the others were doing the same, though he wouldn’t hear any of them. Jeff left them in the dust, splitting off to cover his side of the massive old warehouse with the speed of an Olympic sprinter. Luke and Norm bypassed the open doors of small offices or empty rooms and concentrated on the closed doors.


    “Do you hear her, Norm?”


    Norm shook his head.


    Luke, his eyes burning, mind frantic with the thought of Abby trapped or worse, took one end of the long corridor while Norm took the other. Empty. They moved to the next. Jeff joined them.


    “Anything?” Norm asked.


    “A few rooms of frightened people, but no sign of Abby. I let them out. We’ll catch up with the attendants later. Bastards.”


    The three men pushed against closed doors, found offices and labs but no people. No Abby.


    Luke knew Jeff and Norm were talking, but he couldn’t take the time to read them. His eyes and nasal passages were watering acid.”


    Jeff stopped him. “This side’s worse. The burn must be upstairs. We’d better find her soon or we’re all dead.”


    They divided into different corridors, staying on the backside of the building.


    “Abby’s supposed to be here. Where the hell is she? Abby, can you hear me?” Luke shouted. “Abby,” he repeated, knowing he couldn’t hear her response, but that the others might.


    He found a locked door and thrust himself against it, but it held fast. The acrid fumes were making his head spin. He shook it and hit the door again. Norm appeared from the other side and signaled they go together. The two men synchronized their approach and the door burst open.


    “Abby.” She lay unconscious on the other side of the door clutching her purse. She’d torn off part of her blouse to cover her nose and mouth. Luke felt the pulse on her neck. “Her breathing’s shallow, but she’s alive. Hurry, we have to get her out of here. Abby, can you hear me?” The sight of her curled up on the floor, face bloody and swollen, cleared Luke’s head. Nothing mattered now. Not the searing fire in his throat, not the red-hot burning in his eyes. All that mattered was getting her out of the building and into the fresh air. All that mattered was keeping her alive.


    Jeff appeared from the other side, lifted Stewart’s lifeless body, and threw him over his shoulder. Norm said something, but Luke didn’t stop. He ran toward the stairs, carrying Abby’s limp body, talking to her, trying to rouse her from unconsciousness.


    The three men ran for the exit while the vapors filled the building. Meeting the stragglers from Scanlon’s experiments, some impaired by illness and drugs, Norm urged them toward the entrance. Pushing. Prodding. In one case, he lifted an old man and carried him. Bursting through the front door, they hustled everyone past the car. Across the street. Onto an empty lot. They kept going.


    Luke never heard the sound of the blast behind him, but he felt the ground-shaking vibration. He turned around. The top floor of the building erupted into the stratosphere. Debris flew everywhere. Bricks and wood and glass rained down in every direction. Desks shot from the windows in pieces. Fire licked the sky like a thousand streaks of lightning. Subsequent explosions rocked their retreat—additional solvents igniting in the heat of the fire. A series of blasts followed inside the lower floors. Toxic chemicals saturated the air, adding to the burning sensations everyone thought they’d escaped. Luke, carrying Abby, moved the others even farther back until, out of harm’s way. They all collapsed onto the ground.


    Luke didn’t hear the sirens wailing, but then fire engines and ambulances were right on top of them, filling the streets. A few pulled up next to them. Paramedics zeroed in on Abby and administered oxygen. Because she’d been nearest to the upstairs lab, she was the only unconscious survivor, although a few others teetered on joining her.


    Patients huddled on the ground, dazed, unsure what was happening. One of the attendants tried to sneak off in the confusion, but Jeff grabbed him and brought him to the attention of the police, who now covered the area. No one would escape.


    Luke remained focused on Abby. He helped a paramedic lift her onto a gurney and into the ambulance.


    “Will she be all right?” Luke asked.


    “Her vitals are good,” the paramedic said. “I think you got her out in time. But when I was putting in an IV, I noticed this. See? She’s been injected with something. Does she do drugs?”


    Luke leaned over and inspected the puncture wound. “No,” Luke said. “Never.” Anger swelled inside him. If either Crock or Collyer were anywhere near, he’d kill them with his bare hands. “Bastards,” he said under his breath.


    “You know who did this?”


    “I have an idea,” Luke said.


    Jeff came over and mouthed something to Luke. After a glance at Abby, Luke turned back to his friend. The paramedic said, “You coming?” Luke made his choice. He shook his head. The doors to the back of the ambulance closed. Luke watched it drive away, then hurried with Jeff to his car.


    * * * * *


    Collyer almost made it to I-95 when he saw the flashing light on the dash of the unmarked SUV. Damn, he’d been so careful. Never drove over the speed limit. No burned out bulbs. He could have taken back roads, but it would have doubled his time, and he needed to get out of the country. His car was registered to a shell company, one of many in the Gentry-Serrano network. Legal but untraceable, as long as no one took the time to unravel the tangled provenance. Why the fuck was the damn cop stopping him?


    He’d arranged everything in advance. He wasn’t chancing a nearby airport like Jacksonville or Myrtle Beach or even Atlanta. That’s exactly what they’d expect. No, he always devised an escape route, and as soon as he got in the car, he set it in motion. With new papers in hand, he’d arranged a private jet out of Richmond bound for Amsterdam. He’d be back in South Africa before the cops got their asses in gear. He didn’t need the distraction of an overzealous cop aiming for his monthly quota.


    Pulling to the side of the highway, he popped the glove compartment for the papers. A button inside released his Sig. He tucked it under his right thigh, ready. He sure as hell didn’t want to leave a dead cop behind, but he would if he had to.


    Damn, two cops. The one riding shotgun got out and walked towards him. Big guy. Walked with his head down so that Collyer saw only the top of head. Couldn’t make out his face or the face of the one in the car. Goddamn state police, driving unmarked vehicles. Sneaky bastards. A fleeting thought questioned why he wasn’t in uniform.


    Stay cool. You didn’t do anything wrong. They couldn’t have a make on this car.


    He rolled down the window, papers ready. “Was I speeding, officer?”


    “Get out of your car, sir,” the trooper said. “And keep your hands where I can see them.”


    The driver looked up. He saw the gun pointing at his face. What in hell was going on? Then he looked at the cop’s face. “Fuck,” he said.


    The trooper read his lips. “No, fuck you.”


    Collyer reached under his leg for the Sig, but it was too late. The timing was all wrong.


    “Abby said for you to go to hell,” the cop said.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-Five


    Payback


    


    Luke sat in a chair next to Abby’s hospital bed the whole night, nodding in and out of sleep. Morning light filtered in through the closed curtains of her room. He saw her move. She opened her swollen eyes and turned her head in his direction, reaching out her hand to touch him.


    “Is that you, Luke? I smell your aftershave.”


    “I’m not sure what you said, but I’m here.” He took hold of her hand, breathing a sigh of relief that she was okay.


    “How long have I been out?”


    “Repeat, darling,” Luke said. “I missed that.”


    She did, and he answered, “It’s the next morning. You’ve been out all night.”


    “Have you been here the whole time?”


    “All night. The doctor said you’ll be fine after some rest.” He caressed her face, careful not to touch the area around her broken nose.


    “I must look like I’ve gone ten rounds.”


    “Black and blue are good colors for you.”


    She chuckled and slapped his hand. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”


    He bent down and kissed her cheek, then whispered in her ear. “Actually, I’ve never seen a sight more beautiful.”


    “Really? My eyes and nose are on fire from the fumes.”


    “It’ll pass.”


    “Whew, that’s a relief. I worried I might go blind.”


    “That’s not funny.”


    “I know. Sorry. Humor is my way of covering up how I really feel, which is very sore and scared to death.” She reached for his arm. “My chest hurts, too, from breathing in those vapors and from the wrong end of Collyer’s shoe. I’m afraid I antagonized him.”


    “Which accounts for the two broken ribs. You’re lucky it isn’t worse.”


    “Tell me the truth. Am I really going to be all right?”


    Luke’s gaze was fixed on Abby’s mouth, concentrating on deciphering every word. When he found her in that warehouse, unconscious and bloodied, his heart had stopped. In that brief moment of panic when he thought she might be dead, his only thought was that he failed to tell her how much he loved her. How he couldn’t imagine life without her. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, let the moment pass again. The words had never come easily, and he’d never said it straight out. Not to anyone.


    “I love you, Abby.”


    She reached for his hand and he took hold. She put it to her mouth, settling a soft kiss on his palm. “I love you, too, Luke. But you already knew that.”


    “I want you home with me, but the doctor is ordering you to stay here a day or two longer to run some tests as a precaution. He said we got you out in time―any longer and it would have been iffy. But any longer and we wouldn’t have had anything to worry about. The building blew like a missile hit it.” He didn’t want to scare Abby by reminding her that there was a cop on her door.


    “Cleo?”


    “Cleo’s going to make it.”


    “Thank God. And that nice young cop?”


    Luke hesitated, anger and frustration building at the loss of another innocent person. “I’m sorry. He died at the scene.”


    “Oh, no.” Tears filled her eyes. “And the people inside the lab building?”


    “We got them out safely. A couple have serious problems, but none are life-threatening.”


    Abby tugged him closer. “Stewart tried to save my life, Luke. He jumped Collyer from behind, knowing he didn’t have a chance. From what I heard, he almost succeeded. But Stewart was weak and filled with drugs. Collyer shot him in cold blood.” Abby’s bottom lip quivered. “They experimented on him all those years to make him give up the papers, and he never would.”


    “I know. Scanlon’s talking like a parrot on a major dose of his own speed. Every time he opens his mouth, his lawyer tries to make a deal.”


    “Bastard. He needs to be locked up and the key put into the next space shuttle. He took a beautiful human being and destroyed him.”


    “This was major business, Abby. Murder, fraud, money laundering, illegal drug production and distribution in the States and out of the country. Scanlon, a.k.a. the infamous Dr. Quack, I mean Crock, developed illegal drugs. There was an operating room where he experimented on people who slipped through the cracks: homeless, mental patients, you name it. Been going on for years. It’s a mess.”


    “Mrs. Gentry told me all about it when they thought I wasn’t going to be around to implicate them.”


    “The FBI’s forensic accountants are going over Matt’s papers. Unfortunately, the ones you took from the safe deposit box went up with the building. Mrs. Gentry wasn’t going to let those turn up. Not after all the trouble and pain she caused to get them. Even though the numbers are eight years old, they indicate a major diversion of the Serrano-Gentry Foundation’s funds in the guise of philanthropy to subsidize a huge drug operation, controlled by Anthony Serrano. The feds have seized the foundation’s books. Their accountant filtered money from one place to another and covered the trail in a labyrinth of corporate deception. I guess Mrs. Gentry didn’t want another set of papers coming back to bite her in the ass. But it’s all there. Just needs untangling. Contributors are calling for her head on a silver platter.”


    A smile crossed Abby’s lips. “Good. I hope it’s silver plated, not sterling. That woman condoned the murder of her own son.” Abby paused and dabbed at her burning tears. “And Collyer?”


    Another hesitation. Luke hated lying to her, but he was about to. “Collyer was Serrano’s mechanic, his hit man. He’s finished. If they find him. Um, he’s disappeared.”


    Abby tried to sit up in bed and winced from the pain. “You mean he got away?”


    Luke hesitated. “Looks that way.” He patted Abby’s shoulder. “Take it easy. They’ll get him.”


    “He shot me full of drugs.” She pulled up the sleeve of her blouse, fingering the needle’s point of entry. “Anything there?”


    “I saw it before they put you in the ambulance,” Luke said. “I wanted to kill the bastard, but like I said, he took off.”


    “It was the experience of a lifetime and one I hope never to repeat. What a trip. I actually saw things.”


    “He’ll never bother you again. I promise.”


    “Everything he did was to satisfy his twisted sense of fun. To alleviate his boredom until they found the envelope. I hope the FBI finds him and locks him in a cell with a psycho worse than he is.”


    “He’ll get his. One way or the other.”


    Abby pushed the hair off her face and touched her swollen nose. “Where’s Jeff?”


    “He’s around.”


    “You don’t think he went after Collyer, do you?”


    Luke fidgeted in his seat before he spoke. “Naw, he’ll let the feds take care of him. Jeff doesn’t do that kind of thing anymore.”


    “And the big one: Mrs. Gentry?”


    “They arrested her yesterday, but she’s out on bail, claiming she knew nothing about drugs or any illegal activities. It’ll never hold up. Not with Scanlon shooting off his mouth.”


    Abby pulled herself to a sitting position. “Is my purse here? I had it with me.”


    “I took it from the lab. It’s right here. Why?”


    “Give it to me, please?”


    He handed her the purse. She fished inside a front pocket and took out her small digital recorder.


    “It’s all here.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “When Collyer broke into my office, I was listening to the files of my next patient. He went to the coat closet to get my cane so I wouldn’t look conspicuous, and I slipped the recorder into my purse. It activates on sound. It’s all on here, Luke. Collyer implicating Serrano and Mrs. Gentry, and best of all, Mrs. Gentry confessing everything. I mean everything. Right back to her arranged marriage into the Gentry clan to save their financial hides. She divulged the whole, sordid story. Some very influential people will be sweating bullets before this thing is over.”


    Luke caught enough of what she said to bring a smile to his lips. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Did I ever mention you were brilliant?”


    “Not brilliant. Resourceful. I have to be.”


    Luke took the recorder. “I wish I could hear this. I’ll have to wait for the transcript. This goes to Norm. He’ll get it to the right people. Unlike Stewart’s taped indictment of his mother, Mrs. Gentry’s confession will not be erased.”


    * * * * *


    Carlotta Gentry folded her clothes into the large Louis Vuitton suitcase. She’d buy a new wardrobe later when she reached her destination. A quick check of her watch confirmed she had less than an hour before the limo would take her to the airport. Damn the district attorney. He argued to withhold bail, claiming she was a flight risk, but the judge was a friend. One of the few that remained. He set bail at half a million. Her lawyer got her out within hours of her arrest. Money was never a problem. Under duress, however, the judge confiscated her passport. Silly. Did they think the daughter of Anthony Serrano wouldn’t have a backup plan?


    Footage of the explosion of the old warehouse filled every news channel since it happened. The police had yet to release anything about who, what, or why. Remains from the fiery blast would take awhile to identify. She turned off the TV. How many times could she watch the fireworks?


    With Abby and Stewart dead, her only problem was Herbert Scanlon. Collyer was supposed to take care of him, but she had no illusions. The South African would have fled the area before the building stopped shooting bricks, leaving that little weasel Scanlon to trade everything he knew to save his ass. Then she doubted Herbert ever had a mother. More likely he was hatched.


    The money she kept in an offshore account would allow her to disappear forever into a life of luxury. It had been a great ride, but she was a pragmatist. She could stay and fight, but why take the chance she’d lose? And she would. Too many people involved. Some of them would like nothing better than to see her disgraced, even if they implicated themselves in the process. She’d tightened the screws on them, and now they’d return the favor. They’d talk, make deals, turn state’s evidence. Just human nature.


    She’d given the servants the day off. They’d offered their best wishes, sure the authorities would realize their mistake. They wouldn’t, of course, but she appreciated the phony optimism.


    She wandered through her beloved house in silence, clicking mental snapshots to embrace during the days ahead. Martin Junior would have his golf clubs moved in before her plane landed. The thought caused a small chuckle deep in her throat. He was like her in so many ways. She’d miss him. Her daughter too. And then, of course, there was Stewart. He really was the best of the lot. Unconventional, with the same ridiculous code of ethics as her husband. Dear Martin. She missed him most of all. Oh, well. Life goes on. Now was no time to wallow in the past and what might have been if only he could have looked the other way, bent the rules a little.


    She strolled onto the veranda. She’d remember this perfect day. Cloudless blue sky, hardly a ripple breaking the glasslike surface of the water. She returned a wave to a couple sailing by. Maybe she’d recline on the chaise for a few minutes, let the sun soak into her. Then, as if from nowhere, a cloud floated across the sun, casting a shadow over her. The chill prompted a shiver. She turned to fetch her suit jacket and gasped at the unexpected visitors. The deaf cop and his pervert friend. What was his name? Conti? Yes, that was it. Both wore latex gloves.


    “What are you doing here?” she asked. “How did you get in?”


    “We’ve come to pay our respects,” Conti said.


    “Leave. Leave now, before I call the police.”


    “Go ahead,” McCallister said. “I’m sure they’ll be interested in that packed suitcase and this plane ticket.” He waved it in the air, then pulled it from its folder. “Morocco, huh? No extradition, I assume. The judge can add attempt to jump bail to your charges. And it won’t be a judge you have in your pocket.” He tore the ticket in half. “I’ll keep the pieces to show the police when they get here.”


    She started to grab for it but stopped. Show no concern. “That won’t stop me from leaving,” she said, her chin thrust out in defiance. “If the airlines won’t reissue it, I’ll purchase another ticket at the airport.”


    Conti smiled. “What makes you think you’re going anywhere?”


    Carlotta Gentry started to say something, but her eyes were riveted to McCallister as he pulled something from his pocket. It looked like a digital recorder.


    “This is Abby’s. It’s all here. Your confession. The who, what, where, why, and when.”


    Hot sweat trickled down her back. “You’re bluffing. Even if Abigael had a recorder with her, it’s buried under tons of smoldering rubble.” McCallister turned it on, and her words replaced the sounds around her as if the outside world had suddenly disappeared. Her stupid acknowledgment of everything she’d ever done, spoken to Abigael inside the building. Her heart rate accelerated. The significance of that tiny piece of technology in his hand resonated with the truth of her situation. The cop’s words filtered through a fog of panic.


    “You obviously haven’t heard the news,” McCallister said. “I’m surprised none of your friends called you. But I doubt you have any friends left, do you? People are distancing themselves as if you had the plague. I’ll fill you in. Abby will be fine, as will most of the people your doctor friend experimented on. Oh, and by the way, he hasn’t shut his mouth since the police took him into custody. Your friend Herbie is talking a blue streak.”


    “That’s what Norm said,” Conti added. “When he finishes blabbing no one in this town will look you in the eye, unless it’s through the bars of a cell.”


    How could this have happened? She saw the building explode on television. No one could have gotten out alive. But Abigael escaped and so had Herbert’s detritus. Think, Carlotta. Think. Everyone has a price. Even these two.


    “I’ll pay whatever you want. You, McCallister. You’d have more money than you could ever make as a cop. My daughter-in-law could have all the things you can’t afford to give her.”


    “Will that money give Abby back her sight, Mrs. Gentry, or the life you stole from her? Will it give back her child? Your grandchild?” McCallister snorted. “No. Stuff your money. It’s no good to her, and it’s no good to me.”


    “Talk sense into your friend, Conti. Think about your needs. Security. Whatever you and your partner want to do. Travel, see the world.”


    “I’m a simple man,” Conti said, “and I’ve seen enough of the world. I don’t need much. Besides, I’ve caused enough damage working for dirty money, and I still have a bad taste in my mouth to remind me. Naw, I’m fine the way things are. But thanks anyway.”


    “What’s wrong with you two? I’m offering you a life out of the realm of your possibilities. Without that recorder, it’s Scanlon’s word and everyone else’s against mine. Me, Carlotta Gentry.” The two men looked at her. Neither moved. She squared her shoulders. “A million dollars each,” she said, unable to smother the tone of desperation. “For the recorder. A million dollars to forget it exists. That’s not chump change, gentlemen. A million fucking dollars. Did I mention, each?”


    Conti reached inside his jacket and extracted the gun she kept in her bedside drawer. The gun she’d planned to leave behind because she couldn’t take it on the plane. He laid it on the outdoor table and pulled his own from a shoulder holster.


    She forced her gaze away from the weapon. “Didn’t you hear me?” Her voice trembled, but she didn’t care now. “Two million. Two million dollars each.”


    “Do you know what it’s like to be locked up, Mrs. Gentry?” Conti said. “I do. Small cell. No privileges. Food you wouldn’t feed your dog. Of course, I was shackled and beaten by the enemy. You’ll only be at the mercy of a prison full of women you wouldn’t let clean your shoes on the outside. They’ll know it and they’ll be calling the shots. Maybe money will get you better treatment. Promise them the two-million-dollar bribe. It might help. But they’ll know your money’s gone.” He took the recorder from McCallister’s hand. “We played this to a federal judge. He ordered all your U.S. accounts frozen, and they’ll find the offshore ones. Count on it.”


    He walked around her, barely able to hide a smirk. The bastard’s enjoying this.


    “How old are you?” he continued. “Sixty? Sixty-five? By the time you get out, if you get out, you’ll be so old, if there’s any money left you’ll need it for a nursing home.” Conti shook his head. “Pity.”


    She couldn’t bluff her way out of this. Not with a verbal confession. No pleading with Abigael’s lover. The cop’s eyes darted back and forth, straining to follow the conversation. Eyes filled with hate whenever he looked at her.


    “We’ll see,” she said defiantly. But she knew Conti was right. She couldn’t live in a cage, subservient to a bunch of lowlifes. They’d love nothing better than to diminish her. Conti walked inside, picked up the phone. He dialed a number and spoke into the receiver.


    “The police will be here shortly,” he said when he hung up. “I told them you were about to skip bail.”


    She collapsed into a seat at the table. How could these men stroll into her home and get the better of her?


    McCallister slid the gun in front of her. “You know why I’m offering you this out? Because I don’t want a trial that could linger for months to add to what Abby has already gone through. She’d relive her daughter’s death and that frightening time with your son, events you set in motion, not to mention waking up to a dark world. Do one good deed before you die and save yourself the humiliation in the process.” He moved away. “We’ll wait for the police outside.”


    Conti kept a gun on her as they back-walked off the veranda in case she decided to aim it at them. She thought about it briefly, but she’d always taken care of her own business. Then they were gone. She stared at her gun, an efficient piece. A .38. Enough to do the job. She got up and walked to the railing. The waterway, wide and dark blue, now rippled from the breeze that had picked up. This was the world she’d known for almost forty years. A cool gust dislodged a strand of perfectly groomed hair. She fingered it back behind her ear. The sun didn’t seem as warm now, and she walked inside to get her suit jacket. She freshened her lipstick, then returned to sit at the table.


    No, no cage. She signed her own death warrant by confessing her brilliance to Abby. It may have been the stupidest thing she’d ever done. But like everything she’d ever accomplished, she would have complete control. This time, over her demise.


    She’d prefer pills to avoid the mess, but she didn’t have time. They’d get here in time to pump her stomach. She drew a long breath and picked up the gun. Not in the head. She wouldn’t be photographed with her brains splattered all over the veranda. Opening the suit jacket, she touched her heart to find the beat. It was amazingly slow. Tick-tock, like the beat of a clock, the time running down. Her index finger hooked around the trigger as a smile curled her lips. Hopefully, it would be on her face when they found her.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-Six


    The Reunion


    


    When Luke invited everyone over to Abby’s with plans to grill out, Jeff said Eric would take the night off and prepare a special dinner in celebration of Abby’s survival. Eric had arrived a couple of hours earlier to begin cooking.


    After Meyer and Lucy showed up, they all gathered in the living room.


    “You look great, Meyer,” Luke said.


    “All due to this wonderful woman here. Lucy kept me going. Wouldn’t give me a moment’s rest.”


    Happiness shone on Lucy’s face. “He’s a miracle. That’s what the doctors said. A miracle, aren’t you, darling?”


    “You’re the miracle,” Meyer said, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and pulling her close. “I was lucky. Only a little numbness in my left hand and a slight limp. Hardly anything at all.”


    “Oh, and guess what?” Lucy said.


    “We give up,” Abby and Luke said in unison.


    Lucy disentangled herself from Meyer’s hold and crouched down in front of Abby. She placed her daughter’s fingers on her ring finger.


    “Is that what I think it is?” Abby asked.


    “Meyer has asked me to marry him. I’m so excited I could do cartwheels.”


    Abby threw her arms around her mother and hugged her. Luke couldn’t see what Abby said, but both were smiling.


    Meyer beamed. “I’m the luckiest man in the world.”


    “Okay, guys,” Jeff said. “Enough of this mushy stuff. You straight people should keep all that in private.”


    “Hear, hear,” Eric agreed. “Now let’s eat before the food gets cold, but first a toast to the almost newlyweds.” Eric examined the label on Meyer’s bottle of wine. “Mmm, it’s a good one. Thanks, Meyer. A perfect complement to my perfect dinner.”


    “And a happy occasion,” Luke said. Everyone clicked glasses, tipping them to the beaming couple. Lucy’s held iced tea.


    * * * * *


    After dinner, while Eric, Lucy, and Meyer talked about food, wine, and plans for the upcoming wedding, Jeff, Luke, and Abby, followed by Daisy, slipped outside to the patio. Luke flipped on the outside light.


    “I didn’t want to dampen Lucy’s news by bringing up all the bad things that have happened,” Abby said. “She still hasn’t gotten over my first near-death experience. This last one was almost more than she could handle.”


    Luke watched her find a chair, resisting the impulse to help. He had learned that Abby did fine without him hovering, and unless she either asked or he saw imminent danger, that’s the way it’d stay.


    “So now that it’s the three of us, what’s happening?” she asked.


    “The police rounded them all up,” Luke said. “Mrs. Gentry’s son-in-law, the accountants, chemists, Serrano’s Boston operation—everyone involved in their nasty scheme. Dr. Kozov turned up after the raid. She’s fine and willing to talk. Immigration is reviewing the files of the scientists, and those in danger of returning to their own countries may find refuge in the States.”


    “You didn’t mention Mrs. Gentry, her father, and that psycho, Collyer,” Abby said. “Have they found him?”


    Abby hadn’t asked until now, and that had been fine with Luke. He didn’t want her upset while she was in the hospital. Jeff shook his head, clearly indicating the ball was in Luke’s court.


    “The North Carolina Highway Patrol found a black Honda Accord on a back road near Florence the morning after Collyer took off,” Luke said. “The car had South Carolina plates, a registration the DMV is still trying to trace, and some very sophisticated high-tech equipment.” Luke didn’t mention that splattered brain matter indicated the driver was shot at close range while sitting behind the wheel. “The feds identified the dead man as a South African by the name of Erik Van Brooten, a.k.a. Graeme Collyer, wanted by Interpol for some very nasty deeds in half a dozen countries.”


    The color drained from Abby’s face. She released a long, slow breath. “So he’s dead. Do they have any idea who killed him?”


    “Nope.” Luke glanced at Jeff and shrugged. “I imagine Mr. Van Brooten pissed off someone enough to exact revenge, wouldn’t you, Jeff?”


    “Guys like that usually do.”


    Abby was quiet for a while. Luke didn’t know if she bought it. Unless someone mentioned it, she didn’t know that Luke had disappeared after the explosion while she was unconscious. Luke justified the murder of Collyer a hundred different ways: self-defense when Collier pulled a gun, protecting Abby from future attacks, making sure his lawyer didn’t get him off with a loophole in the law. Luke could live with what he’d done because Abby would be safe.


    Then Abby asked the question Luke knew was coming. “And Mrs. Gentry?”


    In spite of telling Mrs. Gentry that they would wait for the police to arrive, Luke and Jeff took off. They didn’t want to be at the scene if Abby’s ex-mother-in-law took their advice. “Someone called 911 from her house. The police found her dead on her veranda. It looked like she committed suicide with her own gun. No one else was there, and there was no sign of foul play.”


    Abby didn’t move except for an almost imperceptible twitch in her cheek. Her hand reached up slowly to cover her mouth. At first, Luke thought she might be sick, but she sat there, staring into her dark world.


    “The police found a packed suitcase and a torn plane ticket to Morocco,” Luke said. “She planned to skip the country, but she must have received word that the judge froze all her money and realized how futile it would be. She’d have been caught and sent to prison, especially after a jury listened to your recordings.”


    “How did she know about it? She left the warehouse and never knew I had it.”


    Luke mouthed “Shit,” while exchanging shrugs with Jeff. “Um, maybe Scanlon called her when he found out,” Luke said, grasping for an explanation. “Or maybe someone else from the department called. One of her inside snitches.”


    Jeff nodded and made the okay sign. “That skinny, uppity bitch saw the future,” he said, “and it wasn’t pretty. Three crappy meals a day, sleeping in the same cell with some biker babe who’d love to crack the whip over her.”


    Abby looked like she was thinking it over. “Don’t be too sure. Carlotta Gentry would probably have had them all working for her after two weeks, cracking the whip over them.”


    “She couldn’t bargain her way out,” Jeff said. “Scanlon singing like a bird left her nothing to deal. Boston police arrested her father, and he served up half the mob in return for spending the rest of his days in Italy or Scottsdale or some cushy place in witness protection. ’Cause if his old friends find him, his life isn’t worth spit.”


    “Good deal for everyone,” Luke said.


    Luke watched Abby’s face. A tear slid from the corner of her eye. He started to say something but saw Jeff shake his head. She sat quietly for a long time before speaking. He made out every word as clearly as if he could hear.


    “Carlotta Gentry was an evil woman,” she said. “God forgive me, but I hope she suffers in hell as much as she made her son suffer on earth.”


    “I’m sure she will,” Luke said.


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Forty-Seven


    Unlocking the Vault


    


    Luke dropped by Abby’s office after work. “Cancel all your appointments for the week of your choice, as long as it’s next week or the week after. We’re going to the beach.”


    “We are?”


    Luke hooked Daisy to her harness and threw Abby’s jacket over her shoulder.


    “Yup. I’ll rent the same place in Cherry Grove I told you about. I asked them to hold both weeks open for a few days until we decide. It’s beautiful and peaceful.”


    “I’ll take your word for the beautiful, and after the last few months, ‘peaceful’ will be a welcome change of pace.”


    “They need someone in two weeks at the forensics lab while Lieutenant Harris takes his vacation. I’ve been hanging around there enough to fill in. As long as there’s a secretary to answer the phone, I can handle the work.”


    “Okay. Cleo said she’d be back Monday. Thank God she’ll be fine. I’ll have her clear my schedule. Ellie can handle any emergency while I’m away.”


    “Ellie?”


    “She’s joining me part-time at first, to see how it works out.”


    “Great idea. She’ll give you some breathing room. You’ve been working too much.”


    “It’s hard to let go of the reins, even a little bit.” Abby’s confession acknowledged her control-freak nature.


    “It’s time. You won’t be any good to anyone if you work yourself to death.” He squeezed her hand. “Especially me.”


    “I know you’re right.” She hesitated. “Any emails from Norm?”


    “Not recently. Why?”


    “He called yesterday?”


    “What about?”


    “When the police went into the private wing in Scanlon’s hospital where they kept Stewart, they found a room filled with his paintings. Hundreds of them. Mostly of Macy and me. He’d tucked a will on the back of one of the portraits of Macy, leaving everything to me. I called Stewart’s agent. Of course he rushed to Charleston, dollar signs adding up in his greedy little brain. When he called back, he said the paintings were some of Stewart’s best work. Extraordinary, he said. The work of a great artist coming full circle.” Abby didn’t say anything for a minute. “It broke my heart. Stewart confined like some Gulag prisoner, juiced up on drugs, painting to ease his conscience, as if putting it on canvas would resurrect the lives he took.”


    “I’m sorry, Abby. I know how hard this is for you.”


    “You know, I didn’t care a whit about Stewart’s money when I married him, but now it’s mine, whether I want it or not. And so are the paintings. His agent said they’re worth millions. He suggested an exhibit. Not all at once, maybe a dozen or two at a time, keeping a tight rein on their circulation. If I know him, he’ll milk them for all they’re worth. At thirty percent, he’ll be able to retire to the South of France. But I’ll use the rest to do some good.”


    “What did you have in mind?”


    “Research into the effects of drugs on the brain, a scholarship in Macy’s name for blind students to go to college. Something like that. I haven’t had time to think it through, but Stewart painted those canvases with his soul. I want them to mean something. I’ll get professional advice to make sure it’s done right, but that’s what’s been rolling around in my brain. What do you think?”


    Luke leaned over and planted a hard kiss on her lips. “I’m in awe of you.”


    “Damn you.” She laughed and pummeled his stomach with balled-up fists. “Awe? I thought we had that word deleted from your vocabulary.”


    He grabbed her hands. “That was a test. You passed. Seriously, those are both great ideas. It can’t erase the past, but it might change a few lives in the future.”


    “I knew you’d see it that way.”


    “Are you up for a run tonight?”


    “Absolutely. We haven’t gone for a while.”


    “We’ll go by your house so you can change, then I want to run by mine to pick up some fresh clothes and my running shoes. I’m doing the whole five miles today. What do you think of that?”


    “I think you’re ready.”


    “Oh, by the way. I forgot to tell you. I have an appointment with another specialist about a cochlear implant. He’s going to do some more tests. Even if he thinks the surgery will work, he cautioned me against thinking I’d be able to hear like before. It’s not a panacea, but I might be able to hear over the phone. It takes a lot of therapy to adapt to the new sounds, but if he agrees I’m a candidate, I’m willing to go through with it. Of course, he may conclude I’m not a candidate. The tests will tell.”


    “I’m glad, Luke. Give yourself every chance. That’s all you can do. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”


    * * * * *


    Luke had been staying at Abby’s, going to his own house for a change of clothes when his needed cleaning. While he gathered his things, Abby picked up the picture she knew sat on the mantle.


    “Lucy told me about this picture.”


    “It’s the only photo I have of my mother and brother―the only remembrance that I once belonged in a family.”


    “Do you think she left because she had a lover?”


    Luke didn’t speak for a long moment. “I was ten years old. Who thinks about lovers at that age? I only knew at the time she left without saying goodbye. I kept that picture hidden so my father couldn’t destroy it like he did all the others.” He took the frame from her hand and placed it back on the mantle. “Why do you keep bringing this up? It happened a long time ago. Let it rest.”


    “No, Luke. I can’t see you, but I know with all my other senses that you’re holding back something inside that’s eating you raw. If you don’t let it out, you’ll never be free.”


    “You can’t stop being a shrink, can you? Take Jeff’s advice. Some things are better left buried.”


    “Not true.” She found the frame again and turned it to him. “You know everything about my life. Things I’ve never told another soul. But you’ve locked me out of part of yours.”


    “You’re not going to leave this alone, are you?” His voice cut with the sharp edge she’d heard twice before and had hoped never to hear again.


    “Not this time. We’ve come too far.”


    “Okay, Abby. You want to know everything about me? I’ll tell you what you think you want to hear. I killed my father. There, I said it. Happy now?”


    Abby expected to hear about a verbal confrontation or even a physical one, but Luke’s admission hit her like a car crash. Just another thing she didn’t see coming.


    “Still interested? You should be. This is what you’ve been digging for ever since we met. Want to hear the whole story or have you heard enough to drop the subject?”


    Words failed her. She stood motionless at the mantle, wishing for that one moment she were as deaf as she was blind. How does one react when the man you love, the man with whom you share your bed, confesses he’s a murderer? She managed to find the words.


    “I…I can’t drop it now. I want to know. I have to know.”


    Luke took the picture frame from her hand. “You can’t see this picture, but she was beautiful, my mother. Sweet and delicate, like a perfect rose. But she suffered from melancholia. That’s what they called it then. Nowadays doctors call it depression or bi-polar disorder or whatever term fits the day. Later, as an adult, I put it all together. She took pills and they helped, but when she stopped taking them, she’d get sad again. Around Joey and me she put on a happier face, but we saw into her sorrow.”


    Luke stopped, the catch in his throat a warning sign to her ears. Abby heard the pain but waited him out.


    “My father didn’t understand her moods. He accused her of faking to buy sympathy. She tried. Oh, how she tried to be what he wanted, but she couldn’t. She apologized for everything when she did nothing wrong. He’d come home from work and she’d be sleeping. He’d have a fit, prodding her to get up and do whatever. The more she sank into her claustrophobic world, the worse he got, badgering her until she couldn’t think. Sometimes in the morning, her face or arms would be bruised and swollen from where he’d hit her, but she always said she walked into a door or fell. Always protecting him with some lame excuse.”


    The room went silent, and Abby thought he wouldn’t finish.


    “The day she left, she had a doctor’s appointment. Joey and I went to school and when we came home, she wasn’t there. We never saw her again.” He paused, caught his breath. “My father ordered us not to ask any questions. He told everyone she’d left him, walked out. Then he tore up all the photographs and carried on as if she’d never existed.


    “Life changed after that. I told you before how he was. Joey and I survived by doing what he wanted. If we rebelled, he beat the crap out of us, especially me because I bucked his authority. My brother took it.” This time Luke paused longer. “Joey was more like her. Sensitive and fragile. He inherited her illness, I think. I never should have left him.”


    Abby found the side of his face and stroked it. “Why did you?”


    “My father pulled a knife on me. Sliced me across the arm. There’s a scar about four inches long. I’m surprised you haven’t felt it.” He took her hand and ran it across the indentation.


    “I have. I meant to ask you about it a hundred times, but it never seemed to be the right time.”


    “He kicked me out of the house. Next day I joined the Marines. I called to talk to Joey, but after a few months the bastard said Joey took off. That’s how he put it. When I came home on leave, I couldn’t find my brother. The old man insisted he left, exactly like my mother had.”


    “And you didn’t believe him?”


    “Not at first. But my next door neighbor saw Joey throw his smashed guitar in the trash, get in his car, and leave. My neighbor never saw him again. Joey must have felt everyone let him down, including me. My father must have broken his guitar. That was the only thing Joey cared about. He saved every cent for months to buy it. I guess he had enough.”


    “So what did you do?”


    “I faced my father about it. He said he broke Joey’s guitar, and that Joey was just like his mother. Then he came after me, but I wasn’t a kid anymore. He’d suffered a heart attack a year or two before and physically wasn’t the man I grew up with. Still mean as a snake, though. I pushed him away. Not hard, but enough to let him know that his days of pushing me around were over. Then he―” Luke quit in mid-sentence.


    “Then he what, Luke?” He didn’t answer. She moved closer to get his attention. “What happened, Luke?”


    “He said he put my mother in an asylum, and he would have done the same to Joey if he hadn’t taken off. He said I belonged in one, too. That his wife spawned two mental deficients like her.”


    Abby knew people who had taken that easy road when family members became too difficult. She’d also known others who took the responsibility of monitoring the right medications of their loved ones, and they went on to live productive lives. “How could he do such a thing?”


    “That’s what I asked him, but he wouldn’t answer. Then I asked him where my mother was. He said that she was too weak to live in this ugly world, and she was better off where she was.”


    Distressed, Abby drew a hand across her mouth. She started to speak, but Luke continued his story.


    “I stood there, trying to assimilate his words. At first, I couldn’t believe anyone would do that. I thought there must be some other explanation. I grabbed him by the collar and yanked him to me. I said I wanted to know where he’d put her. He cackled and said he’d never tell.”


    Abby heard the pain in his voice, and she ached for him. But he needed to get this out to free himself. “What happened next?”


    “I shook him and pleaded for him to tell me where she was, but he kept laughing. When he grabbed his left arm, he stopped laughing. He was having a heart attack. He told me to get his pills. I ran for them, but when I saw the pain on his face, I stood and watched. I thought of my mother and Joey; I thought of every vile thing he’d ever done. I clutched his survival in my hand―this little bottle of pills―and I couldn’t let them go, mesmerized by the son of a bitch struggling for air. He cursed me with his last breath, begging for his medication, but I had a white-knuckle grip on them. When I thought he was beyond help, I called for an ambulance. He was dead when they arrived. The autopsy showed a massive coronary.


    “I felt nothing. I buried him and put the house up for sale. Before I rejoined my unit, I searched the house for any information about my mother and brother. I found the records of my mother in a state hospital. I followed up. She had died some years before. I can’t tell you how hard I cried. She didn’t deserve that end. But I couldn’t find Joey. I’ve run searches since. Nothing. It’s like he disappeared off the face of the planet.”


    “Breaking this case in Charleston put your name on the front page. Maybe Joey will see it and get in touch.”


    “I can only hope.” He pulled Abby close. “At first, I felt nothing about my father’s death. The guilt came later, in the middle of the night or in the daytime or whenever I let myself relive that afternoon or think about how I let Joey down by leaving him.”


    Abby didn’t know what to say. How could she judge Luke when she felt relief after learning of Stewart’s death eight years before? And when she found out he was alive, wished him dead all over again.


    She moved into him and raised her hands to his face. “I love you, Luke. Nothing you told me makes any difference. You didn’t kill your father. Even if you gave him the pill, he was a dead man. Some force more powerful than you took him at his moment, and that moment waited until you learned what really happened all those years before. Your mother never left you. When she walked out the door, she loved you as much as I do.”


    “I know that, but I let my father die in front of me, Abby, even if he didn’t deserve a place on this earth. I purposely stood there and watched a man die. But the worst part was Joey leaving and not wanting to be found. He never hurt anyone. I should’ve protected him. I should’ve―”


    She covered his mouth with her hand. “You didn’t know. How could you? You’ve paid the penalty by hating yourself far too long. It was the only punishment that made sense to you. You can’t spend the rest of your life paying for something over which you had no control. This is no different than you convincing me I couldn’t have stopped Stewart from killing Macy by remembering something I wasn’t capable of remembering. No different.”


    “Keep telling me that. I need you to say it, to know it, because I need to believe it.”


    “I will, Luke. Every day until you do. You’ve released what you’ve held in so long. That’s the first step in ridding yourself of the guilt that’s consumed you. There’s no punishment for what you’ve done because you deserve none.” She put her arms around him. “I love you, Luke McCallister.


    “And I need you.”


    “What? Would you repeat that last sentence? I’m not sure I read you right.”


    “You did. I said I need you.”


    “Abigael Gallant, you’ve made my day. No, not my day. My life.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Epilogue


    Sunlight


    


    Abby dug her feet into the warm sand, unplugged the audio book from her ears, and heard the ocean play its magical music. Her face absorbed the sun’s rays, making wrinkles she’d never see, but she didn’t care because every so often Luke’s hand brushed her arm to remind her he was still there. Like she didn’t know.


    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go for a swim.”


    He pulled her up, and she wrapped her hand around his arm as they walked toward the water. Daisy followed close behind.


    “Okay, take hold,” Luke said when they got to the water’s edge.


    She put her hand in his and felt his strength. Felt the trust.


    “At the count of three, run straight ahead. Ready?”


    “I’m ready.”


    “One.


    “Two.


    “Three."
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    Murder Déjà Vu


    


    Chapter One


    A Meeting of the Minds


    


    What did a man born rich and privileged look like after spending fifteen years in prison and another six hiding in these mountains? Dana parked her Jeep in the gravel driveway next to a rough-looking pickup and skirted around the house to the back. Reece Daughtry sat in an Adirondack chair on the dock, reading. A johnboat bobbed in the lake, complete with fishing rod and tackle box. After swiveling around to see his intruder, he turned back to his book.


    A booming voice echoed over the water. “What do you want?”


    “A fireplace.”


    “I’m not working now.”


    Undeterred, she kept going, waiting for him to tell her she was trespassing. He didn’t. A few well-fed cats poked their heads out of the greenery lining the rock stairs down to the lake. Another snuggled under his chair, and a three-legged mutt hobbled to greet her.


    “Hey, pooch, how’ya doing?” She bent down to rub him, and the dog wiggled his excitement. “Nice dog.”


    “Maybe you didn’t hear me. I’m not building fireplaces right now.”


    He finally turned, and she had her answer. Unshaven, leather-tanned, and lean, with dark blond hair heavily threaded with gray brushing his shoulders. Reading glasses perched low on the bridge of his nose. He struck Dana as more interesting looking than handsome, but he could be called that too.


    “I heard you. Doesn’t make me want one less.”


    “Come back in a year. Better yet, don’t.” He kept his nose in the book.


    She couldn’t help noticing his long, knotty fingers. Laborer’s hands, with rough skin and short clipped nails. Sinewy forearms like twisted rope. “What are you reading?”


    He glanced up. “You still here?”


    “Yup.”


    “Only a few people know where I live. Know why? So trespassers can’t come here and bother me. Let me guess who snitched. Old Harris big mouth.”


    “Don’t blame Harris. I saw the article he wrote on the house that featured your fireplaces. He warned me not to come, but I blackmailed him into telling me where you lived.”


    “You should’ve listened.”


    She moved closer and offered her hand. “Dana Minette.”


    He nailed her with a squinty glare. “Any relation to the prosecutor Minette?”


    She pulled back. “Not anymore.”


    “We had an ugly run-in years ago. He tried to stop the sale of this property to keep a convicted murderer out of his county. My attorney humiliated him; the judge ruled in my favor.”


    “Yes, I know. Robert is always looking for ways to get his name in the papers. He picked on the wrong person that time.”


    “He came here about a year ago. Said he had no hard feelings, and would I build him a fireplace. Can you beat that?”


    “I take it you jumped at the chance.”


    Daughtry pushed his reading glasses onto his forehead and focused on her for more than a split second. “You’re a smart-ass, you know that?”


    “So I’ve been told.” Was that the beginning of a smile on his face?


    “If he’s your ex-husband, you’re well rid of him. He’s an asshole.”


    “He’s my ex, and you’re not the first person to describe Robert in those exact words.” She plunked down on the dock, crossed her legs, Indian style. “You’re all excellent judges of character.”


    “He didn’t have nice things to say about you, which I thought rather ungentlemanly, since I didn’t ask. Said he was redoing his house after he dumped his ungrateful wife.”


    “He said that? Ha!”


    “Yup. His county, his house. Probably pissed you weren’t his wife anymore, even though it was his idea. Or so he said.”


    “It’s a long story. Twenty years long.”


    “Not interested.”


    “Me either. Will you build me the goddamn fireplace? The two pictures I saw in the Regal Falls magazine were the most unique works of art I’ve ever seen.”


    Daughtry stared at her a long time with the clearest, most intense blue eyes. “Your ex wanted a fireplace in the worst way. Said he’d double whatever I charged.”


    “I bet when you held out, he doubled the amount again.”


    His smile was unmistakable now. “How would your ex feel if I built one for you?”


    “Talk about being pissed off.”


    


    

  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Two


    Beware of Trouble


    


    Reece went into the house as soon as Dana Minette left. She was a piece of work. A very nice-looking piece of work. He could go for a woman like her, but a woman’s what got him twenty to life, and he sure as hell didn’t need any more trouble. Whenever he felt the urge, he drove to one of the larger cities within a hundred-mile radius—Asheville or Charlotte—put up in a motel, and found someone to satisfy his sexual needs. No entanglements. No emotional attachments. He could do it by himself—he had years of practice—but he never found that a satisfying substitute for the warmth of a woman’s body or the touch of soft skin. That was the way it had been for the six years since he got out of prison and how it would be from now on. He’d even adapted to the loneliness. Had plenty of practice with that too.


    The three-legged dog nuzzled his leg. Reece never named any of the dogs or cats roaming his property. They were there, and he fed them. “Hey, Pooch. She gave you a good name, didn’t she?” He leaned down and rubbed the dog’s neck, some kind of beagle cross. He’d found it lying on the side of the road, near death, took it to his vet, and had it treated and fixed. He did that with every abused or emaciated animal he came across. Electronic fencing and collars kept them inside his property so they couldn’t wander off and wind up like Pooch, or worse. Reece debated whether he was imprisoning them, but dead was more of a prison than contained, though he disliked the thought of either.


    The phone rang. He let it go to the answering machine. When he heard the voice, he picked up. “Hey, Carl.”


    “Deciding whether you feel like answering your phone, big brother?”


    “I couldn’t check the number in time.” Sometimes Reece answered; sometimes he didn’t, depending on his mood. Carl knew that.


    His brother laughed.


    “What’s up?” Reece noted the hesitation. “Carl?”


    “Dad’s in the hospital. He had another heart attack.”


    Reece stiffened at the mention of his father, a reaction over which he had no control. “What do the doctors say?”


    “It doesn’t look good. He’s conscious but weak. It’s only a matter of time.”


    “Well, keep me informed.”


    “Jesus, Reece. That’s cold. Your father is dying and all you can say is ‘keep me informed’?”


    “We’ve gone over this a hundred times. Sorry, but I can’t fake that I care. Wish I could, but that’s not my style.” He pulled a beer from the fridge.


    “You’re still his son.”


    Reece wanted to laugh, but the humor eluded him. “He should have thought about that twenty-one years ago.” He took a long draft from the bottle. It did nothing to cool his heat.


    “He could have handled it differently, I agree, but―”


    “Look, I’ve gotta go. Let me know when it’s over.”


    Reece clicked the off button before Carl could argue. He finished the beer, then took another. He’d worked hard over the years to control his anger and sense of betrayal, but times like these brought them back like a knife twisting in his belly. How could he forget? One day he and Carl were drawing up plans to expand the family’s home-building business—Reece, the architect, designing a new type of energy efficient structure; Carl the business head, making them affordable. The next day he was locked in a cement cell with the echoing sound of steel doors clanging shut to keep him rotting inside. One day he had dozens of friends; the next only Carl and his mother stood in his corner. When he saw the toll it took on his mother to sneak away and visit, he asked her not to come any more. That, more than anything had torn him up.


    Now she was gone, and he hoped the old bastard would soon follow, freeing him of at least part of the rage that consumed him and, yes, the hatred for the old man he carried in his chest like one of his stones. How could he feel anything for a man who believed his son capable of slicing a woman’s throat, almost severing her head from her body? Who probably still believed it with his dying breath?


    Reece looked around the house he built with his own two hands. Stone and wood and glass. It fit the new life he’d made for himself. A life he liked. He wasn’t designing the buildings he’d envisioned all those years ago, except for his own, but he was creating something he considered beautiful. Others thought so too, which gave him pleasure. He worked when the spirit moved him, nourished his passion for reading, fished, and ran the mountain roads—all the things he couldn’t do inside, except for the reading, which had saved his sanity.


    His thoughts roamed back to Dana Minette without conscious effort. He couldn’t decide whether she was cute, pretty, or beautiful, though his skill judging women was twenty-one-years rusty. He didn’t score the trifecta in honky-tonk bars, but he wasn’t after looks in those places.


    Dana Minette possessed something quite different. Determination, humor, and warmth, all wrapped up in an attractive package about sixty-three inches in height. Better still, she didn’t appear the type to genuflect for money or position. So how did a creep like Robert Minette get a woman like her to stay with him for twenty years?


    He remembered the first time he saw Minette, with his white-collared, pin-striped shirt, suspenders, and shiny suit. The man had done everything to rally the townspeople against the murderer who wanted to live among them. Reece had run too far and too long to run again. He fought Minette and won. So where did the lawyer find the nerve to drive into his yard, say he had no hard feelings, and act like Reece should fall at his feet and say Yassuh, Masser.


    “No one refuses Robert Minette,” he said, slicked-back hair glistening in the morning sun. “Robert Minette gets what he wants.”


    Reece laughed and ordered him off his property. The attorney stormed away in his Escalade, a spray of gravel spitting from its tires.


    Not this time, bub, and good riddance to you.
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