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Chapter
1

 


Mommy said they would move soon,
but Karma liked the old house near the river, the huge rooms, the
open back yard that led to big rocks and shady trees along the
riverbank.

“Dinner is almost
ready, Dolly.” Karma’s long, dark hair had escaped its careful bow.
“Oh-oh!” Mud splattered across her clean, white T-shirt as she
carefully shaped and patted a mud pancake into one of the chipped
saucers. She offered it to the smiling doll, who waited patiently
by cups of water filled from the outside hose at the end of the
lawn. The make-believe party made Karma’s stomach rumble and she
glanced toward the distant porch, wishing Mommy would call her in
for supper.

She had been outside a long time.
Mommy had sent her out to play while she finished her sculpture.
Karma thought of the scary mountain lion with its menacing, yellow
eyes emerging from the stone.

The sun was sinking low in the
sky. Frogs and crickets called from the river’s edge. Soon it would
be dark. Karma slapped at a mosquito, which circled the bare skin
of her legs. It was time to go in. Why hadn’t her mother called? A
while ago, she thought she had heard voices. Had someone come to
visit?

Karma glanced down at her soiled
shirt and hoped Mommy wouldn’t be angry. She rose, wiped grimy
fingers on the back of her shorts and moved toward the
house.

The child peered in through the
sagging screen door, stopping when she did not see what she
expected to see . . . her mother at the worktable of the
screened-in porch, putting the last touches on the mountain lion.
The first thing that caught her eye was the blood.

Karma’s wide eyes followed the
spattering trail into the kitchen. Mommy lay sprawled upon the
floor like a great broken doll, her eyes staring, her black hair
soaked in a pool of darkness.

“Mommy?” Karma tried
to whisper but the words stuck in her throat like a piece of
swallowed glass.

In the flash of an instant,
through the screen door, she saw a shadowy form bend over her
mother’s still body. Blood dripped from the jagged object clenched
in his hand.

Heart pounding in fear, Karma
turned and ran. She felt the sting of thorny branches whipping her
legs as she fled the yard and stumbled toward the river.

Her secret place! If only she
could reach it, she would be safe!

Imagined footsteps pursuing made
Karma lose her footing and trip upon an upturned root. She put out
her hands to catch herself, felt the sting of dirt and pebbles
graze her palms, the searing pain as her forehead struck hard
against a sharp rock.

Dazed, she scrambled frantically
to her feet again.

Near the river, she found her
secret place, an overhanging shelf of rock with an opening just
large enough for her small body to fit inside. She shrank into it
and for a long time crouched motionless.

Karma’s forehead throbbed.
Dampness matted her hair. She touched the sore place; her hand came
away wet and sticky.

Darkness was falling. How long
had she been there? Karma was afraid of the dark. Tears blinded her
eyes. She wanted to go back, but she was afraid. She began to rock
back and forth.

She knew something very bad had
happened to Mommy. She whimpered into the darkness. Her own sounds
frightened her, like the strange mewlings of some terrified
animal.

She was still rocking, arms
clasped tightly together, when they found her.

Karma was barely aware of the
eyes invading her terrible solitude. In spite of the darkness, the
eyes seemed to reflect the surrounding green. They were nice,
kindly eyes in a pretty face encircled by tangled tresses of
blonde. Mommy’s friend. Lara!

“Over here!” Lara
gasped. “She’s bleeding!”

More footsteps. Karma heard a
man’s deep, anxious voice, felt gentle hands reach out to her,
coaxing her from her hiding place. Strong arms lifted her. She
remembered the feel of those arms, the pleasant scent of him, like
leather and spice. Karma stifled a sob and clung to the man’s broad
shoulders, feeling the warmth of him, the safety.

Whispering soothing words of
comfort, he carefully inspected her forehead. It stung where his
large hand pressed against Karma’s feverish skin.

Karma drew in a shuddering breath
and began to cry. “I want Mommy! Where is my mommy?”

The woman broke the stillness,
but not to answer her question. “Are you all right, Karma? Did you
fall?”

“Were you in the
house?” the man demanded.

Karma buried her face against his
shoulder. She could not answer—but a scream sounded that she hadn’t
intended to make.

“This is very
important,” Lara spoke. “Was someone there with your
mother?”

In her mind, Karma pictured the
shattered mountain lion. She saw the gleaming eyes, the snarling
lips, and the jagged edge where part of it had broken
away.

The man’s grip on her loosened.
Eyes, almost black, seared into hers. “Who was in there? Did you
see him?”

The dark figure she had seen
clutching the lion wavered before her mind. Through the screen door
Karma had momentarily glimpsed his face as he bent over her
mother’s body . . . distorted lips, cold eyes, angry like the
mountain lion’s.

With cheek pressed hard against
the man’s shirt, Karma struggled to remember. But a protective
shield rose up in her mind, blocking his image. She could see his
form crouched over her mother’s body. But as he raised his head
toward her his features melted into a dark, gaping void. The
emptiness slowly filled with the snarling lips and the glittering
eyes of the shattered mountain lion.

And the killer had no
face.

~

Lara Radburn slowed her gray
Taurus near the narrow iron bridge that hung suspended over the
sluggish Quachita River. Through the gathering dusk she could see
the fork in the road ahead and catch glimpses of the stark
whiteness of the weathered, two-story house, the “river property”
that Crystal had leased some time ago. Ghostlike branches stirred
in a breeze that smelled strongly of earth and river.

Now that her father’s estate had
been settled, Lara could only hope for a quick sale of the
remaining property, especially of this house and the old, abandoned
hotel, which sat back on wooded acreage a few miles from the
bridge. She wanted very much to accept the only offer received so
far, one on the house, made by the adjoining landowner. Still, she
didn’t want to make a hardship for Crystal.

Lara idled the engine a moment
and debated whether or not she should discuss this offer with
Crystal tonight. The meeting with Joan, her Realtor, had kept her
longer than she had intended. Although Crystal had given her a
standing invitation to drop by anytime, a glance at her watch told
her it was almost seven. Crystal, as always, would still be
engrossed in her work, so much so, that she probably hadn’t
bothered to fix the evening meal for her four-year-old daughter,
Karma.

Lara wondered if Crystal had
finished the stone lion. When she had stopped by several days ago,
the sculpture had been taking shape. Lara, with her artist’s eye,
had recognized already that it was a masterpiece—the huge, obsidian
pupils set into the amber glass of the animal’s eyes, the wide-open
mouth, with the stark-white teeth and powerful, threatening jaws. A
sudden eagerness to see the mountain lion’s progress made Lara
decide to turn down the rough, unpaved road.

The road, so overhung with trees
and so deserted, had always made her uneasy; despite this, each
time she found herself looking forward to her visits. Crystal’s
overtures at friendship had taken the edge from the loneliness when
her temporary stay in Quachita Springs had dragged on from June
into late August. If they had not yet eaten, Lara thought, she
would, as she often did, prepare supper for Crystal and her little
girl, whom she feared often went hungry during her mother’s zealous
work phases. Lara usually brought a treat of some kind for the
child. This evening she had picked up two Hershey bars without
almonds—Karma’s undisputed favorite.

Lara smiled in anticipation of
the way Karma would run toward her. She had just had her fourth
birthday but still had the chubby legs of a baby. She would be all
dimples and smiles and glowing dark eyes. Lara had not been around
children much, and the immediate fondness she had developed for
Crystal’s bright and precocious four-year-old had taken her totally
by surprise. Lara often worried about Crystal and her daughter.
Lately Crystal, usually so zestful, had been immersed in gloom and
heaviness. Was it short money causing the change in her? Although
Crystal was never behind on the rent, Lara knew how hard it must be
for a single woman to be raising a child alone on a freelance
artist’s wages. Lara wanted to speak to Crystal about doing a
feature on her stonework and bronzes. That would be sure to help
her. Maybe she would even buy the latest sculpture when it was
finished. Though cramped for space, surely Lara could find a place
for the magnificent mountain lion in her small apartment once she
finished business here in Arkansas and returned to New York. She
wondered if the crouching lion, about two feet in length, would fit
upon the fireplace mantel.

Lara was
anxious to get back to the city and the job she loved: interviewing
and featuring various artists in the “Entries on Art” section of
the well-renowned City Square
magazine. She had worked day and night since she
had received the news of her brother Mark’s accident; it filled up
the empty spaces, kept her from brooding about the senselessness of
his death. Lara suppressed a shudder. She knew it was foolish and
irrational to blame the town, but beginning with her parent’s
divorce when she was only five, Quachita Springs was a place she
had come to associate only with unpleasant
memories.

Her father had died three years
ago and her brother Mark eight months later. Her brother’s death
had severed Lara’s final emotional tie to Quachita Springs. She had
shrunk from the idea of seeing the town again. But Charles, who had
been running the business since Mark’s death, was anxious to retire
and Lara, the only family left, had no choice but to return and
take care of the remaining property. At least one bid had been made
on the house by the river. But Lara knew the old, isolated hotel on
its wooded acres, that Mark had once envisioned renovating into an
artist’s retreat, would be her major challenge.

As Lara maneuvered a sharp curve,
memories of Mark rose up to haunt her. She knew she must be within
miles of the place where the accident had happened. A hit-and-run,
the sheriff had told her. It happened late at night, at a point
beyond the bridge on the country road leading through the woods to
the old hotel.

The thought of the ancient hotel,
the huge, sprawling stone landmark surrounded by dark hills and
shadowed trees, made her shiver. Lara was grateful to have the
hotel property rented, for since her return, she had not been able
to bring herself to cross the bridge and follow that winding road
past the spot where her brother had so tragically met his
death.

Lara slowed in front of the white
house near the river, noticing how still and empty it seemed.
Clouds were gathering overhead, bringing a premature darkness. Lara
frowned. Usually, by now, Karma came running out to greet her;
eager to see what little gift she had brought. A glance to the side
where the old station wagon was parked reassured Lara the little
family must be home. Was it the feel of the impending rain or the
emptiness of the yard that made the first stirrings of warning
brush over her?

Trying to bolster her spirits,
Lara reached for the candy bars upon the seat beside her and
slipped them into her pocket. A sweeping wind tousled Lara’s
shoulder-length blonde hair as she left the car. She loosened the
blue silk scarf about her neck she had worn to brighten her linen
dress for the business appointment earlier with Joan. Now it
threatened to strangle her.

Lara smelled rain in the air. She
glanced up at the darkening sky. Still not quite acclimatized to
the sultry heat of an Arkansas summer, she usually found herself
welcoming the promised coolness of a summer rainstorm. But this
evening, the thought of the approaching cloudburst made her feel
anxious.

As Lara crossed the gust-blown
yard and stepped up on the wooden porch of the property her father
had purchased years ago, she noticed the chipped and peeling paint,
the sagging porch roof. She would not need to worry about the
serious need for repairs if Joan could manage to close the
deal.

Lara didn’t really like the
thought of Crystal and Karma living here. Too isolated. No place to
raise a child. When Lara had first begun to feel a fondness for her
tenants, she had discussed this with Joan and asked her to try to
locate some nice place for Crystal to rent closer to
town.

Lara crossed the porch. She
raised her hand to knock, felt puzzled when the front door gave to
her touch and creaked slightly ajar. She sensed the emptiness
within. She pushed the door open a crack and called, “Anyone
home?”

Layers of silence settled at the
fading of her voice. Dusk had not quite fallen; coming here Lara
had been able to see the road without turning on her car
headlights. So why did the absence of light at the windows cause
such an eerie feeling, like some horrible premonition?

Cautiously, tension forming a
tight band across her chest, Lara stepped into the center of the
living room. “It’s Lara!” she called, then again, “Anyone home?”
She waited expectantly, hearing only the crazed buzzing of a
bluebottle caught between a screen and window glass; the slow
ticking of a shelf clock.

Lara’s gaze skirted the sparse
furnishings—the second-hand Herculean chair and sofa, a cold
fireplace in the corner, dark drapes, looking oppressively heavy
and dingy, hanging from the old-fashioned windows. She paused to
locate the clock on the mantle as it chimed the
half-hour.

Even the quick tap of her heels
on the wooden floor of the hallway sounded unnaturally loud.
“Crystal? Karma?”

The hall connected to the kitchen
and screened-in back porch converted into a workroom where Crystal
spent a good part of her time. Lara relaxed a little, comforted by
the thought that at this very moment her friend was probably so
absorbed in her sculpting she hadn’t even heard her calls. And
Karma was surely in the back yard playing.

An image of Crystal sprang to
mind, trim and strikingly attractive even in worn T-shirt and baggy
jeans, even with her straight, dark mane of hair tied carelessly
back from delicate, oval face. She would be humming a little to
herself as she worked, long-lashed eyes lowered, intent only upon
her sculpting.

Lara listened intently; by now
she should hear the humming, the hollow clink of chisel against
stone.

Her own voice sounded dry and
frightened. “Crystal?” At the threshold to the kitchen Lara halted.
Time seemed to hang before her, suspended. Her numb senses refused
to admit the invading horror of the scene before her. The image of
Crystal happily working hung juxtaposed over the reality of her
motionless body sprawled across the tiled floor, black hair tangled
around a deep wound, the broken body of her sculpture, the stone
lion, beside her covered with blood.

“Crystal! Oh, no!”
The words escaped Lara’s lips as a heart-rending moan. She
attempted to step forward, but found it necessary to grip the
doorway for support as strength drained from her. When she at last
was able to bend over Crystal and caught her first glimpse of the
eyes focused unblinkingly upon the ceiling, she knew Crystal was
beyond her help.

Lara’s heart seemed to stop
beating. Crystal had obviously been killed by a blow from the stone
sculpture. The blood had not dried, was, in fact, still flowing.
Lara heard only her own ragged breathing as she rose and recoiled
back toward the hallway. That meant the killer might still be in
the house!

Where was Karma? Voices in her
mind warned her to call the police, to summon help. But her concern
for the child blotted out all else. Had Karma been abducted? Or
would she find the little girl’s body, too?

Panic overruled her fear. She
rushed from room to room calling “Karma! Karma!” She searched until
she was certain the downstairs was empty. Heart pounding wildly,
Lara’s gaze fastened to the stairway. Was it possible that Karma
had seen, had heard, the struggle that must have taken place
between her mother and the intruder and had fled up to her room to
hide?

A weird, misshapen shadow, like
devil’s horns, fell across the darkness of the stairwell, making
Lara cry out, her hand frozen upon the banister. When she realized
it was only one of Crystal’s bronzes, she exhaled a shaky breath,
and continued up the steep stairs.

Because Crystal’s room was the
first one along the hall, she entered it first. A white lace
comforter lay smoothed across the bed—the entire room was all rose
and white and undisturbed. A smiling photo of Crystal and her
daughter set on the nightstand. She couldn’t think of Crystal now,
downstairs, dead. She must think only of Karma! “Please, God,” she
prayed silently as she looked under the bed, opened the closet,
then moved on to Karma’s room. “Just let me find her
alive!”

The first item she saw was the
teddy bear she had given Karma for her fourth birthday. Brown and
shaggy, it watched her from its place of honor on the child’s small
bed. She looked every conceivable place large enough to conceal a
small girl. When she found no trace of the child, she returned
downstairs and with aching heart dialed 911.

A numbed part of her listened to
the calm, formal voice of the dispatcher. She managed to spill out
to him what she had discovered and added tearfully, “Crystal Mar’s
daughter, just a little girl, is missing! I can’t find her
anywhere!”

The voice, as if it were not
talking to a real person, responded, “Help is already on the
way.”

“I’m going to
continue looking for her!”

“No! Stay on the
phone. How did you . . .”

Without ever hearing the ending
of the question, Lara dropped the receiver into place. Immediately
it rang again, but she was already hurrying outside. She searched
the front of the house, then moved along to the side. At the far
edge of the lawn she stopped. The sight of a ragged doll propped
against a tree as if waiting for a tea party filled her eyes with
tears.

She looked down the empty,
isolated road she had taken from town, then raised her face to the
fast-darkening sky. Waiting for the sheriff to arrive would be
endless. She must find the child while there was still enough light
to guide her. Karma’s very life might hinge on what she did
now!

It was evident the child had been
playing outside in the yard while her mother worked. Had she been
frightened away by the intruder? Or had the killer slipped silently
in through the front entrance, attacked Crystal, then fled, leaving
the child to discover her mother’s body? Lara’s throat tightened as
she imagined Karma peering in, seeing her mother’s body, running
away into the night.

Lara examined the ground and
found small, scuffed prints leading down the path toward the river.
Lara thought of the old boathouse. The two of them, waiting for
Crystal to complete some work, had often walked there together.
Would the child have run there for protection?

The trail, encroached upon with
pines and overhung with the branches of mingling hardwoods,
encircled Lara in eerie semi-darkness. A sudden twist in the path
made her lose sight of the looming white house and caused her to
falter.

Motionlessly, she stopped to
listen. An unfamiliar sound caught her attention. Could it be the
parting of branches, a footfall against underbrush? Drawing on what
small reserve of courage she had left, Lara strayed from the path
into the thick trees.

Lara hadn’t realized how closely
the trail followed the river. She stopped as she reached the edge
and saw the filmy haze rise into the wooded ridges surrounding the
bank. Lara gazed down at river water, olive-green, deep and still.
Moss and lichens clung to the rocks around it. Further down, where
the riverbed sloped, the water moved at a swifter pace, sweeping
around boulders in the shallower areas. She felt a momentary relief
believing this must have been the noise she had heard.

The gathering darkness made
furtive shadows. Poor Karma! If she had run into the woods to hide,
how terrified she must be!

Lara returned to the path she had
left. She remembered that just ahead, it would widen and fork.
Karma and Lara had always taken the adjacent trail, but she
suspected that both of them would end at the old makeshift
boathouse.

Her eye caught a sudden motion
from the north fork of the trail. Lara tensed as the looming form
of a man headed directly toward her. Her eyes strained, but she
could not see his face, only a tall, taunt outline.

Suddenly, the man ceased walking.
The tilt of his head spoke of awareness, alertness. She knew he had
spotted her. Even as she instinctively ducked back into the cover
of the trees, she realized the uselessness of trying to
hide.

Heart pounding, Lara emerged from
the shadows and without looking behind her began running back
toward the house.

She could hear footsteps thudding
swiftly, cat-like, on the path behind her. She knew he was
overtaking her. Desperation increased her speed, but the steel-like
grip of hands caught her shoulders and forced her to slow and face
him.

She stifled a scream.

A very deep and gentle voice
said, “Don’t be afraid.”

Lara gazed up into dark,
melancholy eyes. The steady voice continued, “Please. I’m not going
to harm you. I am only trying to find the child.” The tight grip
upon her shoulder blades loosened, and she struggled away, shaken,
regarding him warily.

“Who are you?” Lara
demanded. “Where did you come from?” In the gathering darkness Lara
studied him, the deep, brooding eyes, sensitive mouth, the waves of
black hair with slight touches of silver.

“I had a business
appointment with Crystal this evening. I was still some distance
from the house when I heard Karma screaming and saw her running
into the woods. Ever since, I’ve been trying to find
her.”

A shiver passed through Lara.
Should she believe him? “You don’t know . . . why?”

He nodded grimly. “Yes, I know
why. We must find the child without delay! I know she’s out here
somewhere, hiding, terrified.”

Lara felt suddenly faint, and
pressed a hand to her temple to ward away waves of dizzying
blackness that threatened to engulf her. She saw the look of
anxious concern as the stranger leaned closer, saying, “I’m sorry
if I’ve frightened you. All you all right?”

This time she felt grateful for
the strong arms that reached out to steady her. For a moment she
lingered in his supporting embrace, aware of his distinguished
appearance, the dark, well-cut suit jacket, the faint scent of pipe
tobacco, which put her vaguely in mind of the art professors she so
often had interviewed. The sense of familiarity reassured her, drew
her to him. He seemed solid, strong, and responsible. In spite of
her fears and the prompting of common sense, she felt compelled to
trust him.

“I’m all right.” Lara
said, gaining control. “We must find Karma! Do you think she went
this way?”

“I’m not sure. I lost
her in the woods.”

As they approached the place the
path branched off in two directions, Lara asked, “Where did the
path you were just on lead?”

The stranger frowned. “I didn’t
follow it very far. I had just started down it when I saw
you.”

“I’m sure both trails
lead to the old boathouse. Why don’t you search that path and I’ll
follow this one. We can meet at the old boathouse.”

“I think we should
stay together,” he said, his brow darkening.

“We need to cover as
much area as we can before the storm breaks,” Lara
insisted.

He glanced up at the threatening
sky. Then, with reluctance he turned down the other path and
disappeared into the darkness. Once again alone, encompassed by
trees, Lara wished he were still beside her. Fearfully, she
quickened her steps, pausing now and then to call out:
Karma!

The farther she went the rockier
the narrow path became. On several occasions in her haste Lara
stumbled upon sharp fragments hidden by overgrown weeds. This time,
looking down, she gasped at the sight of fresh blood spilled across
a large, loose stone.

Lara drew away from it aghast.
Karma’s blood! A wave of horror swept over her. Surely this rock
was evidence that whoever had killed Crystal had caught up with the
fleeing child! The monster! How could he strike out at a helpless
four-year-old?

Aware of tears blinding her eyes,
Lara forced herself to step around the bloody stone and stagger on
down the gloomy path. She felt her aloneness and wished she had
heeded the stranger’s advice about staying together. The
bloodstains remained vividly in her mind as she moved quickly
through the stillness, anxious to reach their meeting place. Her
heart became faint. She no longer called out to the
child.

A weak shaft of light broke
through the sky as Lara left the grove of trees. Through drifting
clouds a ghostly white moon illuminated the hills and winding
river. The old boathouse loomed as a frightening shadow, which
leaned precariously toward the water. Lara’s gaze wandered from it
to locate the path dropping from high ridges, from which she
expected the man she had left a short time ago to
emerge.

Instead, her eye caught his
silhouette beyond the boathouse. His head was lifted as he scanned
a sheer drop of rock above the river. She stopped, scarcely
breathing, her eyes holding to his straight back, wide shoulders in
dark jacket, outlined against the rough outcropping of buff-colored
boulders. He stood perfectly still and silent, alert, listening,
like some wary beast of prey.

Who was he? Why had she ever
trusted him?

She had wanted to find him; now
she held her breath, wavering whether or not she wanted to call out
to him. She felt a strong urge to step back into the obscurity of
the trees and then to race back toward the house and hope the
sheriff had arrived.

Before she could dart out of
sight, he turned and saw her. With what light remained in the
threatening sky, she got a clear glimpse of his face, of glittering
eyes, rough-hewn cheekbones, windswept, coal-black hair touched
with silver.

With lithe grace he moved
steadily toward her, an intent expression upon his face. “What’s
wrong?”

“I know she’s hurt!”
Lara burst out. “I saw blood back on the path!”

“Did you check inside
the boathouse?”

A wintry chill swept across
Lara’s heart. “I couldn’t.”

“Then we must do so
now.” The unquestionable authority in his tone, the air of strength
again reassured her. Lara followed his lead as they returned to the
weathered boathouse, apprehensive of what they might find. Lara
clung to the hope that Karma might be hiding within, injured but
still alive.

Through the spaces in the bare
boards, dim light filtered into the small room as they entered.
Life jackets hung from pegs on the wall. An ancient rowboat, tilted
to one side, set in the center. Other than that, it was
vacant.

“She isn’t here!”
Lara’s statement was a cry of despair. “Where else can we look?
We’ll never find her!”

The stranger moved outside. Lara
remained near the boathouse, as he began to explore the
rock-covered slope just beyond the building where she had seen him
earlier. She watched his gaze skim the entire hillside where tall
oaks towered above the conformity of native pines. Then his
attention settled again upon the boulders.

“What is it?” Lara
called out. “Do you see or hear anything?”

“Listen. Over there
by the rocks.”

This time she heard it, too,
although the sound was not clear enough to identify. After a short
period of total stillness she recognized what she thought was a
distinct whimpering. It seemed to come from within the rocks
themselves.

“Karma!” Lara dashed
forward and began scrambling from one huge rock to
another.

The plaintive noise did not stop,
nor was there any change in volume, just a steady, low wailing that
led her to a small, dark crevice. How could Karma have squeezed
through such a tight opening? Maybe she was unable to get out by
herself.

Lara peered inside. As her eyes
grew accustomed to the darkness of the cave-like gap, she saw Karma
huddled into a fetal position. The girl rocked back and forth, eyes
closed. Lara could see only long, dark strands of hair, straight,
like Crystal’s. A floodgate of emotion filled Lara . . . Karma was
alive!

“Karma, it’s me. It’s
Lara.” She reached out her hands to her. “ Honey, are you all
right?”

When the little girl did raise
her head, Lara gasped at the sight of blood streaming down her
forehead. Her first instinct had been to attempt to pull the child
from the opening, but her fear concerning Karma’s injury caused her
to look back at the man, who had followed close behind
her.

Within seconds the stranger took
her place at the narrow opening and ever so gently spoke to the
child. Lara heard in his voice a stirring compassion. Little by
little, he coaxed the frightened girl to accept his outstretched
hands and move into the soothing circle of his strong arms. “You’re
all right, Darling. No one is going to harm you.”

“She’s hurt!” Lara
whispered.

“Only a surface
wound,” he reassured her. “But it’s bleeding badly.”

The way he held Karma, so
protectively, led Lara to believe he knew both Crystal and her
daughter very well.

Karma’s safety assured, they
returned with the child to level ground. Lara pushed back her wet,
matted hair to uncover the deep gash beneath the bangs.

Karma’s wailing increased causing
Lara to flinch.

“We’ll need something
to staunch the flow of blood,” the man said.

Lara’s fingers fumbled at the
scarf around her neck. Karma struggled as the stranger pressed it
against her forehead. Gradually, the child’s protests weakened.
Drawing in a shuddering sob, she cried, “I want Mommy! Where is my
mommy?”

Lara and the man exchanged
shadowed glances. How much had the child seen? Had she been a
witness to the murder? Lara gently touched her shoulder. “Karma,
did you go into the house?”

The child did not answer, only
turned and buried her face deeper against the stranger’s broad
chest. But for a moment, the long-lashed eyes, so much like her
mother’s, had been filled with some unfathomable fear. Dear God,
what had she seen?

“Karma, was someone
in there with your mother?” The man’s grip upon the child’s
shoulders tightened as he shifted her around, moving her so that
she faced him. Surely, it was concern for Karma, a desire to know
the truth, that made his voice seem to thicken and become resolute.
“Did you see anyone besides your mother?”

As they waited, Lara noticed that
the stranger’s eyes were almost opaque. When they widened, rims of
white seemed to encircle the pupils. He looked suddenly dangerous,
like a trapped and threatened animal. Crystal’s sculpture of the
mountain lion—the weapon that had struck the death blow—leapt to
Lara’s mind.

“She didn’t see
anything,” Lara intervened quickly. “She heard the struggle between
Crystal and . . . the intruder. It caused her to run
away.”

“Is that right,
Karma?” he demanded as if not entirely convinced. “Karma, you must
tell me exactly what you saw!”

Instead of answering, Karma
raised her hands to her face and began to scream. The man stroked
her tangled hair, but was unable to calm her. “I want my mommy!”
Karma reached out to Lara, and she took the child, holding her
until gradually her crying subsided. For a moment, they stood in
silence.

The small hands clung to her with
desperation. Then Karma began yelling her name, like a moan, “Lara,
Lara!”

“It’s all right,
baby,” she said. “It’s all right.” The little girl went limp in her
arms. Lara felt the trembling of her own hand as she placed it to
Karma’s burning cheek. “She’s feverish. We must get
help!”

“Wait.” The man,
suddenly tense and alert, placed a warning hand upon her shoulder.
“Someone’s coming.”

They stared toward the path Lara
had intended to take. She caught the sweep of a flashlight, then
heard a harsh voice calling, “Lara! Lara Radburn!”

Lara, startled and frightened,
answered, “Who’s there?”

“Scott Tyler. The
sheriff! We’ve looked everywhere for you!”

Clutching Karma closer, Lara
stepped toward the angry voice, but instead of feeling relief, she
steeled herself for confrontation. She was aware of the tenseness
of the broad jaw, the coldness of ice-blue eyes, although she could
not actually make out the sheriff’s stern features behind the gleam
of light.

“I have the child!”
she cried, meeting him in the pathway.

The sheriff allowed the beam of
light to fall first upon the pale, frightened child.

“God!” he burst out
before he was able to stop himself.

“It’s only a gash on
the forehead. I think she must have fallen,” Lara quickly
explained.

The sheriff looked closer. “It’s
not deep, but it may need stitches.” He spoke to the child in
gruff, kinder tone. “It’ll be all right, young lady. We’ll fix you
up in no time.” Then, to Lara, “Where did you find her?”

“We found her hiding
in the rocks above the boathouse.”

“We?” The sheriff
stiffened as he peered into the darkness behind Lara. “Who was with
you?”

Lara looked back, too. The scene,
still and deserted, filled her with a frightened emptiness. “He was
just behind me. This man, I met him out here while I was searching
for Karma.”

“What man? What are
you talking about?” Scott Tyler, half-dragging Lara and the child
with him, proceeded into the clearing and demanded again. “Where is
he?”

Where could he have gone? Lara
felt stunned, almost betrayed, by the stranger’s sudden
disappearance. Her heart dropped with the acknowledgment of what
that might mean. She had trusted him instinctively. Surely he
wasn’t . . . he couldn’t be the murderer! She drew Karma
closer.

Scott Tyler, with drawn gun,
entered the boathouse. Lara waited. Heavy clouds once more
concealed the face of the moon, blotting out the last traces of
light. After what seemed a long time the sheriff came out again. He
moved cautiously around the vacant area, playing his light in every
direction. “There’s no way I’m going to find him in the dark. Did
you see a car?”

“I met him walking on
the path. I didn’t see one. If there was a car, he probably had it
well-hidden from the main road.” Lara thought of the many back
roads, seldom used, that wound into the hills beyond the bridge, of
the one in particular that led past the old hotel, the one in
particular where Mark had been struck down. “He’s long gone by now,
but if the rain holds off we might find tire tracks.” As Scott
Tyler lowered the flashlight, she could see the look of
condemnation on his face, as if he believed the whole business were
somehow her fault.

Lara tried to explain. “I don’t
think he had anything to do with . . . the murder. He said he was
here to keep an appointment with Crystal. When he came up to the
door, he discovered the body, just as I did. Then he saw Karma
crying and running into the woods and followed her.”

“And, of course, you
believed him! You knew a killer was on the loose! Didn’t you once
think that it might be him?”

The sheriff’s words made her feel
naive and gullible. How could she explain her instinctive trust of
the man, the concern and compassion that convinced her he meant no
harm? Scott Tyler would mock these intuitive feelings, say they had
no basis in reality. “No, that’s not possible,” she maintained. “He
helped me find Karma!”

Lara could not see, but could
feel the burning of Scott Tyler’s eyes as he faced her. “Or were
you helping him find the child? What in the hell is wrong with you,
Lara Radburn?”

With one hand roughly on her
shoulder and one on his gun, he begin leading them back toward the
house, saying under his breath, “It’s damned lucky for the both of
you that I showed up when I did!”

 



Chapter
2

 


The rain Lara had sensed in the
air all day broke through the clouds with unexpected suddenness.
The light mist turned into a blinding downpour as they started back
down the path to the house. Strong wind shifted the branches, and
in a matter of minutes puddles formed, which Lara no longer even
attempted to avoid.

Karma made no sound or movement.
She was a dead weight against Lara’s rain-soaked body. Lara stopped
and attempted to switch positions to relieve her aching right
arm.

“Here, let me carry
her,” Scott Tyler offered once again.

“No! No! No!” Karma
cried out. Chubby, but strong hands, encircled Lara’s neck and
clung as if she were hanging on to life itself. When Scott
insisted, Karma’s words changed into short, gasping
screams.

“She’s all right,”
Lara said. “It can’t be much farther now.”

A twist in the path allowed them
to see the old house, rising two stories like a setting from
another century. Light diffused from every window and from a yard
light outside. Police vehicles with whirling lights parked so close
to the porch caused Lara to shiver, less from the drenching than
from the image that arose of Crystal’s lifeless form. Lara saw
again in her mind the spattering of blood that led from the porch
to the kitchen. Crystal must have been hit once at the table where
she was working. Trying to get away from the madman, she had
staggered into the kitchen, where he had followed and struck again.
Would she still be as Lara had left her, blood-soaked hair spread
across worn linoleum, dark eyes, pupils widened in death, staring
up at the ceiling?

Lara wasn’t aware of having drawn
to a halt until Scott placed a reassuring hand on her back. “We
won’t wait for an ambulance,” he said. “I’ll have one of my
deputies take Karma directly to the hospital. Wait here just a
minute!”

The sheriff went into to the
house. Lara, her hand pressed tightly to the back of Karma’s head
so the child would not look up and see the doorway, stepped back
into to the shelter of the big oak. She could heard the blare of a
police radio from one of the cars, see the lights of the sheriff’s
men combing the area.

As she waited, Lara’s gaze fell
to Karma’s doll, fallen face down from where it had been propped
against the trunk. Thinking the child would find comfort in some
familiar object, Lara drew forward. She bent to lift the doll, but
with a startled intake of breath, let it drop back quickly into the
puddle of water. The porcelain face, which some careless foot had
crushed against mud and stone, was shattered beyond
repair.

Scott Tyler returned with a thin,
uniformed man, and steered Lara around several cars toward one
marked Quachita County Sheriff. Lara worked Karma’s hands loose
from her neck and struggled to set her inside the patrol car. She
started to slip in beside her but was stopped by Scott’s
restraining hand.

“You will have to go
to the hospital later. We have need of you right now. There are
questions you must answer.”

“But she can’t go all
by herself!”

“My deputy will see
to everything. He’ll admit her to emergency. Our business won’t
take too long.”

“But Karma . .
.”

Lara glimpsed Karma’s
tear-swollen face looking back at her as the car swished away,
sliding a little in the mud, straightening out, then heading to the
highway. The sound of the siren had already grown dimmer before she
angrily faced the sheriff. “She needs me! Whatever you have to say
to me can certainly wait! I’m going to follow her in my own
car!”

The big form blocked her way. She
stared defiantly up at the squarish face, disliking him even more
than she had upon their first meeting, when she had confronted him
with what she had considered his inept investigation of her
brother’s hit-and-run accident. Scott, uniform sagging with
rainwater, managed to look determined; the way his jaw tilted
upward assured her of his total inflexibility.

Lara pushed by him and slid into
her car.

“Let me drive.” Was
he agreeing, then, to follow Karma to the hospital? Reluctantly she
moved over and he climbed in beside her, but he did not speak again
until they had crossed the iron bridge and turned on the highway
leading to Quachita Springs. “Our talk can’t wait,” he said staring
directly ahead. “But it won’t take long if you
cooperate.”

“You think your
investigation is more important than Karma’s welfare?”

“She’s not in any
danger. Not from that small wound.”

“But she will be
afraid all by herself! Do you know if she has relatives close
by?”

“We’ll check on that.
Until someone arrives, my deputy will stay with her.”

Feeling defeated and utterly
exhausted, Lara turned away from him. The back and forth, back and
forth, swish of windshield wipers sounded loud and harsh in the
stillness.

“I want you to tell
me all about the man you saw at tonight. Let’s start with a simple
description.”

She stared from the side window,
at the rain pounding against tree-covered hillsides. “He was tall,
six foot, trim, well-dressed in a dark blue suit. In his late
thirties, probably. Very black hair and eyes. Distinguished
looking. Some gray at his temples.”

“That’s just what I
thought.” Scott settled back in the car seat with satisfaction.
“The man I’m thinking of just got out of prison. No doubt he headed
right back to his old girl friend, found out she had been stepping
out on him, and . . . bamm!” Scott hit his large fist against the
steering wheel.

“This man didn’t look
like a criminal,” Lara exclaimed. “In fact he looked . . . cultured
. . . professional.”

“For every genuine
person there are at least two thousand frauds,” the sheriff
answered shortly. “And here’s one of them! All I need is for you to
make an identification. I have photos for you to look
at.”

“But why can’t I go
to the hospital first? Then I’ll stop by your office.”

“No, my dear, this
comes first.”

She did not like the way he
called her “dear” without any kindness or without even the
slightest indication of affection. She fell silent again, her
thoughts turning to the man she must soon identify. This stranger,
who she believed had come to her aid, had seemed so concerned about
Karma. How could he have just murdered Crystal and have been
intending to kill both the child and her? She just couldn’t accept
his guilt. His image arose vividly in her mind, his features as
they had looked illuminated by the last rays of fading sunlight.
She had read in him some quality that had caused her to trust him.
Could she have been so totally wrong? “Why are you so certain he’s
guilty?” she asked tonelessly.

“His running away
when I appeared does give me some faint indication,” Scott answered
with sarcasm. “What you want me to do is give him the advantage of
time. But I’m getting an APB out for him immediately, before he
runs so far away we have no chance of finding him!”

As his harsh words ended, he
pressed his foot harder on the gas. For a time, tires splashing
water in every direction, they sped along at breakneck speed. When
the lights of Quachita Springs came into view, he slowed the car
again, and casting Lara an oblique glance, that took in her muddy
dress and disheveled hair, stated, “I’m going to stop by your
place. See how fast you can change into dry clothes.”

~

The sheriff’s office was
dominated by a huge, marred desk, where haphazard stacks of papers
set among the jumble of candy wrappers and empty coffee cups. Scott
struggled free of his wet jacket and gave it a careless toss toward
a vacant chair.

When he turned, his blue eyes
fastened on Lara’s. His face in the brilliant light seemed even
more square, defined by prominent cheekbones and jutting jawline.
His brownish-red hair would probably always appear more crumpled
than combed.

Old feelings of resentment
flooded over Lara. How had this bungling man, who had failed so
miserably to investigate the hit-and-run death of her brother a
little over two years ago, have ever managed to win reelection?
Despite Lara’s promptings and pleadings during Mark’s
investigation, Scott had not acted at all.

“No one could make a
case out of what little information I have,” he had told her. “I’m
sorry, Miss Radburn, I have done everything I can.”

Inefficient, apathetic—but why
didn’t he look so now? He seemed just the opposite, eager to
prosecute, ready to convict the stranger who had helped her hunt
for Karma without even asking him a single question. Was it because
he had some special feeling for Crystal Mar himself? Or was he
looking for a quick conclusion to appease the people who had put
him in office and to satisfy what she believed to be an enormous
ego?

Creases deepened around Scott’s
eyes, as if he were reading in her face her low opinion of him.
“Sit down,” he said. He moved toward the coffee urn and returned to
hand her a paper cup. “After you make an identification, I’ll get
things moving. We’ll have him back in custody before
dawn.”

Lara took a long drink. The
coffee had a bitter taste, as if it had been heated and reheated
all afternoon. “You seem so very certain that he’s guilty,” she
said doubtfully.

“The man’s a
convicted criminal.”

“Convicted of
what?”

“Of armed robbery. I
sent him up myself.” Scott spoke over his shoulder as he shuffled
through files. “A violent man. The type that murderers are made
of.”

He placed a bundle of loose
photographs on the desk in front of her. After an accusatory
silence, he demanded, “Why are you so certain that he’s
innocent?”

Lara felt ridiculous trying to
explain to him why she had believed that the stranger had been as
concerned as she was over Crystal’s death.

The mug shorts were grouped in a
series of five. She spread several of them in front of her on the
desk. Under each face was a number, a description, and a name. Lara
skimmed the row after row of faces, hard, cold, unsmiling. She was
aware of Scott’s watching her, his lips very thin and bloodless,
pressed as they were into a harsh, tight line.

Lara restacked these shots and
laid out another group. As she did, her eyes locked immediately
upon one picture. Her breath caught—6’l”, 189 lbs., thirty-eight,
Dane Lanford.

Lara could not take her eyes from
the photo. The inner-fire she had first noticed appeared even in
his printed likeness, plainly captured in the large, black eyes.
His brow had an aristocratic curve; the nose and lips followed the
same distinguished pattern.

She began to feel slightly dizzy.
The features in the picture became vague and indistinct. Lara
brought a hand to her face and pushed aside the lank, damp locks of
hair falling across her cheeks. Was it merely fatigue that made her
feel such an unreasonable impulse to protect him, to place his
picture with the rejects, and to identify no one?

Why would she have such a crazy
desire to trust a total stranger? Particularly one just out of
prison? What if he were a cold-blooded killer and she, because of
some inane instinct, failed to perform her duty? For Crystal’s
sake, she must identify him. She had no other choice.

As if Scott were afraid Lara was
going to bypass the Lanford photograph, he stepped closer, asking,
“Do you see anyone that looks like the man you saw
tonight?”

Lara hesitated. “That’s him, the
third from the top.”

“You’re
sure?”

“Yes, I’m
sure.”

The sheriff—past experience had
made her consider him incapable of action—lost no time. She
listened to the sharp, quick sound of his footsteps as he crossed
to the door. He raised a hand in summons and several men entered
the room, which became loud with voices and commotion.

Her eyes strayed again to the
photograph, then raised to find Charles Cade, her father’s best
friend, standing squarely in the doorway. She had seen him earlier
today at her office, where he since his retirement from the police
force had helped Dad, and had continued after her father’s death
three years ago, to look after the Radburn’s once vast business
interests.

Lara rose, wanting as she had
many years ago, a child, like Karma, to rush into Charles’
protective arms.

Charles approached her in his
slow, calm way. He asked no questions, but she could tell by the
way he placed a reassuring arm around her shoulder that he knew
everything that had taken place.

“Stumbling into
something like this,” he said. “You poor kid.”

She looked up at his large, blunt
features, into the usually humorous, gray eyes that dropped down at
the corners, at his gray hair, wet from the rain. He liked to
laugh, to tease, and his face looked strange to Lara in its
seriousness.

Charles Cade listened to the
deputies’ voice on the scanner. “Male, Caucasian, 38, 6’ l”, 189
lbs, black hair, black eyes, last seen wearing a dark blue
suit.”

Lara, watching Charles, had the
strong impression that he had never fully given up his job as
police chief. Slow and cautious by nature, he looked as if he were
still in charge, calm and steady, amid the frenzy of
activity.

Scott spotted him. “Glad you’re
here, Charles. I was going to call you the first chance I
got.”

“I never need calls.
You know me,” Charles answered. “I’ve got a sixth sense when it
comes to trouble in Quachita.”

“Our own John Wayne,”
Scott observed, flashing a grin toward Lara. “But he’s ridden in
too late on this one. I’ve got our killer nailed already. Just a
matter of time.” He pointed at the photo. “Dane Lanford just got
out of prison. He beat it back here to get even with Crystal for
being unfaithful to him. My men are going over every inch of the
house now. We’re bound to find fingerprints, hair samples, some
clue, to establish a bonafide case against him.”

“I hope it’s going to
be that easy,” Charles replied.

~

In the quietness of the narrow,
hospital room, Lara listened to the sound of Karma’s breathing,
regular and steady.

Her face, so much like a baby’s,
looked very pale, framed by tangled, dark hair.

The doctor must have given the
child a sedative; she was sleeping so peacefully. The only sign of
trauma visible, other than the pallor, was the white bandage on her
forehead.

Very soon, Scott would contact
her grandparents, an aunt or uncle—surely someone must exist. Even
though the nurse said Karma would no doubt sleep undisturbed
throughout the night, Lara couldn’t bear to leave her so totally
alone.

Aloneness rang hollowly around
Lara. It was, after all, her own life’s story. Upon the separation
of her parents, Mark had stayed in Quachita Springs with Dad; Lara
had gone to New York with Mother. Mom had left her with one sitter
and another while she worked, while she filled her spare time with
her own entertainment that did not include Lara.

Where was Mother now? After Dad’s
death three years ago, she ran off with a salesman half her age.
Lara had seen her only briefly at Mark’s funeral, although she had
diligently traced her first to one place then another—to Seattle,
to San Diego—the correspondence all being one-sided. No matter that
Lara was of age, she still rankled from the stink of total
abandonment, the horror of being all alone in a world where no one
really cared.

She looked down at Karma again,
unable to resist the desire to smooth the child’s hair. Poor little
girl, no one would love her the way she knew her friend Crystal
had.

Overwhelmed by fatigue, by a
desire to sit down and cry, Lara abruptly left the room. The
corridor opened into a vast lobby fronted with a mass of glass. She
sank down into one of the chairs and watched the drizzling rain,
the occasional glimpse of car lights from the distant
highway.

Of all times to think of Mark, to
miss him! Of course, when she longed for the support of family, it
was Mark who came to mind. Dad had always been immensely busy. Lara
had admired his cleverness, how he had out of limited capital built
up a small empire. But she suspected that in the end, the content
of his heart was a filing cabinet filled with statements of
financial profit and loss.

Only Mark had stood by her, had
visited her whenever he could, had made long, confiding phone calls
and written endless letters. She and her brother had looked and
acted so much alike, no wonder people often thought of them as
twins. They were both of a slender build, with the same
sun-lightened hair and faint sprinkling of freckles across the high
bridge of nose, with identical brown eyes that showed a tinge of
green.

Between them had existed an
uncanny meeting of the minds, a primitive form of telepathy that
often allowed them to complete each other’s sentences or share each
other’s thoughts. When he was hurt or in trouble, somehow Lara
instinctively knew, just as she had known the night he had died.
Mark’s death had left such a deep and empty void. She had not and
would probably never fully recover from his accident.

She must not think of his death
tonight, not when her spirits were already totally downcast by the
tragedy of Crystal and Karma. Lara rested her head against the hard
back of the chair and closed her eyes. They felt gritty and dry,
despite the constant sting of tears. She simply would drive out all
thoughts of darkness and death, would refuse to admit images of
Mark’s body crushed by a fast-moving vehicle, or see Crystal lying
dead in the isolated house that Charles, acting as her agent, had
rented her.

The void she had momentarily
succeeded in capturing and that she was determined to hold began to
fill slowly with a sense of gnawing fear. Her startled eyes opened.
Was someone watching her?

Lara’s gaze darted toward a
nurse, who dispassionately read from a clipboard, skimmed to an
elderly woman, moving slowly toward the elevator. Her heart seemed
to stop in panic. She was fully conscious of an evil presence,
hidden, perhaps, in some dark recess very close to her.

A flash of lightning lit up the
dark, eerie sky that the great, glass panel brought so close into
the room. Could the killer, a maniac, be stalking her, be lurking
just outside the lobby? Or was her mounting fear only a product of
the terrifying happenings of tonight? Lara stared through the sea
of glass, whose reflections were distorted by the pelting rain.
Forms seemed to emerge from each shadow.

She stood up abruptly. She could
not allow herself to fall apart. If there were danger, it existed
for Karma, an eyewitness to murder, not for herself. The thought
made her hasten toward the child’s room.

Lara felt steadied by Karma’s
closed eyes, by the calm sounds of her breathing. She seated
herself in the chair by the child’s bed. She sat rigidly and
wondered how much of the crime the little girl had actually seen.
She was so very young—even if the killer knew the child had seen
him, would he believe he would have anything to fear from her
testimony? Common sense would say no, but in his violent, deranged
state, the murderer might not be willing to take the chance! A
shiver of fear ran over her.

“The child is not in
any danger,” a nurse’s voice, motherly and kindly, sounded from the
doorway. “You should just go home and get a good night’s
sleep.”

“I think I’ll just
stay right here . . . if you don’t mind.”

“We keep the rooms
cool. You’ll be chilly. I’ll bring you a blanket.” She disappeared
down the corridor.

Kept awake by coffee from the
visitor’s lounge nearby, Lara for most of the night maintained an
alert vigil.

She now twisted in the
unrelenting straightness of the chair beside Karma’s bed and tried
to settle back into the short, but deep slumber of the last
hour.

Without ever opening her eyes,
she felt aware of the gray brightness of the room. Morning had come
at last! Karma had awakened only twice during the night. Lara had
told her fairy tales until she had drifted back to sleep. And,
thankfully, Lara noticed that she still slept.

Groggily Lara tried again to
return to the comforting confines of her dream. Mark was seated on
the ground beside a battered fish box smeared with his messy
collection of paints.

Deftly his brush moved across the
canvas in his lap. Lara’s feet were dangling in the icy water of
the Quachita River. Mark, absorbed in his own vision of the autumn
hillside that stretched before them with color and beauty, only
half-listened to her constant chatter.

It took a long time for the vivid
impression of Mark, of a time long past when they had been happy
children, to begin to fade.

A nurse, one less agreeable than
the one who had allowed her to stay the night, appeared at the
doorway and announced with a sharp frown. “If you’re Lara Radburn,
there’s a gentleman in the lobby waiting to talk to
you.”

Lara, stiff from the
uncomfortable chair, rose and attempted to straighten her clothing
and hair. It would probably be Scott Tyler with some news for her
about the case. If it were Charles, he would simply have bounded
into Karma’s room.

She was surprised to find another
of her father’s friend, Whitney Jordan, waiting beside the lobby
desk. He was in his late forties, tall and rangy, with dark skin,
lined as if he had spent much of his time squinting against
brilliant sunlight instead of occupying a small, modest attorney’s
office just off main street.

Whitney’s look of alertness, his
gauntness, had always captured Lara’s artist’s eye; she always
thought of him as attractive despite the dominating, hooked nose
and the chin that tended to recede into the thin, leathery neck.
Part of his overall appeal centered on his fastidious neatness. He
now wore a rich tweed suit that contrasted with the color of his
blue eyes, one that fit with an exact perfection.

He extended both hands to her,
his grip conveying a great a concern. “I’ve been talking to Scott,”
he said.

Lara, unsure of whether or not
she wanted to hear any news from the sheriff, remained
silent.

“Lara, you look so
tired. Are you all right?”

Whitney Jordan, his wife Nancy
hovering, as always, in the background, had met her at the airport
when she had flown in for Dad’s funeral. Together they had embraced
and cried, for Dad had always referred to Whitney as family, and
despite the fact that they were unrelated, there was no doubt that
Whitney had considered himself Lawrence Radburn’s favorite
son.

“How is the little
girl?” He did not wait for her to respond, “What a ghastly ordeal
for you, Lara.” As he spoke he guided her toward the cafeteria. “We
need to talk. Let’s have a cup of coffee.”

The cafeteria, except for
employees, was totally empty. “Why don’t you find a seat.” Whitney,
with the great assertiveness that characterized him, left her to
fill a tray with coffee and glazed donuts. He didn’t speak again
until they both had sampled the coffee.

“After what Scott
told me, I thought I should come right up and talk to you,” he
said. In the silence he put on his rimless glasses, which drew
attention to the shrewdness of his eyes. He took a paper from his
vest pocket, and looking at it instead of at her, said in his deep,
serious voice, “Scott brought this copy to me. It’s Crystal Mar’s
will, which he found locked in a box inside the house. No doubt the
original is filed with her attorney at Hot Springs.”

Lara’s eyes fell to the document
then rose questioningly to his. “Why would it concern
me?”

Whitney didn’t answer her
question. “It was made out the 23rd of last month.”

“Living as she did in
my old house by the river, I don’t she would have had enough money
to warrant her making out a will.”

“According to this,”
Whitney responded, “she does have substantial holdings. Her
sculptures must have been selling well. But I’m not here to discuss
her financial condition, Lara. Scott wanted me to talk to you
because I’m a lawyer, because I have given you as well as your
father all of your legal advice. Crystal has done something very
much out of the ordinary.” As he spoke, he unfolded the paper.
“Scott thought it best that I discuss this . . . very unusual
matter with you.”

Whitney’s deep, penetrating eyes
held to hers. “Crystal Mar has named you as executrix of her
estate.”

Relief flooded Lara. “We didn’t
know each other very well. But in the short time since my return
here, we did become close friends. Probably our mutual love for art
made that possible. I helped her with several projects and she
probably trusted my judgment. Even though she never mentioned any
of this to me, I don’t find it that unusual.”

“If it were only
business,” Whitney said, “it would be simple enough.”

The steadiness of his gaze, that
usually inspired her confidence, caused her to shrink away from
him. What did he know that she didn’t? Why didn’t he simply tell
her? “There’s more to it than being the executrix of her will?” she
prompted.

“Crystal Mar has
named you as guardian of Karma.”

“What? Named me
guardian? How could she do that?”

“Didn’t you know
about this? Didn’t she ever discuss it with you?”

“I’ve only been back
here three months. Sure, we became friends in that time but . . .”
Lara’s voice died away, then she added with a moan. “To write out a
will at her age, to be thinking that Karma would need a guardian!
Crystal must have known someone was going to kill her!”

“She’s known for some
time that Lanford was getting out of prison,” Whitney
replied.

Lara, so he would not notice that
her hand was shaking, set down her coffee cup. “Have they found
him?”

“Not yet.”

The stillness lay thick around
them, like layers of mist over the Quachita River. Whitney’s face
was dark and placid. He did not once take his eyes from
hers.

“Being named in a
will as Karma’s guardian, doesn’t necessarily mean what you’re
thinking it means,” he said at last. “In fact, it is in no way
legally binding. Since there was no meeting of the minds between
Crystal and you, no contract on your part to serve in any capacity
whatsoever, there is therefore no responsibility on your part to
accept any position at all.”

“Was it really
necessary for Crystal to appoint an almost stranger to . . .”
Lara’s protesting voice drifted away. “Doesn’t she have any
relatives?”

“Crystal grew up in
first one foster home, then another. She was an abandoned child,
never adopted. Karma . . .” he tried to put it delicately, “has no
father on record.”

It was easy for Lara to ask
him—she had done so many times before. “Whitney, what so you think
I should do?”

“I would simply
decline to act as either executrix or guardian. If you get tied up
with all of this, you’ll never get back to New York City. And I
know how much that job as art editor means to you.”

“But what will happen
to Karma?”

“Orphaned children
are a very ordinary occurrence. The social system will place her in
a foster home . . .”

“That seems so
cold-hearted,” Lara interrupted. “To be left with strangers after
all she’s been through.”

Whitney lifted a donut from the
paper plate and matter-of-factly, as if he had grown immune to
other people’s pain, began to eat.

“Of course, even if
the court did appoint you as legal guardian fulfilling the wishes
of Crystal’s will, that still doesn’t mean that you would have to
take the child to raise. You could oversee her welfare, make sure
that she is adequately provided for and that Crystal’s assets are
used to Karma’s advantage.”

Whitney continued to speak, his
words sounding like excerpts from some legal textbook in his
office. She had ceased listening to him. Poor little Karma—was Lara
the only one who really cared what happened to her? She soon broke
in with a question, “Legally, would I have any trouble getting
custody of Karma? Maybe not custody, but I would like to take her
home with me. Temporarily.”

“I’ll see what can be
done.” Whitney stood up, his eyes squinting, making tight crinkles
elongate into his fleshless checks. “But, again, I would advise
against doing this. You have your own future to think of. You don’t
know who the father of the child is. You don’t know what might
happen next. There is no sense in getting involved in such a messy
situation.”

Whitney smiled a little as if in
attempt to alleviate the coldness of his words. “We’ve always been
good friends, Lara, square with each other. I won’t hesitate to
tell you straight out: this matter with Karma can only bring you
heartache.” His light blue eyes darkened. “Maybe worse. This is an
extremely dangerous situation—one that is very likely to bring you
harm.”

 



Chapter
3

 


Lara felt the pressure of Karma’s
small hand in hers as they stepped from the sterile hospital
corridor into the parking lot’s warming sunlight. The kindly
doctor, satisfied with Karma’s progress, released her to Lara’s
care a few hours earlier than scheduled on Friday afternoon. A wide
bandage barely visible beneath dark bangs still covered the
stitches upon Karma’s forehead. Lara was grateful the injury was
not expected to leave more than the faintest traces of a
scar.

Lara bundled Karma into the car,
then tucked the teddy bear she had asked Scott to bring her into
the child’s arms. At the stoplight, she paused to glance at Karma,
who sat quietly beside her, teddy clutched tightly, staring
vacantly from the window of the Taurus. Lara studied her forlorn
expression, the way her dark lashes cast shadows upon her pale
cheeks. Memories of the happy child who had talked a mile a minute
haunted her. Physically, Karma would heal. But Lara knew sometimes
the worst scars lay buried deep, somewhere within the
soul.

They rode in silence. Lara wanted
to reach out to touch her, say something comforting, but words and
gestures seemed ineffective. What could she do to ease the little
girl’s terrible loss?

“We’re home.” Lara
forced herself to sound cheerful as, ten minutes later, she slowed
in front of the sprawling split-level house that had belonged to
her father. As she pulled into the circular drive, she noticed Joan
Sommer’s car, the “Ozark Reality” upon its side, which matched the
one staked in the front lawn of the natural wood house with its
wide deck, sliding glass patio doors and many windows.

Because she felt the child needed
rest and quiet, Lara suppressed a feeling of annoyance as Joan
poked her head out to call, “Welcome home!” As they crossed the
hedge and approached the open front door, she added, “I hope you
don’t mind, Lara. I used my Realtor’s key to get in.”

Wiping frosting from her fingers
with a paper towel, Joan stepped back and proudly ushered them into
a room brightly decorated with balloons and paper
streamers.

“Is it my birthday?”
Karma asked solemnly. She looked bewildered, Lara thought, as if
uncertain how to react. Something in her eyes made her seem sad and
old beyond her years.

“It’s sort of an
in-between birthday,” Joan explained. “To celebrate your getting
out of the hospital and coming home with Lara.”

Attracted by the drifting
balloons, Karma wandered further into the room to
explore.

Lara felt apprehensive when Joan
drew her aside to whisper, “Poor little thing! She’s been through
so much. I thought a little welcoming party might cheer her.
Anyway, it’s just Charles and me. And Whitney might drop by
later.”

“She tires very
easily.” Lara’s worried gaze followed the child, who had wandered
from the spacious living room into the open, L-shaped kitchen area
where gifts and a half-frosted cake waited.

“Is it chocolate
cake?” Karma asked. No smile appeared on her face, only sober
curiosity.

“Yes, sweetheart,”
Joan called.

“Good.” Karma made
prompt response. “That’s the kind Mommy always makes.” She sat down
quietly at the table and folded her hands in her lap.

Lara and Joan exchanged cautious
looks. Lara had read somewhere that children were unable to grasp
the concept of death in the same way adults did. Still, Karma’s
innocent words made a chill invade the festive room.

The doorbell rang. “There’s
Charles!” Joan said. Lara moved quickly to answer the
door.

“I hope I’m not late.
Had a little stop to make.” He gave Lara one of his endearing
smiles. Lara’s mouth flew open. Squirming in Charles’ arms was a
puppy. Well, not exactly a puppy, but an awkward, half-grown brown
and white creature with enormous paws. “Thought the kid might be
able to use a pet.”

“My God, Charles!”
Joan cried, taking a step toward them. “A dog? I wouldn’t blame
Lara if she slammed the door shut right in your face!”

“He’ll make a good
watchdog,” Charles explained sheepishly. “Friendly as hell, but
very alert.”

Lara moved forward and scratched
the pup behind the ears. “Judging from the size of those paws, I’m
afraid he’s going to turn into an awfully big dog!”

“A good part German
Shepherd,” Charles boasted.

“And the better part
mutt from the looks of him,” Joan commented wryly. “Is he good with
children?”

As soon as Charles set the pup
down, Karma strayed timidly forward. She reached a hand out toward
the puppy, then drew back and glanced up at Charles for
permission.

“Go ahead,” he
encouraged, squatting down beside her. “He likes to be
petted.”

Experimentally she stroked the
pup’s shaggy head and gave an unexpected laugh at his delighted
wriggling. The rare smile deepened in Karma’s dark eyes as the
puppy lunged forward to lick her face.

“He’s telling you he
likes you,” Charles said.

“Are you sure he’ll
make a good watchdog?” Joan questioned. “If you ask me, he looks
too high-strung to be very responsible.”

“High strung is
exactly what you look for in a watch dog. You should hear his
bark.” Charles, smile quickly drooping, gazed from the puppy to
Lara. “I can return him, if you want.”

But, of course, it was too late
for any such notion. When Lara watched Karma place an arm around
the dog’s ruffled neck and hug him close, she knew the dog was here
to stay.

“He’s used to being
outside.” Once more, Charles looked hopeful.

Lara knew when she was defeated.
“There’s old shed out back.”

“Come help me get him
settled in, then” Charles said to Karma. “You can call me Uncle
Charles if you like. Now, what shall we name him? Sebastian’s a
good name. Or Beauregard.”

“Spot,” Karma replied
quickly. She looked up at Charles for approval. “He’s got
spots.”

Charles chuckled good-naturedly,
“So he does! Then to the dog, “By the powers vested in me, I hereby
christen thee Spot!”

“How do you like
that?” Joan commented as they watched Charles set the dog down in
the back yard. He began foolishly romping around Karma. Joan’s dry
voice sing-songed, “See Spot. See Spot run.”

Lara’s problems seemed to be
quickly multiplying. First a child, and now a half-grown puppy. She
knew owning a pet would only complicate things more when it was
time to return to New York.

Lara continued to watch from the
patio window. Charles’ and Karma’s voices rose happily above the
excited yips of the pup. For a while, her thoughts brightened. The
shaggy brown and white dog would give Karma something to think
about, to love, and this diversion would certainly make Lara’s task
easier. Still, she wished Charles had consulted her before bringing
them a pet.

“I’ve got to
finishing frosting the cake.” As Joan moved back toward the kitchen
table, Lara noticed she wore a dress beneath the candy-striped
canvas apron, and that she still had on heels, as if she had rushed
over directly from work.

“Thank you, Joan, for
going to all this trouble.” From the hall closet Lara took a gift
she had also been saving for Karma’s homecoming, and placed the
plain, rectangular box with the other brightly-wrapped
packages.

“You’re the saint,”
Joan insisted. She cast Lara an admiring look as she put the
finishing touches on the cake. “Taking in that poor, homeless
child!”

“I just couldn’t bear
the thought of her being shuffled around from stranger to
stranger.” Lara felt pangs of self-doubt. “I hope bringing her home
to stay with me was the right decision.” She glanced out at the
“For Sale” sign in the yard. “Right now, my own life is so
unsettled.”

“If you ask me,
coming home with you is the best thing that has ever happened to
that little girl.” Joan scraped frosting from the bowl and smoothed
it expertly along the edges of the cake.

“Whitney keeps
telling me she would be well off with foster parents, some people
he knows,” Lara said. Maybe it was her own sense of emotional
abandonment at an early age that had made Lara so reluctant to let
go of the child. “Crystal trusted me to watch out for her. If the
court does appoint me legal guardian, I’m seriously considering
taking her back to New York with me. I just don’t know if she’d be
happy. I want to do what’s best for the child.”

Lara felt a little awkward
confiding in Joan. She was several years older, Mark’s age, and
tended to control Lara, as she would have a younger
sister.

“I think it’s really
odd how Crystal chose to make you, a total outsider, guardian of
her child.”

“I wish I had known
more about Crystal,” Lara responded. Her friend of just a few
months had volunteered only bare facts about her past. Lara knew
she had spent time in Little Rock, where she must have attended the
University, that she had lived around Quachita Springs since that
time, that she had rented the old house by the river about two
years ago.

Joan’s words burst into Lara’s
thoughts, “I always thought she was a little weird. What kind of a
mother would name a child Karma? You know what that means,
‘fate?’”

“Fate is defined as
destiny. It can be good.”

Yet it was obvious that Crystal,
an artist, a drifter, a woman with secrets, hadn’t been a
traditional person, certainly not anyone’s idea of a typical
mother. Still Lara knew she had loved her daughter more than
anything in the world. And Crystal had placed that child’s future,
Karma’s destiny, in Lara’s hands. Not even Lara could understand
how this responsibility frightened her.

“Crystal must have
known she was going to die.”

Lara fought against the eerie
sensation left by Joan’s veiled gaze, by the ambivalent tone of her
voice.

“Maybe she got mixed
up with the wrong kind of people. Do you think she could have been
into something illegal?

“I’m sure Crystal
wasn’t involved in drugs, if that’s what you’re
thinking.”

“Then she must have
been hiding from something, or someone. Maybe it was a jealous
lover. Did she ever say anything about the child’s
father?”

“No.” An image of the
mysterious man Lara had encountered in the woods came back to her.
She remembered his deep concern for Karma, the gentleness in his
voice as he had comforted the injured child. No doubt he was
Karma’s father.

In a hushed voice, Joan asked,
“Do you think Karma . . . might have seen something?”

“The sheriff talked
to her in the hospital. Since she couldn’t describe anyone, Scott
is convinced Karma didn’t witness the murder or see . . . the
killer.”

“Thank God for that.
Then I guess she’s in no danger. Still, the thought of a murderer
running around loose in Quachita Springs gives me the chills. I
hope they capture him soon.”

Charles and Karma’s entering the
room put an end to the disturbing conversation. “Mmm—that smells
delicious,” Charles said, eyeing the cake. “I hope we’re not
waiting on Whitney.”

“He told me not to
count on him,” Joan said. “You know how hard it is for him to get
away.”

Charles helped Karma wash her
hands at the kitchen sink. Then, turning back to Joan, he teased,
“Aren’t you a little overdressed for the occasion?” Joan had
removed the apron to reveal a very chic, basic black
dress.

“I have an important
meeting at eight,” Joan explained. “Austin Graham is picking me up
here.”

Charles raised
a bushy eyebrow. “Am I hearing you right? The Austin Graham? The richest guy
in the state?”

“He may be Austin
Graham III, but everyone knows there’s only one!” Joan smiled,
flipping back chin-length ash-colored hair. “I hate to disappoint
you, Charles, but it’s not really a date.”

Lara, glad that the atmosphere
had lightened, began to cut slices of cake and place them on
plates. She poured punch and wished she had thought to brew a pot
of coffee.

“Not really a date,”
Charles mused, a sparkle in his eyes, as he took a sample
bite.

“We’re going to a
land development meeting at the new convention center. That’s all.
Did you know he’s thinking about putting one of his Graham Manors
right here in Quachita Springs?”

“Then maybe I should
invest in a new set of golf clubs.”

“Can I open my
presents now?” Karma asked quietly, picking crumbs from her plate
with her fingers. Even though she lacked the expected eagerness,
her plump, child’s face was no longer marked by tragedy.

“Of course,
sweetheart.” Joan handed her one of the brightly-wrapped packages.
“Open this one first.”

Karma undid the wrappings to
reveal a colorful kit. “Have you ever used finger paints?” Charles
asked. “I’ll bet you can make a pretty picture with
that!”

“I can.” With an
amiable lift of small shoulders, she added, “Mommy taught me how to
be an artist. I’ll paint a picture for Lara.” She put the paint set
aside and reached for another gift. She fumbled with the wrappings
and drew out a ruffled pink dress and a small assortment of
bracelets and bows.

“I have a feeling
you’ll look very pretty in that,” Joan said. Karma smiled up at her
as Joan reached out to wipe a bit of chocolate from her chin. “Just
like a little princess.”

Lara found herself touched by
both Joan and Charles’ efforts. She was grateful for their company
now, thought about how lonely it would have been coming home with
the child to a quiet, empty house. She didn’t even mind so much
about the puppy anymore. Not if it would help Karma
adjust.

Putting the dress aside, Karma
reached for the plain, rectangular box Lara had added to the
others. Lara drew in her breath, hoping Karma would like her
gift.

She saw the pleasure in Karma’s
eyes as she lifted the new doll with its long, shiny black hair and
smiling face from its box. Lara had tried very hard to find a close
replacement for the doll that had been ruined, which she knew had
been special. She felt a tug at her heart as Karma hugged the doll
close.

The doorbell rang. “That must be
Whitney now,” Charles said. But when Lara crossed into the living
room to answer the door, she found instead of her father’s friend,
his wife Nancy. “Whitney asked me to drop by,” she said. Her voice
was thin and breathless, almost a whisper.

“Come right on in and
join us.”

“Oh, I can’t stay!”
Nancy Jordan hovered uncertainly just outside the doorway. Although
the evening was warm, Whitney’s wife wore a loose sweater over her
thin, sloping shoulders. Wisps of limp, brown hair spilled from its
careless clip as if it had been put up hastily for this errand. “I
just wanted the little girl to have this.” Long, delicate fingers
offered Lara a small ceramic figure.

Lara accepted the wide-eyed
ceramic squirrel with its curled, bushy tail from her outstretched
hand, saying, “Won’t you come in for a few minutes and meet
Karma?”

“No, I can’t!” Nancy
stepped back, seeming as wide-eyed and startled as the little
creature she had made for Karma. “I really have to get
home.”

Before she could say more, Nancy
scurried with rapid steps down the walkway and out to her
car.

“Who was that?”
Charles called, craning his neck to see into the living
room.

“Nancy.”

“Why didn’t she come
in?”

“You know Nancy. She
couldn’t wait to get back home.” Lara moved back into the bright
kitchen. “A nice lady made this for you, Karma.” Karma examined the
gift and smiled at the amusing face, the large ears and bushy
tail.

“Whitney’s wife is
such a mouse,” Joan said. “I often wonder how Whit puts up with
her. He’s so dynamic, so involved! I’ve been trying to persuade him
to run for county attorney. Of course, Nancy doesn’t want him
to.”

“As long as my family
had been acquainted with Whitney, I’ve never really gotten to know
his wife. But,” Lara added, “It was thoughtful of her to stop
by.”

“Whitney made her do
it. She’s a real homebody. Doesn’t work, never turns up at any of
the social functions.” With a glance at the ceramic squirrel, Joan
said, “She spends most of her time with her ceramics.”

Lara’s eyes fell to the comic,
amateurish squirrel, and with a flash of pain she was reminded of
Crystal’s beautiful stonework and bronzes.

“She wasn’t always so
standoffish,” Charles said. “I remember when Nan and Whitney were
first married; they went everywhere together. After she lost the
baby a few years back, she just seemed to let herself
go.”

“She always looks so
pathetic,” Joan said. “Whitney really should get her some
help.”

“I’ll make coffee,”
Lara said, wishing to put an end to Joan’s sharp criticism. She
couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor shadow of a woman, who had
seemed too shy to even come in and meet the little girl.

“I’ve got an idea,”
Charles said to Karma. “Let’s see who can paint the best picture.”
Lara’s fond gaze followed the man and child as they slipped off to
the living room to experiment with the finger painting
kit.

“I hope to get Austin
interested in your hotel property,” Joan said. Her words captured
Lara’s attention as she began measuring coffee into the brewer.
“The land out there would be a perfect setting for one of his
resorts. The main drawback is the bridge. It would cost quite a bit
of money to widen the passage and, of course, he would insist on
paved roads.”

“I’ve been meaning to
drive out there and look around,” Lara said. “Do you know I’ve
never even met my tenant?”

“Jim Bearle’s a
shiftless sort, according to Charles. He has a lot of people coming
and going out there. You know, wannabe artists, mostly
riffraff.”

“But his checks have
been good and that’s a plus.” Lara countered. “I guess I feel lucky
to have the place rented. The hotel’s probably gotten pretty
dilapidated. Since I came back, I must admit, I’ve put off going
out there.”

Joan sadly patted Lara’s hand. “I
know. Since Mark’s accident, it’s hard for me, too, to cross that
bridge.”

There had been a time, long ago,
when Lara had thought Joan might become part of the family. Joan
and Mark had been childhood sweethearts, but had eventually gone
their separate ways.

“I think you might be
surprised at what’s been done out there. Mark must have sunk a lot
of money into renovation that last year before . . .” Joan’s voice
trailed off, then she added, “Still, developers are mostly
interested in the land.”

“I suppose eventually
the hotel will have to be torn down,” Lara said. Lara thought of
the “Graham Manors” brochure she had seen, sand-pink facades rising
like garish blights along the Texas coasts, in Colorado mountains,
along scenic rivers. Maybe because Mark had put so much of his
dream into the idea of an artist’s retreat, the thought of a
“Graham Manors” standing in place of the stately old stone building
depressed her.

Lara heard the puppy
barking.

“In three day’s time
you have a child and a dog named Spot. And you’re living in a
beautiful house paid for, free and clear.” Joan arched her brow. “I
shouldn’t say anything to jeopardize my commission, but maybe you
should forget about returning to New York. Let me take down that
“For Sale” sign. We’ll find you a husband and you can settle down
right here in Quachita Springs.”

“Joan!” Lara
protested, always astonished by her friend’s bluntness. Joan would
always be Joan, she guessed, pragmatic, down to earth, always
speaking her mind.

“Quachita Springs
isn’t really such a bad place. It’s unfair you’ve had such a bad
view of it. Since your parents divorced, you’ve come back here only
for funerals.” She shook her head. “And now this. It’s no wonder
you have the place associated with bad memories.”

After Dad had
died and Mother had left, Lara had even considered returning to
Quachita Springs to be near Mark. But at that time she had just
been offered the job as art editor for City Square, which influenced her to
stay in New York City.

Now regretful over her decision,
Lara looked in on Charles and Karma, who had spread newspapers out
on the coffee table and were busy on their pictures. Lara noticed
how Karma kept her new doll close by her side as she worked, and
she felt pleased that the child liked her gift so much.

“Charles is so good
with kids,” Joan said, coming up beside her. I really wish you’d
think about staying. “We could both help you out with Karma.” Lara
had forgotten how people in small towns tended to stick together.
“I’m getting sort of used to having you around.”

“Thank you, Joan. I
really appreciate your being here for me.”

“If things had been
different, we might have ended up as sisters in law.” A wistful
look came over Joan’s face, one crossed with pain. “You know, I
never really got over losing Mark. But it seemed that after he came
back from the university, he was like a stranger. Some professor
had filled his head full of ideas about making that artist’s
retreat. He convinced Mark it would be a way to supplement his
income while he worked on his oil paintings. The more involved he
got in renovating that hotel, the more time he spent out there.
Your dad had always hoped he’d show more interest in the real
estate business, but after your father died, he turned most of the
responsibility over to Charles.”

Joan remained silent for a while,
then asked sadly, “When people make new friends, why do they shut
out the old? It got so Mark didn’t even want to see me. And when we
did meet, I couldn’t even talk to him. I couldn’t understand him
anymore.”

When her brother had been alive,
Lara had never encouraged his relationship with Joan. Lara had told
herself Joan was too superficial, that her desire for material
possessions would get in the way of his dreams, of his plans of
becoming an artist. The thought that she might have been
over-protective of her only brother, resentful of anyone who might
step in the way of their special closeness, made Lara feel she
might have misjudged Joan. Because of Mark’s shining idealism, his
splendid talent, it had been hard for her to fathom anyone as good
enough for him.

“I can understand
Austin Graham,” Joan said. “When he sees a scenic landscape, he
wants to buy it, not paint it.” She gave a significant pause. “Real
estate and money. Realities a pragmatic mind like mine can
grasp.”

“Something tells me
Charles was on the right track about Austin being more than just a
business acquaintance.”

“Maybe I’m hoping our
relationship will develop into something more.”

“You deserve to get
exactly what you want.”

“So do you, kid.”
Lara sensed a softness beneath Joan’s hard edge that had never
noticed before. Maybe losing Mark had matured both of
them.

The sound of car wheels crunching
on the gravel driveway made Joan nervously smooth her hair. “Oh,
dear, Austin must be here already! Do I look all right?” She took a
quick glance at her reflection in the glass cabinet, saying, “I’m
so anxious for you to meet him.”

Joan hurried forward, but Charles
had already reached the door. “So you must be Austin Graham,” he
boomed, sounding impressed. Around Quachita Springs, and throughout
the Ozarks, Graham and his ambitious developments were already a
legend. “Come right in!”

“I can’t stay long.”
Declining the offer of a chair, Austin Graham, silver-haired,
dressed in a finely tailored suit stepped forward to greet
Joan.

“Austin, I’d like you
to meet my good friends, Lara Radburn and Charles Cade.”

Austin nodded in polite
acknowledgment. “So pleased to meet you.”

“And this is Karma,
who is staying with Lara.”

Austin smiled down at the child.
“What a nice picture you are making.”

As the adults exchanged
pleasantries about the weather, Lara noticed Austin’s gaze wander
about the room, as if admiring the rich damask draperies and
tasteful, heavy oak furniture Lara’s father had favored.

“Joan tells me you
are speaking at the new convention center tonight,” Charles said.
He leaned back in his chair and studied the successful entrepreneur
as a father might size up a daughter’s date for the
prom.

Lara, too,
subtly studied the man behind “Graham Manors.” She would have
recognized without introduction his thin, arched brows and
aristocratic features from the pages of the local paper. He
possessed a larger than life quality that the Quachita Times had time and again
successfully captured. He was stouter than she had imagined him and
only of average height, but fit, as if he made working out a daily
part of his regime. Only the steel-gray hair betrayed his age, at
least twenty years older than Joan.

“Is it true you are
considering locating one of your resorts here?” Charles
inquired.

Austin’s cool gray eyes sparked
with sudden interest. “Quachita Springs is booming! And I’d like to
be a part of that growth and development.”

Joan looked uneasy, as if she
expected Charles to inquire about free golfing. “Don’t you think we
should be going,” she urged.

“It was nice meeting
all of you,” Austin said as he gallantly ushered Joan toward the
door. Joan looked especially striking tonight, the picture of
understated glamour in the black above the knee dress that
accentuated the shapely curve of her slender legs. Lara was
reminded of the news photos she had seen of Austin, attending
charity balls and ribbon-cutting ceremonies, always in the company
of some attractive, younger woman who seemed eager to
impress.

Joan collected her purse and
turning back to smile and say, “Goodnight all,” left the
house.

“He’s got my vote!”
Charles said. “He gets old Uncle Charles’ stamp of approval. Joan
needs someone like him, older, solid.”

“Rich,” Lara added
lightly. Try as she would, she could not share Charles’ enthusiasm.
Deep inside she felt misgivings. Maybe it was the rumors of
Austin’s womanizing that made warning notes go off in her head. At
any rate, she knew Austin Graham was way out of Joan’s league, and
she didn’t want to see her get hurt. She knew that beneath the
pretense of sophistication, Joan was just a simple, hometown girl.
And, as always, when Lara was fond of someone, she felt the
terrible burden of protectiveness.

Since his wife Marie had passed
on, Charles was always the last to leave any function. He sank down
again on the recliner and accepted a cup of coffee.

“Here’s your
picture,” Karma, rubbing sleepily at her eyes, held up the painting
she had just finished.

“It’s simply
beautiful. Is it Spot?”

“Yes. But he
shouldn’t be blue, should he?”

“You have just taken
artistic license,” Lara smiled, reaching for the little girl and
drawing her into her lap. Karma rested her head contentedly against
Lara’s shoulder.

“It’s getting late,”
Charles said. “Guess it’s time I was going. Then, still reluctant
to leave, he added, “Unless you have another cup of
coffee.”

~

The house seemed quiet, too quiet
now that everyone had gone, Lara thought, as she half-carried Karma
up to her room and helped her wash and change into pink pajamas.
When she tucked her in, Karma asked for her doll.

Shadows filled the room as Lara
went back downstairs and located the doll lying near the finger
painting kit.

Automatically straightening the
room a little, Lara gathered up the paints, the new dress, and the
ceramic squirrel and carried them all up to Karma’s
room.

Karma, her teddy cuddled on one
side, the doll on the other, gazed sleepily up at Lara. “Will Spot
be O.K? He’s all alone out there.”

Lara paused to sit on the edge of
the bed. “He has a nice blanket and he’s got water and a bowl of
dog chow. I’m sure he’s very happy.”

Karma smiled. “I like
him.”

“And I like you.” She
felt small arms cling to her neck as she bent to kiss Karma good
night. As Lara held her, she smelled the scent of her skin, sweet
and freshly scrubbed with soap.

“I miss Mommy.” Karma
said softly as she settled down in bed. “Will Mommy be here
tomorrow?”

Lara reached out to smooth dark
hair away from the child’s pale forehead. Her fingers lightly
touched the bandage on her temple and all the horror of Crystal’s
death slammed back to her. “Your mommy wants you here with me a
while,” Lara said carefully, a catch in her throat.

“Then will you stay
with me until I go to sleep?”

“Of course I will,
honey,” Lara said.

“Tell me the story
you told me last time, about the princess.” Soon Karma nodded and
closed her eyes. As Lara sat in the darkness, gazing down at her,
she wondered what the child was feeling. A part of Karma must know
that her mother was never coming home. Yet, another part of her
wanted to deny the reality of her death. Grief would come in time.
Lara knew she would have to help Karma through the steps of
understanding, accepting, and letting go.

Lara sat with Karma until her
eyelids stopped fluttering and her calm and even breathing told her
she was had gone to sleep. Then she crept back
downstairs.

Alone, the silence seemed deep
and pervasive. Even the dog had quieted down and was probably
curled up on his blanket asleep. Lara thought about turning on the
television, then instead chose to settle down on the sofa with a
book. Sleepless nights at the hospital had made her drowsy and a
time or two she found herself nodding off.

~

Lara awakened to the frantic
barking of the puppy and Karma’s screams. Jolted into awareness,
she sat bolt upright on the sofa. Frightened cries broke through
her disorientation. Karma! The child must be having a nightmare!
Hysterical sobbing guided her steps as Lara stumbled up the pitch
darkness of the stairs to the child’s room to comfort
her.

“Darling, what’s
wrong?” Lara switched on the light, blinked against its blinding
brightness.

Karma sat huddled upon the bed,
knees drawn together, her face covered in her hands. Lara rushed
over and gathered her into her arms. “What’s wrong, Karma? Did you
have a nightmare?”

“A monster!” she
gasped. “The monster was in my room!”

“Calm down, honey.”
Lara held her and stroked her long locks of hair. “It was only a
nightmare. Just a bad dream. She eased the trembling child back
down on the bed and handed her the teddy bear that had fallen to
the floor.

“My doll! I want my
doll!”

Lara glanced around the room and
found the doll lying beneath the window. As she reached for it,
Lara felt a stab of shock go through her. Surely it was only a
trick of moonlight, her own overwrought nerves, that made it seem
to be lying in the exact position Crystal’s body had lain when she
had found her. Lara felt a chill creep up her spine. Why hadn’t she
noticed before how much the doll resembled Crystal? As she lifted
the doll, Lara drew in a horrified gasp. A smear of red paint
slashed across the plastic head, matting the shining dark hair. A
smear that looked like blood!

Behind her, she heard the child’s
terrified shrieking. “A monster was in my room!” she cried. “A
monster killed my doll! A monster killed my mommy!”

 



Chapter
4

 


The sharp, spirited barking of
the puppy had ceased, leaving only disquieting stillness. Hazy
blackness shadowed Lara’s vision, remained before her eyes even as
she turned back from the night to the sheriff. “This window was
closed when I left Karma’s room.”

“But it wasn’t
latched?”

“Apparently not. You
can see for yourself that it hasn’t been broken.” A mental picture
flashed to her mind of the intruder climbing up the iron
latticework that linked the deck with the garage. She could hear
the scrape of the window as it opened and picture how stealthily he
eased himself into the room. She could imagine his hunched shadow,
with eyes straining to locate the sleeping child.

Blackness again blotched her
vision, intermingled with the sheriff’s blue-clad form, with the
unyielding set of his features. “I’ve never been responsible for a
young child before,” Lara spoke uncertainly. “I hate to think what
could have happened if Karma hadn’t awakened! If I hadn’t heard
her!”

The sheriff strode to the window
and stared, as Lara had a moment ago, into the empty darkness
outside. His vigilance increased Lara’s anxiety. After what seemed
a long time, he turned back to her. “The little girl,” he said
quietly, “had a nightmare. No more than that.”

“Of course that’s
possible. But isn’t it also possible that he could have been right
here in this room?”

“Who, Lara?” His
asking seemed only a gesture, an attempt to prove himself right.
“Did you actually see anyone?”

“No, but . . .” Why
did he totally refuse to confront her doubts? Anger and terror
seemed to surge within her simultaneously, one as strong as the
other.

“I don’t believe
anyone was here tonight, Lara.” His words were calm and measured,
intending to reassure. “The little girl must have opened the window
herself.”

“What about the
doll?”

Lara felt an inward shudder as
Scott knelt down to inspect the doll, to study the horrifying glob
of red paint that looked so much like blood. “Karma painted the
doll herself,” he said finally.

The badge on Scott’s jacket
caught the light, seemed out of place on the rumpled uniform as he
rose. Lara did not meet his gaze, but she knew it would be
tolerant, even pitying. “You’ve been through so much,” he said. “I
can’t really blame you for jumping to conclusions.” Then, as if to
appease her, the sheriff added. “Of course, you did the right thing
calling me. No use taking chances.”

Lara had never resented the
sheriff as much as she did at this moment. She had never met anyone
so blind to anything but his own opinion. With a toss of her head,
she confronted him. “After what happened to Crystal, how could you
possibly rule out . . .”

“We went over every
inch of this ground,” he interrupted. “but we found no sign of any
trespasser. No car tracks, no footprints. Nothing.”

“How do you account
for the barking dog?”

Scott shrugged. “Dogs bark. At
cars. At other animals.”

Scott continued in his own line
of thought, “I’m no psychiatrist, but I’d say smearing paint on
that doll is this little girl’s way of acting out what she is far
too young to face. Tonight she was reliving the shock of
discovering her mother’s body, of seeing the blood.”

“Maybe and maybe
not!”

Lara attempted to move away from
him, but firm hands stopped her. “If Crystal’s murderer had been in
this room tonight, Karma would not be alive now! And if you had
tried to stop him, or even interrupted him, neither would
you.”

Her gaze caught the paint-smeared
doll and she felt overwhelmed by renewed waves of fear. “He could
have left this as some kind of . . . warning.”

Scott’s voice increased in
volume, as if this alone would stand for positive proof. “To think
Crystal’s murderer would crawl in the window and dab red paint on a
doll’s face is nothing but damned foolishness!” His strong hands
clasped her shoulders as if he might shake her. “Please, Lara. Try
to be logical.”

“What if he isn’t
logical? Look at the way Crystal was killed!”

“We haven’t caught up
with Dane Lanford yet. But I don’t believe for a minute he was here
in this room tonight. Oh, don’t get me wrong. If he thought the
girl had seen anything, he’d have no qualms about harming
her.”

Scott’s large hands dropped to
his side. She watched him pace around the room. “We were hoping
that Karma would be able to testify against him. But the police
psychologist who examined her at the hospital is certain Karma
didn’t witness the actual murder. Lanford watches the news. He must
know the child is able to tell us nothing. So what reason would he
have to come back and terrorize her now?”

“What if Dane Lanford
. . . isn’t guilty? Lara felt her stomach knot. “What if we are
dealing with . . . some madman?”

“Oh, Lanford’s guilty
all right! And probably about as far away from Quachita Springs as
he can get!” She saw Scott’s features harden, as if he bore some
kind of personal grudge against the man. “But don’t worry, I’ll
find him! And when I bring him in for questioning, I’m going to
hold him, some way, until I get a case against him. One that will
put him away for good!”

Lara chilled at the reminder that
the man she had encountered in the woods the night of Crystal’s
murder was a convicted felon. She envisioned the enigmatic stranger
and recalled how she had been instinctively drawn to him, compelled
to trust him. “You mentioned this Lanford had just been released
from prison.”

“Ever since he came
to town, there’s been nothing but trouble out at that artist’s
retreat!” Scott said vehemently. “He uses that ‘charm’ of his to
attract followers. He’s surrounded himself with riffraff and he’s
fooled them into believing themselves great artists. I knew right
from the first his being here meant disaster!”

“Why was Dane Lanford
in prison?”

“For some time,
Lanford had been trying to purchase some original paintings from an
affluent, elderly couple here in town. But they weren’t interested
in selling. Then one night, these priceless paintings were
stolen.”

Lara had mentally prepared
herself to hear some crime of passion or brutal violence and felt
something akin to relief. “He was convicted of theft,
then?”

“Grand larceny. You
don’t know how hard I worked to get that conviction! Lanford’s an
expert at winning people’s confidences. And, damn it, people are
taken in by him. Even the Baxter’s weren’t fully convinced of his
guilt!”

Lara remembered John and Martha
Baxter. Mr. Baxter was a retired banker, and the couple lived in
one of Quachita’s finest homes along the north side of the
river.

“It was an open and
shut case. I found the paintings in the trunk of Lanford’s car,”
Scott went on hurriedly. “We also had a very reliable witness that
placed his vehicle near the Baxter’s home at the time of the
robbery. You would think that would be enough proof to convince
anyone!”

“Who was the
witness?”

Scott hesitated. “A neighbor.” He
appeared not to want to discuss it further for he turned away,
grumbling, as he did, “I pick these criminals up and what happens?
They’re turned lose in a few months and I have it all to do again!
Lanford didn’t serve much more than a year! And now look what he’s
done!”

Scott’s attention came to rest
once more upon the painted doll. He picked it up and studied it.
“Too bad we couldn’t get any identifiable prints. Then you’d know
I’m right about Karma.” His voice was slow and definite.
“Discovering her mother’s body brought on this severe trauma. She
can’t contain it, so it has taken this form.” His blue eyes raised
to hers, as if he were for her own good determined to go on. “Maybe
Karma will get over this, maybe she won’t. If I were you, I’d let
the social workers take over. They are experienced. You’re not.” He
placed the doll upon the dresser, dismissing it, then turned and
said in summation, “This whole evening proves one thing: Karma
needs therapy.”

“The therapy she
needs is patience and love!”

Scott Tyler leveled a challenging
look at her. “Do you have enough of that for someone else’s
child?”

His mind had been closed to all
of her concerns during the investigation of Mark’s death and was
just as closed now. The stone wall of resentment in Lara’s mind
rose a little higher. “You can be certain of it!”

Scott continued to gaze at her
steadily. “Let’s go back downstairs,” he said.

Scott waited for Lara at the
doorway. As she approached, he stepped in front of her, blocking
her way. As if sensing the disapproving censure of her thoughts, he
said bluntly, “We got off to a wrong start a long time ago. I know
you blame me for not finding the driver involved in Mark’s
accident. But let’s not let this affect our relationship
now.”

She hadn’t realized how
transparent her feelings were. “Did I ever say I blamed
you?”

“You don’t have to. I
can see it in your eyes, hear it in everything you say to me.
Listen, I knocked myself out to find that car. I worked day after
day, long after everyone else had given up. It was one of those
impossible, dead-end cases. No one could have solved it. But, Lara,
I’m still trying.”

For an instant she wondered if
because of her own grief over her brother, she had judged him too
harshly. Maybe it was unfair of her to harbor resentments because
he had been unable to find a hit-and-run driver who had vanished
into the night, leaving behind no clue.

Scott could also be entirely
right about what had just happened here. The sheriff would surely
be competent enough to detect signs of an outside entry. And Lara
of all people could not deny the fact that Karma was experiencing
extreme emotional shock, that might, if she didn’t counteract it,
become permanent.

Lara’s eyes raised to Scott’s.
Surely, she had been overreacting to Karma’s nightmares and to the
bizarre, unexpected sight of the paint-smeared doll that looked so
very much like Crystal.

Scott’s voice softened as he
searched her face. “Even though I know it’s not returned, Lara, I
have always had a very special feeling for you.”

~

Lara followed Scott down the
stairway. Over the square frame of his shoulder she could see
Charles, whom she had called even before she had called the
sheriff. He was seated on the couch, with Karma in one arm and
Spot, wiggling and waggling, in the other. Charles’ presence
restored some sense of normalcy and stability.

His gray eyes met hers and he
nodded reassuringly as if he had everything under
control.

Lara felt a rush of gratitude.
Charles had no children of his own, which had brought him closer to
Mark and her. He had been around at every crisis in her life and
how glad she was that he was here for her now. Karma had taken to
Charles instantly, and Lara knew his comforting appearance tonight
provided for her the same sense of warmth and security it had for
Lara long ago.

“Did Karma tell you
anything?” Scott demanded.

Charles frowned slightly, then
shook his head. “Nothing that makes sense.”

“Let’s not upset her
anymore tonight,” Lara interceded, with a worried glance toward
Karma.

The child, withdrawing a chubby
hand from the puppy’s squirming head, looked directly at Lara. Her
tragic, dark brown eyes became liquid, and her voice so imitative
of Lara’s, announced, “My Dolly’s gone. I won’t see Dolly
anymore.”

Lara felt her heart wrench. “Of
course you will.”

“No. No, I
won’t!”

“She just needs
washing off. Why, she’ll be as good as new.”

“No! No! No! I don’t
want to see her anymore!” Karma burrowed her face against Charles’
jacket.

As he relaxed his grasp on the
puppy, the dog leaped up and began licking his face. Pushing Spot
away and attempting to quiet the child, he said, “I like rag dolls
better myself. I think I’ll buy you one of them.”

Karma’s face remained tightly
pressed against Charles’ shoulder, as if his offer did not even
tempt her.

The puppy, reacting playfully to
Charles’ shove, leaped forward again.

“Put him outside,
will you, Scott?”

Scott lifted the romping dog.
“You’re being evicted,” he said good-humoredly. Holding the puppy
made him seem less insensitive, even, Lara thought, quite likable.
The sheriff shuffled Spot outside, closed the screen door between
them, and stood surveying the dark yard.

When he turned back to them, a
grimness had overcast his features. He drew closer until he towered
in front of Charles and Karma, saying in his brusque manner, “I
could leave a deputy here until daylight.”

At the sound of his voice, Karma
raised her head. She looked up timidly, first at Lara. Then her
eyes shifted to the sheriff and she cowered back. At the same
instant a shrill, piercing scream tore from her lips.

Scott’s voice, his tendency to
abruptness, must have frightened her. Still Lara felt her legs
weaken as Karma, in desperation, clung frantically to Charles.
“Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Lara gasped.

“There’s nothing to
be afraid of!” Charles soothed. Worried gray eyes over the child’s
head met Scott’s.

Scott’s tall form became even
straighter. “She’s remembering that she saw me that night Crystal .
. .” the sheriff’s sentence faded off, but the tempo of his voice
increased as he continued to explain. “It’s just like I told you,
Lara. She definitely is reacting, having what we called in the
army, flashbacks.”

Charles rocked the child back and
forth, saying, “It’s OK, Dimples. Everything’s all right.” Karma’s
screams had subsided, were slowly giving way to short, choked
sobs.

Scott leaned over her. “I’m not
going to harm you, Karma.”

The child shrank at the touch of
his hand on her shoulder.

The image returned to Lara’s mind
of Dane Lanford gently coaxing Karma from her hiding place in the
rocks, of a terrified and bleeding child extending trusting arms to
him. Karma had not been in the least bit frightened of Dane
Lanford; yet she remembered now how Karma had refused to allow
Scott to carry her that night. Why was she so afraid of
him?

“It’s the gun,”
Charles said, as if he had tuned in to her thoughts. “Almost all
young children are afraid of guns. And uniforms.”

“Right.” Scott Tyler
moved the holster until it was out of Karma’s sight. Then he
squatted in front of the couch. “Come on, Honey,” he encouraged,
holding out his arms, attempting to win her away from Charles.
“Cops are the good guys.” He tried to interest her in his shiny
badge. “Don’t you know, I’m here to protect you?”

Karma turned tear-stained face
away from him and huddled closer to Charles.

“I’ll just take her
into the kitchen,” Charles said. “We’ll see if we can find some ice
cream.”

“No! No, I don’t want
ice cream!”

Scott, solemn in the face of
Karma’s rejection, said, “You might as well stay where you are. I’m
going now, anyway.” He brushed past Lara, saying, “I’ll be as close
as the phone if you need me.”

Lara followed Scott to the front
door. There he faced her, steady, blue eyes looking deeply into
hers. “I know a good psychiatrist, Dr. Meg Warner. We often call
her in when young children are involved. I can get Karma an
appointment with her right away.”

“If you think it will
help her,” Lara answered.

“She’s a very
disturbed little girl,” Scott said emphatically.

“Who wouldn’t be?”
Charles boomed an indignant retort toward the door the sheriff had
just closed. “Poor little kid!”

Karma, fears slowly ebbing,
crawled from the couch into Lara’s lap. The steady, creaking sound
of the rocker soon began to soothe both her and the child. Very
slowly Karma began to relax and the sound of her breathing became
deep and easy.

Lara smoothed the strands of
tear-damp hair that fell across the smooth, baby face. Scott was
probably right about tonight; still, after what had happened to
Crystal, she could feel no assurance concerning the child’s safety.
Perhaps it was wrong to want to keep Karma with her. If someone
meant to harm the child, Lara might not be able to protect her!
Maybe she would be safer in police custody, with foster parents.
But would they want her, love her, the way Lara did?”

No, Lara thought fiercely.
Crystal had trusted Karma to her and she wouldn’t let her down! As
she cuddled the child now sleeping so peacefully in her arms, she
knew she could never bear to trust her to anyone else’s care. Nor
would she even consider giving her up permanently. Maybe Karma and
she could leave Quachita Springs soon. Once in New York, they would
be free and safe!

Charles, as if sensing her
troubled thoughts, said, “I don’t see any reason why you and Karma
couldn’t go back to New York very soon. I was talking with Whitney.
He seems to think he can speed up this court work so your
appointment as guardian will be approved. Then there will be
nothing to keep you here.”

“What about your
wanting to retire?” Lara asked. “I came back here to sell out, to
settle all the business affairs. So far I’ve accomplished
nothing.”

“I can stay on for a
while. We’ll get Joan busy selling what holdings you have left. You
don’t have too much at stake here anyway. Your father sold all the
good property before he died. And as for Mark, he sank all of his
assets and all the cash he could drain from your old man, into that
blasted hotel. Why, I don’t know. It’s a white elephant if there
ever was one.”

“Mark had such hopes
for the place. Have you ever been out there?”

“Once or twice. Each
time I saw Dane Lanford, surrounded by his lively little colony of
artists he called his students.” Charles chuckled. “Scott thinks he
is some kind of demon, that he mesmerizes his blind followers and
exploits them.”

“And you? What do you
think?”

“Definitely the man
has a kind of charisma. Frankly, at first I thought Mark was lucky
to have persuaded someone of his stature to join him in such a
shaky venture. In the beginning, things seemed to be going so well.
Mark’s paintings were starting to sell faster than he could finish
them.”

After a period of silence,
Charles went on, “Lanford always called Mark his protégé. Crystal
Mar was another of Lanford’s successes. You know how popular
“Crystal Mar” sculptures were becoming. Before she studied under
Lanford, she had never sold one single work.”

“Does anyone actually
stay out at the hotel now? I mean, besides this Jim Bearle, who
pays the rent.”

“It used to be packed
full. After Mark’s accident things began to fall apart. When
Lanford began serving time, most of his students scattered. Except
for a handful of drifters.” Charles paused. “Jim Bearle, there’s a
cutthroat for you. He looks like a Mafia hit man instead of a
painter. And Hallie Parker still hangs around out there, they say.
She has herself quite a reputation here in Quachita Springs.” He
smiled a little. “But not as an artist.”

Charles leaned back on the couch.
The lines around his eyes and mouth had tightened as if he were
deep in some deliberation. After a while, he said, “There’s
something I should have told you on your last visit, Lara, but you
were so upset. And I didn’t know what good it would do.”

Lara felt her body grow tense.
Her arms tightened around the sleeping child. She knew that what
Charles was going to say would concern Mark and would support her
own view of what had happened to him.

“Right before Mark
was killed, one day in the office, Mark confided in me, ‘I’ve
trusted the wrong person.’ I’d never seen Mark like that, so hurt
and shocked. He went on to say, ‘I’ve suspected for a long time
that I’m being cheated, now I have definite proof.‘“ Charles ran a
hand thoughtfully though his gray hair. His brow remained furrowed,
as if he were trying hard to recall Mark’s exact words, “‘I’ve
gathered all the evidence I need and very soon these documents will
be in the right hands.‘“ Charles, who had been avoiding her gaze,
now looked at her. “I keep thinking of that.”

“Did he say who was
cheating him?”

“No. Whenever I tried
to question him about it, he clammed up. Wouldn’t say another word.
But . . . I have a feeling a woman was involved.”

“Why?”
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