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Chapter
1

 


Lightning streaked through the
late afternoon sky, followed by ear splitting cracks of thunder.
Rain pelted the lifeless form lying on the sodden
ground.

“Trevors, get over
here!”

Daniel Trevors moved away from
the crowd of curious onlookers that had gathered, at the same time
wondering what it was about tragedies that brought people out. He
motioned for two officers to relieve him, then rushed to his
partner’s side. “What’s up, Ben? I thought you said the guy had a
heart attack or something.”

“Take a look at this.” Ben
pointed at the corpse lying face down.

Daniel squinted, then focused his
eyes to where Ben was pointing. “Who in God’s name would have done
this?” he exclaimed, examining the puncture wounds in the man’s
jacket. “He must have been stabbed twenty times!” He looked at his
partner. “You don’t think this is connected with the other three,
do you, Ben?”

Ben Wilson shrugged his
shoulders, pondering the question. “I don’t know what to think,
Daniel. It looks like the poor guy was ambushed from behind.”
Lightning flashed. He looked up at the sky. “This storm’s getting
worse.” He looked back down at the victim. “Tell homicide to get
their asses over here.”

Daniel ran to the car and radioed
homicide, then walked back over to his partner. “Do you think we
have a serial killer on our hands, Ben?”

Ben thoughtfully scratched his
head, then looked at Daniel. “What else can we think at this
point?”

~

Jackie Davis stared at the
cloudburst from the window of her dance studio. Lightning streaked
through the darkened sky. She hoped the storm would let up before
her class ended, and at the same time wondered if her students for
the next class would show up. She didn’t want to reschedule if she
could help it because it would mean giving up a day she had planned
for something else.

She felt a tug at her arm and
turned away from the window. “What is it, Jessi?” she asked with a
smile, looking into the child’s frightened eyes.

“I’m afraid of the storm,” Jessi
answered in a quivering voice. “The lightning scares
me.”

“It’ll soon be over,” she said,
soothingly. “Go back to the bar and work on your stretching
exercises with the other girls. I’ll be there in a minute. She
patted the child’s shoulder, then watched as the chubby youngster
cautiously made her way over to her classmates.

Jackie turned back to the window,
staring again at the raging storm and feeling her mood becoming as
black as the sky. Not long ago she had thought her life was under
control. She had made her own decisions and lived exactly the way
she saw fit. She hadn’t wanted to be tied down to anyone; that
would only complicate her free nature. But recently, something had
happened that made her question her priorities. She had to make
some decisions about her life.

~

Daniel Trevors hurried down the
street to the Davis Dance Studio. He stood inside the door, leaning
against the doorjamb as he caught his breath. He smiled at the
group of young dancers as they twisted and turned their bodies in
an attempt to imitate their teacher.

Jackie caught his eye and winked.
“Okay, young ladies, that’s it for today. I’ll see you on
Thursday.” She picked up a towel and mopped her forehead as she
made her way over to where he stood.

“What brings you here, Daniel?”
she asked with a forced smile. She hoped he hadn’t come to pressure
her about resuming their relationship.

“I had some business a couple of
doors down, so I thought I’d drop in for a minute to say hello.”
His eyes traveled around the studio. “You’ve done a great job with
this place.”

Jackie remembered only too well
how deplorable this property had been when she first saw it. But
she had a vision of what it could be; it seemed that she was the
only one who saw the potential. Her energy and enthusiasm knew no
bounds and she spent endless hours scrubbing, painting, and
refinishing every inch of her studio. The end result was a bright
and cheerful room which she proudly opened to the
public.

“Thank you.” She threw her towel
on a chair. “I’ve got a few minutes until my next class. Can I get
you anything? A soft drink?”

“No, thanks,” he
answered.

She looked into his dark,
brooding eyes and sensed that he wasn’t here for a social visit.
This was only the second time, since she had known him, he had come
to the studio. The first time was when she had called him to
investigate some broken windows. “What is it, Daniel?” she
asked.

He took her hand in his. “I don’t
want to alarm you, Jackie, but there’s been another murder—four
doors from here.”

She stared wide-eyed at him.
“That’s four in the past month! What’s going on?” she asked, her
voice becoming high-pitched.

He drew her into his arms hoping
to calm her trembling body. “Please be careful, Jackie,” he said
softly, gently running a hand over her shoulder. He felt her
stiffen. “What’s wrong?”

She pulled away from him.
“Daniel, we’ll never be more than friends. Please don’t expect
anything else.” She picked up her ballet shoes. “I’ve got to get
ready for my next class.”

He watched her closely as she
changed her shoes, her leotard clinging to her shapely and
well-conditioned body. Her energy amazed him; it always had. He
often wondered how she built the stamina to sustain the rigid
demands her many classes put on her. She was unique, and he wanted
her back.

He opened the door, turned and
looked at her again. She was a strange woman. She had such a hold
on him that no matter what he was doing, he couldn’t rid his mind
of her. She consumed his thoughts. And she had made it perfectly
clear to him that they could only be friends. But still, he yearned
for her. His only hope was that someday she would change her mind
and love him the way he loved her.

She waved to him. He smiled,
waved good-bye, then slowly left the studio. He had a long night
ahead of him and he wasn’t looking forward to it. A cold-blooded
killer lurked somewhere in the shadows and his instincts told him
that it was only a matter of time before the killer would strike
again.

~

Jackie walked the six blocks to
her apartment enjoying the freshness of the night after the earlier
heavy rain. Bright stars lit the sky and a light breeze made it a
perfect night for walking. She wished her mind was as clear as the
night, but Daniel invaded her thoughts. He wanted something from
her that she was incapable of giving to him or any other man. If
things were different, she knew he would have her heart. She loved
everything about him—his warm smile, the laugh lines around his
beautiful dark eyes, his slim, but firm build, but most of all, she
loved his genuine compassion for others. She admired the way he
raised his daughter, and still gave his all to his work. He seemed
to have an endless reserve of energy. When he said he was available
day or night, he really meant it.

Jackie reached her modest
apartment building, slipped inside, slamming the security door
shut. She pulled the mail from her box, grabbed the evening paper,
then walked the three flights to her apartment. Once inside her
apartment, she slipped off her shoes and carried them to her
bedroom. She was tired, but knew that going to bed now would only
mean hours of tossing and turning, so she grabbed a magazine from
the nightstand table, walked to the bathroom and drew a bubble
bath.

~

Daniel sat at his cluttered desk
eyes focused on a stack of papers all needing his immediate
attention. But he couldn’t focus on the other cases—not now. The
murders had his full attention. This case was one of the most
difficult and bizarre he had ever seen and he had no clues or
motives. The murderer was slick. At first Daniel’s theory had been
a drifter passing through, but after the second murder that theory
quickly dissipated. He gulped his coffee and signed a few
reports.

“Ready to call it a night?” Ben
Wilson yelled from his desk.

Daniel stood up. “Yeah, we’ve got
the early shift tomorrow.” He stretched. “And with this case, we’ll
probably be putting in a lot of overtime.”

Ben laughed. “So what else is
new? There’s always something to keep us here. But all work and no
play makes Ben a dull boy. I think I’ll go to Bennie’s for a
couple. Care to join me?” he asked, pulling on his
jacket.

Daniel glanced at his wristwatch.
“Not tonight, Ben. Thanks anyway.”

“Got a hot date?” he
teased.

“Don’t I wish. Nah, I’ve got to
get home.”

“Such are the demands of single
parenthood. But Jenny’s a good kid.”

“She is. I just need to spend
more time with her.”

“Well, I’m going to run, then.
See you tomorrow.”

Daniel watched Ben, wondering how
the man balanced his reckless lifestyle and career. Ben Wilson was
a couple of years older. He had been through a bitter divorce
following ten years of a stormy marriage. Now he acted like he
wanted to make up for those lost years of freedom. He partied every
night with a different woman and loved telling Daniel of his
indiscretions. On many occasions he had tried to set Daniel up, but
each time Daniel had firmly refused. He wanted someone with whom he
could have a meaningful relationship. He wanted a solid foundation
to build a future life with only one woman. He hoped that someday
Ben would see that there was more to life and want something
deeper. He knew that Ben would never jeopardize his career. He was
a good cop and his instincts were sharp. But Daniel worried about
him just the same. He saw the loneliness etched on Ben’s face as
the holidays drew near. Ben’s ex, Sylvia, had moved across the
country making it impossible for Ben to have much of a relationship
with his only child, Josh. Ben pretended he was happy, but Daniel
saw through his act. It was only a performance to hide the pain he
was really feeling. In the beginning, Daniel had tried to reach out
to Ben, but embarrassment made Ben retreat into his own world where
no one could touch his heart again. Ben thought his moment of
weakness would make him less of a man. But Daniel knew differently
because he had been there himself years before.

Daniel set his coffee cup next to
the coffee pot, then grabbed his jacket.

~

Half an hour later, Daniel pulled
into the garage. After locking the garage, he walked up the front
sidewalk of his comfortable home making a mental list of chores to
do around the house. He noticed that every light in the house
appeared to be on. He smiled as he was certain the electric company
did every month when they sent him his bill. Jenny always left
every light burning until he was safely home.

“Hi, Dad,” his fourteen year old
daughter greeted him as he opened the door.

“Hello, honey,” he answered,
throwing his keys on the entrance hall table. He walked into the
living room then sat down in his easy chair. He pulled off his
shoes, wriggling his toes. “Is your homework finished?” he
asked.

“Yeah, I didn’t have too much.”
She sat on the carpet in front of him. “I cleaned the house, Dad,
and I have your dinner warming in the oven—meat loaf.”

He smiled, rumpling her hair.
“Honey, you don’t have to do all this. I want you to enjoy yourself
like a teenager should.”

“I don’t mind, Dad, honest.” She
stood up. “Do you want me to get your dinner?”

“No, thanks, Jenny. I’ll get it
in a few minutes.” He stretched his legs. “Anything special going
on this weekend?”

She shrugged. “Not that I’ve
heard.”

He eyed her carefully. “Anything
you need to talk to me about?”

“No.” She smiled. “Everything’s
great, Dad.”

“You wouldn’t hold anything back
from your Dad, would you?” he asked with a smile.

“Like what?”

He frowned. “I don’t know. Boy
problems, or should I say, Troy problems?”

“Dad!”

“Well, you know pretty soon
you’ll be going out without chaperones, and . . . .”

She rolled her eyes. “Are you
going to change the age I can go out alone with boys?” She laughed
as he slowly shook his head from side to side. “I didn’t think so.”
She gave him a hug. “I guess I’ll go to bed. I have a science test
tomorrow,” she said, making a face.

“You’ll do fine as usual, honey,”
he said confidently.

After she left the room, he
picked up the evening paper. After glancing at it for a few
minutes, he tossed it aside, then leaned back in his chair, closing
his eyes. His mind drifted through the dark recesses of his
memories to a place he kept hidden from the world, but crept out of
the silence to haunt him from time to time. Back then he thought
the world was his. He was filled with life and very contented. His
wife Becky and he had just purchased this house and were
comfortably settling in with their new baby daughter Jenny. He
still couldn’t remember when Becky had begun to change. It had
happened so subtly—little things grew into mountains. When he
pressured her into having another child she had put him off
repeatedly with the same answer: One is enough. Today he knew that
was the best choice considering what Jenny had endured the first
ten years of her life. And he knew that he would always feel guilty
for the pain and suffering his child had experienced. He blamed
himself for not paying closer attention to what was happening in
his own home. He was too busy protecting the city to notice what
was happening under his own roof.

Daniel sat up and looked at a
picture of Jenny hanging on the wall. It was taken last spring. She
was so beautiful and he knew that he would believe that even if she
weren’t his own flesh and blood. He thought of the past again. He
knew that Becky was becoming more depressed with each passing day
and he had tried so hard to lift her spirits by planning
mini-vacations, lavishing her with expensive gifts, flowers, candy,
nights out on the town, but nothing worked. He couldn’t make her
happy. He began to believe that something must be wrong with him.
She was a model mother—loving and attentive and Jenny seemed to
thrive in her care, so Daniel threw himself even deeper into his
career. He never noticed that his bubbly daughter was slowly
withdrawing from activities, friends, and even him. She was like a
vibrant spring flower that had withered and died once the first
sharp bite of autumn had enveloped it.

On a bright and sunny day,
reality hit him between the eyes when he received an emergency call
to come immediately to Jenny’s elementary school. He had no warning
that within minutes his life would be drastically changed
forever.

He was ushered into the
principal’s office where Jenny sat huddled in a chair with her head
bowed. He rushed over to her gathering her into his arms. “Don’t
you feel well, honey?” he asked.

Slowly she lifted her head. Her
eyes held no emotion and appeared to stare through him. But Daniel
was more concerned with what he saw. “My God!” he choked. “Who did
this to her? What kind of school are you running here? She’s only
eight years old!” His stomach churned as his facial muscles
tightened. His eyes were wide as he stared in disbelief at his
daughter’s bruised cheek and swollen eye.

“This didn’t happen here, Mr.
Trevors,” the principal, Mr. Johnson, answered. “Her teacher sent
her to me when Jenny arrived at school this morning.” His thin face
was rigid.

“Then who did this?” he
demanded.

The man ignored Daniel’s
question. “Someone from the Department of Child Welfare will be
here shortly.”

Daniel pulled himself to his
feet. “Are you accusing me, Mr. Johnson?” He eyed him
coldly.

Mr. Johnson continued to ignore
his questioning.

“I’m a police officer—I deal with
this sort of thing every day, but I never expected to find my own
child battered and then be accused of doing it.”

“No one is accusing you, Mr.
Trevors. This is standard procedure,” Johnson answered
tersely.

“Did you call my
wife?”

“There was no answer.”

Daniel became angry at the way
Mr. Johnson seemed to be cautiously eyeing him. He studied
Johnson’s features. He was a small man, no more than 5’8’‘ tall and
Daniel guessed his weight to be about 140 pounds. His milky
complexion proved that he spent most of his time
indoors.

The door opened and Johnson’s
secretary escorted the social worker and two police detectives
inside.

Daniel walked over to his
co-workers. “Look at my kid! I want some answers now!”

“Mr. Trevors, I’m Julie Mason
from the Department of Child Welfare. May I question your
daughter?”

Daniel glared coldly at the young
woman. “What the hell is going on?” he demanded.

Dale Cohen laid a hand on his
arm. “We’ll get to the bottom of it, Daniel. In this type of case,
you know the procedure,” he answered sympathetically.

“Now I know how the innocent
parents have felt when I’ve had to question them.” He shook his
head, then threw up his hands. “All right,” he said calmly. “Will
you please tell me what is going on?”

“That’s what we intend to find
out, Mr. Trevors,” Julie answered. “I need to ask Jenny some
questions.”

“Ask her what you have to,” he
answered.

She walked over to Jenny. “Hi,
honey.”

Jenny shyly raised her eyes.
“Hi,” she answered in a barely audible voice.

Daniel felt like he was
suffocating in the small office. The woman’s questions seemed
endless. She started by getting Jenny to talk about her friends,
school, and then her home life. He thought the questions would
never end, but when they did, he knew that he would never be the
same.

“Jenny, will you tell me who did
this to you?” Julie gently asked.

Jenny’s eyes grew wide with
fear.

“Was it one of your friends?”
Julie coaxed.

The child shook her
head.

“Did it happen at
school?”

She shrugged her
shoulders.

“Honey, please tell
us what happened,” Daniel prodded. “You need to tell us so this
person can never do this to you again.” His words came out soft and
soothing, but inside he knew what he would do to the person who had
inflicted these blows on his child.

She looked into her father’s
eyes.”

“Come on, honey. Please tell
us.”

Her eyes brimmed with tears, then
spilled over. “Mommy,” she whispered.

“Mommy will be here soon, baby,”
Daniel whispered, as he knelt by her side, protectively putting an
arm around her. He felt her small body stiffen. “What’s the
matter?”

Julie noticed the way Jenny’s
eyes grew fearful at the mention of her mother’s impending arrival.
She laid a hand on Jenny’s shoulder as she knelt in front of the
child. “Did your mother do this to you?”

“Oh, come on,” Daniel said
angrily. “Her mother would never—”

“Yes,” Jenny choked.

Daniel’s eyes grew wide. “What? I
. . . .” His hand trembled.

“Can you tell us why she did
this, Jenny?” Julie continued.

Jenny nodded.

“Was this the first time your
Mommy hit you?”

She shook her head.

Daniel felt like he was watching
a slow motion movie of someone else’s life because there was no way
that his mind could comprehend how this could have been going on
right in front of him without a clue. Or were there clues that he
had failed to act upon? Guilt overwhelmed him as his daughter
proceeded to tell of the years of abuse she had been put
through.

“Tell me about this morning,”
Julie said in a soft voice.

Jenny sniffled. “I wasn’t
careful.”

“What do you mean,
honey?”

She looked into the woman’s eyes.
“I spilled my milk.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened. His eyes
met Julie’s.

“Honey, everybody has accidents.
I’m always spilling something.”

“But Mommy gets mad.” Her voice
was low. “Only bad kids make messes.”

“Honey, that’s not true,” Julie
answered. “Did she hit you every time you spilled
something?”

She nodded. “If I tell, then I’ll
get locked up.”

Daniel felt nauseous. “What do
you mean, baby?” he asked in a cracked voice.

She nestled closer to her father.
“Daddy, don’t send me away,” she whimpered. “I’m trying to be good.
Don’t tell Mommy I told you.”

Daniel held her closer. “Jenny,
Daddy would never send you away. Did Mommy tell you that I
would?”

“Yes.”

Daniel looked again to Julie and
saw the sympathy in her eyes. “Tell us what Mommy told you.
Please?”

Jenny shuddered as she took a
deep breath. “Mommy said you wouldn’t believe me. If I was bad you
would send me to a place where all bad boys and girls go and you
would never see me again,” she cried.

Julie patted her shoulder. “No
one is going to take you away from your Daddy, honey.” She looked
at Daniel. “I don’t need to ask her any further
questions.”

“What now?” Daniel
asked.

“We’ll wait until your wife gets
here.”

Ten minutes later, as Daniel sat
with Jenny cradled in his arms, Becky burst into the room followed
by a detective who had been summoned to find her.

All eyes turned to her. If she
noticed, she didn’t seem to care. She rushed over to Daniel and
Jenny.

“Don’t come near us!” Daniel
shouted.

She stopped in her tracks. “What
did you say?”

Daniel saw the confusion in her
eyes and heard it in her voice. “You heard me, Becky. Stay away
from us.”

“I—I don’t understand, Daniel.”
She reached out for his arm.

He pushed her hand
aside.

“I want my daughter!” she
cried.

Jenny lifted her head from her
father’s shoulder. She stared at her mother.

Julie saw the fright in the
child’s eyes.

“Oh, no! Who did this to my
baby?” Becky screamed. “Tell me!”

Daniel was stunned. For the first
time he understood what was happening. Becky had no recollection of
abusing her own child. Daniel stared at her. He didn’t know what to
do. So many emotions flooded through him at once. He despised her
for what she had done to their daughter, but at the same time
realized that she honestly had no comprehension of committing these
vile acts against her own child . . . a child she had nurtured in
her womb. He shook his head as he walked over to one of the
detectives. “You’d better call the state hospital,” he
whispered.

“Jennifer, let’s go out to
lunch,” Becky was saying. “Maybe Daddy can get away from work to
join us.” She looked hopefully at Daniel.

Jenny grabbed Daniel’s hand. “No,
Daddy . . . please! Don’t make me go with her.”

“It’s okay, baby,” he whispered.
“I won’t let her hurt you ever again.”

Julie whispered to Mr. Johnson.
“Is there an office I can take Jenny to . . .” She nodded to
Becky.

“Of course,” Mr. Johnson replied.
“Go through this door.” He pointed to a door behind
Daniel.

Julie took Jenny’s hand. “It’s
okay, honey,” she whispered as she led Jenny to the room. She knew
the scene which would inevitably take place.

Daniel stood uncomfortably
looking at his wife. She was dressed to perfection with every hair
in place. He wished he could look deep inside her mind to gain some
understanding of what was happening to her. Her look of
bewilderment made him pity her. He kept his distance even though
she pleaded with him to hold her and tell her why everyone was
treating her so harshly.

When the ambulance arrived she
didn’t put up a fight, but left willingly. Daniel knew that the
lost look in her eyes would haunt him for the rest of his
life.

The next two years were a
nightmare. Becky’s mental health declined rapidly and at the end of
two years she had no recollection of him or Jenny. One crisp spring
morning, she peacefully died in her sleep never knowing why Daniel
had deserted her. Part of Daniel was relieved that her suffering
was finally over, but another part of him yearned for
understanding. He would never know when his wife had begun to lose
her mind or if she had always been this way. He would always wonder
whether he could have helped her if he had only known.

He stood up, stretching. He
walked upstairs to Jenny’s room, opened the door and stood watching
her as she slept. A faint smile crossed her lips, then disappeared
as quickly as it had come. He tiptoed over to her and kissed her
cheek, then walked back downstairs and into the kitchen to eat the
dinner she had prepared.

~

The bright morning light cast a
glimmering ray over Jackie as she lay sprawled on her back in bed.
She squinted against the bright light. She needed sleep, but knew
that she had to get up and prepare for her morning classes. She
turned the ringer back on her phone. Last night she had turned it
off so she could get some much needed peace and quiet. Almost
instantaneously the phone rang. For the first time, Jackie realized
how shrill and demanding the sound was to her ears. It rang a
second time. She bounded out of bed and grabbed it before it could
assault her senses for the third time.

“Hello,” she breathlessly
answered.

“I finally reached you, do you
know I’ve been trying to call you since last night?” the voice
babbled on.

Jackie wasn’t quite awake and
tried to focus her mind on the caller. “Oh, Ariel, I’m sorry. I was
so tired after classes yesterday, that I just collapsed when I got
home. I don’t think a bomb could have woke me,” she
lied.

“I’ll forgive you this time, my
friend. Anyway, I called to remind you that this afternoon we have
to pick up your matron of honor dress,” she said
excitedly.

“I’m glad you called . . . I’d
completely forgotten that it was today. What time do you want to
meet?”

“How about two o’clock at
Rachel’s?”

“I may be a few minutes late, but
I’ll get there as quickly as I can.”

Ariel laughed. “I’ll wait.” She
paused for a few seconds, then said, “Jackie, you don’t seem to be
yourself today. Is anything wrong?”

“No, I’m fine, really. I’ll see
you at two. I’ve got to run.” She hung up the phone, then looked at
her bed, longing to climb back in. She sighed. She wished she could
bury her head under the covers and never have to come back out. She
smiled at her childish musings.

The phone rang again, startling
her. She reluctantly answered it.

“I just wanted to say good
morning to my lady,” the deep voice tenderly greeted
her.

Jackie’s heart beat quickened.
“Rick, we’ve got to stop seeing one another.”

“Is that what you really want?”
His voice was passionate.

She hesitated. “You know it’s
not, but Ariel is my best friend. Do you know how I feel every time
I see her? For God’s sake, Rick, she’s going to be your wife in two
weeks!” she said remorsefully.

“But you’re the one who has my
heart,” he softly answered. “I could never love another woman the
way I love you.”

“I don’t think that you know what
love is,” she stated.

He chuckled. “I know that I don’t
want to be with anyone, but you. You’re on my mind constantly,
consuming my every thought.”

“Then call off the wedding,” she
insisted.

“I can’t. We need the money.
After a couple of years, I’ll seek a divorce and a hefty
settlement. Then you and I can get out of this city and spend the
rest of our lives together.”

Jackie’s head was spinning. “We
would be living off of Ariel.” She inhaled deeply. “I can’t deal
with this right now, Rick. I’ve got a class at ten.”

“How about tonight?” he
asked.

“I can’t . . . maybe . . . I’ll
let you know.” She shook her head as she hung up the phone. She
threw her clothes on and rushed out of the apartment.

~

Rick Tucker studied himself in
his mirror. He knew that he was attractive to women and didn’t need
to be told even though many felt the need to tell him. Wherever he
went, women flocked to him like bees to honey. He smiled as he
looked at his naked body. Years of working out kept him in top
physical condition. He lifted weights every other day, and on the
even days ran at the track. His body and looks combined to get him
what he wanted out of women. It never took him long to ease into
the graces of some of the wealthiest women in the world. Some
called him a playboy, but the term never offended him. He would
play as long as his admirers would pay. He didn’t mind selling his
body. Sometimes he even got some pleasure out of the deal. But in
his circle it wasn’t called prostitution.

The past two years had been
difficult for him. The socialite he had been involved with took him
for a ride. He should have seen it coming, but didn’t. She was one
up on him from day one and had caught him completely off guard.
Broke and with no where to turn, he had ended up here, in this city
of strangers. Here he would make a new start. He sold his soul, but
the rewards were tremendous. No matter how much money he made, it
was never enough. He lived frugally when he had to, but his
appearance never let on to his hard times. He studied his penis . .
. that was his secret weapon. When he made love to a woman she knew
that she had been made love to. He admired his size and knew the
women did, too. No one walked away from Rick Tucker unsatisfied. If
she did, then it was through no fault of his.

When he met Ariel Cameron, he
knew that his lifestyle would be greatly enhanced. He would never
forget the night he met her because that was also the night he met
Jackie. He was sitting at the bar of a swanky hotel, toying with
his drink, when the most beautiful woman he had ever seen swept
into the room. She was accompanied by another woman who was
attractive in her own right, but didn’t hold the fascination for
him that the first woman did. He watched as they were escorted to a
table.

He smiled, recalling how easy it
had been to get the women’s attention. After he had had a bottle of
wine sent to their table, it was only a matter of minutes before
they invited him to have a drink with them. He didn’t waste any
time finding out their current financial standings. Jackie Davis
was everything he had ever wanted in a woman, but Ariel Cameron had
the money. Through wise investments, her parents had left her more
than financially secure.

Rick smiled as he reached for his
razor. He studied his appearance once again.

~

Daniel looked over his shoulder
at the good-looking woman making her way to his desk. Her dress
clung seductively to her, making her look cheap, as her hips swayed
while the heels of her shoes made light tapping sounds on the dingy
tiled floor.

She reached his desk, her cool
blue eyes taking in the immediate surroundings. “Are you Detective
Trevors?” she asked in a low voice.

“Yes, I am. What can I do for
you?”

“Are you handling the
investigation of the recent stabbing?” She looked hopefully at
him.

“Yes, I am. My partner Ben Wilson
and I are working with homicide.” He studied her carefully,
noticing how her bottom lip trembled slightly. “Do you have some
information about the case?” He leaned forward in his
chair.

“I’m not sure . . . maybe.” She
fumbled with the strap of her small purse. “May I sit
down?”

“I’m sorry. Of course.” He
motioned to the chair closest to his desk.

She sat down, nervously clutching
her purse.

“So, what do you know about the
case?” he asked grabbing paper and pen.

“My . . . my brother was one of
the victims,” she whispered hoarsely.

“Maybe you’d better start at the
beginning. What’s your name?”

“Stephanie. Stephanie
Rinehart.”

He was thoughtful for a moment.
“Yes, he was the second victim . . . found on Elmhurst and
Wayne.”

“I should have contacted you
sooner, but I was afraid for my brother’s reputation,” she said
apprehensively.

“Please fill me in, Miss
Rinehart,” he said eyeing her carefully.

She drew a deep breath. “Joseph
was a good man. He was a hard worker and genuinely a kind person .
. . everyone who knew him liked him.” She took a tissue from her
purse and dabbed at her eyes. “But he was hiding something. I just
knew it. He started spending money like he was a millionaire.
Several times I questioned him about it, but he told me to stay out
of his personal business.”

“Maybe he had a second job,”
Daniel offered.

“I found out that he did.” She
cleared her throat. “He was selling drugs,” she blurted
out.

“Can you prove it?”

“I followed him one night shortly
before he was murdered. He went to the warehouse on the east side .
. . you know the place?”

“Yes, it’s been vacant for
several years,” Daniel answered.

“I parked my car and sneaked up
to the entrance. The door was open a crack and I saw Joseph talking
to another man.”

“Did you know the other
man?”

She shook her head.

“Can you give me a description of
him?”

“Good looking with long
side-burns, a thin mustache, and wears wire-rimmed glasses. He’s
probably in his mid-thirties.”

“How was he dressed?”

“Very well-dressed.”

“Did you hear a conversation?”
Daniel asked.

“At first they were speaking in
low voices. Then Joseph handed the man an envelope. The man looked
inside, then took out a stack of bills. He counted the money, then
accused Joseph of ripping him off. Those were his exact words.
Joseph denied his allegations, but the man told him that he had
forty-eight hours to either come up with the money or the
drugs.”

“So you believe your brother was
running drugs for this guy?”

“Yes. I didn’t want to believe
it, but I know what I witnessed with my own two eyes.” She wadded
the tissue she was holding. “I couldn’t believe it! My own brother.
The father of two beautiful children, doing something like that!”
She dabbed at her eyes again.

“Did you ever confront him about
what you had seen?” Daniel asked.

“Yes, I did. He pleaded with me
not to tell anyone.” Her voice softened. “He wanted to provide the
best for his family and he just couldn’t make it on his salary. I
told him that the money he was making selling drugs would never
make him happy.”

“How long was he doing
it?”

“I don’t know. It must have been
at least six months. He never would tell me . . . that’s just my
guess.” She took a deep breath. “I disowned him as my brother the
night I confronted him. The next night he was murdered.” Her voice
trembled, then broke. “If I had only gone to the police with this
information he might be alive today. I blame myself and I will have
to live with it for the rest of my life,” she sobbed.

Daniel gave her a few minutes to
compose herself before speaking. “You may have just given us some
very pertinent information, Miss Rinehart. Now, with your
permission, I need to have you sign a formal statement testifying
to what you have just told me.”

“I’ll do whatever I have to get
that bastard off the streets.”

“Okay, then, let’s do
it.”

~

Ariel Cameron peered out of the
dress shop window. It was already half past two and Jackie was
nowhere in sight. She knew that becoming upset was a lost cause
because Jackie had been this way ever since they had become friends
in junior high school. No matter the plans, Jackie was always
running late. They were complete opposites, but early on had agreed
that this was what made them fast friends. Ariel had been raised as
a pampered little princess and after much pleading, had been
allowed, against her parents better judgment, to attend the local
junior high school instead of being sent to a boarding
school.

She had almost regretted her
decision until Jackie Davis befriended her and took her under her
wing. Jackie was outgoing, independent, energetic, and fun loving;
the exact opposite of Ariel. Gradually though, Jackie managed to
bring Ariel out of her shell and surrounded her with her simple
enthusiasm for life. Ariel’s happiness had always been bought for
her, but Jackie showed her the things that money could never
buy.

Ariel held a dress against her
thin frame as she daydreamed about her fiancee. The night she had
met Rick she was certain that he would bypass her for Jackie. It
always happened that way even though Jackie never encouraged it.
Jackie just had a charisma that naturally attracted men to her. But
that night Jackie had excused herself from the table to give Ariel
a chance to speak alone with Rick. Ariel would be forever grateful
to her for that courtesy. Ariel had not only been captivated with
Rick Tucker’s looks, but also with his genuine interest in knowing
everything about her and her family background. By the time the
night had ended, she had secured a date with him for the following
evening.

A hand gently squeezed her
shoulder, startling her back to the present.

“What were you
thinking?”

“Rick!” She threw her arms around
his neck. “What are you doing here?”

“Just making sure everything is
under control.” He kissed her cheek. “Now, tell me, what has you so
starry-eyed?”

She smiled up at him. “As if you
didn’t know.” She looked at the clock. “I hope that Jackie didn’t
forget that she’s supposed to meet me here. She’s always running
late, but this is late even for her.”

Before the sentence was finished,
Jackie came bursting through the door. “Sorry I’m late,” she
breathlessly called.

“Nice to see you, Jackie.” Rick
smiled.

Jackie regained her composure as
Rick kissed her cheek.

“I’d better let you two attend to
your business.” He drew Ariel to him, her back facing Jackie. He
passionately kissed his bride to be as he winked at
Jackie.

Jackie threw him a warning look
as she turned to the dresses. She took one from the rack and
delicately held it up while Ariel and Rick said their good-byes.
Her heart pumped irregularly as she felt the sharpness of Rick’s
eyes on her back. His eyes seemed to be boring through to her very
soul and she knew that the kisses he so freely gave to Ariel could
never match the passion she shared with him. She felt her face
flush, so said, “I’ll try this on,” as she hurried into the
dressing room.

Once inside, she leaned against
the wall to steady her trembling legs. The wall felt cool against
her hot flesh. She felt weak as she relived the passion the two of
them had shared. “Oh, Rick,” she whispered, “why can’t I get you
out of my system?”

“Let me help you try it on,”
Ariel smiled as she entered the cubicle and took the dress from
Jackie’s hands. “This is perfect for you, Jackie.” She noticed how
Jackie’s hands were shaking. “Are you okay?” she asked, concern
filling her voice.

Jackie gave her a faint smile.
“Just a little dizziness . . . I skipped lunch.”

Ariel looked closely at her. “You
need to get on a better schedule.”

“Yes, mother,” Jackie
teased.

Ariel smiled, then gazed at the
dress. “This is beautiful.”

“It is special,” Jackie
murmured.

~

Jenny sat at her dressing table
experimenting with makeup. “What shade of eye shadow should I use?”
She turned to her friend.

“I think Troy likes blue the
best,” Amanda Kane answered. “Hey, did you ask your Dad about
Saturday night?”

Jenny frowned. “Not really, but
he’s always trying to get me more involved in activities.” She
laughed. “So how can he say no?”

Amanda smiled. “But I’ll bet that
you didn’t tell him about Troy.”

“What’s to tell? He knows that
I’m going out with him,” she answered as she chose a blue pair of
earrings from her enormous collection of costume
jewelry.

Amanda walked over to her. “Yes,
but not without a chaperone,” she teased. “If he finds out, he’ll
kill you!”

Jenny turned to her. “Then he
won’t find out, will he?” She looked defiantly at her
friend.

“But you’ve always been so
perfect.”

“Well, maybe it’s time for a
change,” she sniffed. “I’m tired of being so sheltered. I want to
have some fun.”

“That’s my style, besides, I
don’t have to worry about answering to anyone,” Amanda laughed
bitterly, “because no one gives a damn about me.”

“Come on, Amanda, your family
really cares about what happens to you.”

She flopped down on Jenny’s bed,
then rolled onto her stomach, propping her chin up on her hands. “I
used to hope and pray that they did, but I know it’s just not so.
When I walk out the door, no one cares where I go or if I ever come
back,” she retorted.

“Well, I care,” Jenny said
firmly. “You’re my best friend and a lot of fun to be around. So
quit being so morbid and help me pick out the perfect outfit to
wear for Troy.”

~

“Jenny, what time will you be
home?” Daniel asked as he scanned his newspaper.

Jenny’s face flushed. “Oh, I
forgot to tell you, Dad. I’m going to sleep over at Meg Stedman’s
house. Is that okay?”

Daniel laid his newspaper down.
“Remember that I want you to stay with your friends tonight. I know
that Troy Miller will be there and I don’t want you to go off alone
with him,” he said resolutely.

“I won’t, Dad.” She kissed his
cheek. “I’m going to wait outside for Mrs. Stedman. I’ll see you
tomorrow.”

“All right, honey, have a good
time.”

~

Jenny sat next to Troy, nervously
toying with the beer he had placed in her hand.

He moved closer to her, then
slipped his arm around her shoulder. “I’d like to kiss you,
Jenny.”

She turned her face toward him,
wondering what to expect. She had never been kissed before and her
heart pounded with anticipation.

Troy’s lips felt like they were
crushing hers. They were soft and wet; definitely not what she had
dreamed they would be like. She pulled away from him.

“What’s the matter?” he
whispered. “I thought that’s why you came here tonight.”

“I just wanted to spend time with
you and get to know you better.”

“I know one way we can get to
know each other better.” He smiled showing a perfect set of white
teeth, then enclosed her in his arms.

 



Chapter
2

 


Jackie was leading her young
students through their warm-up exercises when out of the corner of
her eye she spotted someone staring at her. “All right, young
ladies, please continue your bar work and I’ll be right back.” She
grabbed her towel and rushed over to the restroom where she knew
Rick would be waiting for her.

He smiled appreciatively at her
as his eyes hungrily took in her body. He pulled her into the
restroom, then shut the door.

“What are you doing here?” she
demanded.

“After seeing you today, I am
overcome with passion. I need you now!” He nuzzled her neck with
his lips.

“Rick, I’m in the middle of a
class. Besides, I’m all sweaty.”

He laughed. “Baby, when I’m
through with you, you’ll know what being sweaty really is.” He
stared into her eyes. “I’m sure you haven’t forgotten.” He searched
her eyes.

She placed her hands on his
chest, pushing him away from her. “Rick, go . . . I’ve got work to
do,” she whispered loudly.

“Come on,” he pleaded.

“No!” she stated
firmly.

He grew serious. “What’s with
you, Jackie? You’re not much fun these days.”

“Maybe I’ve been doing some
thinking about us,” she began.

He raised his eyebrows. “Don’t
tell me I’m going to get a lecture on morals, from you of all
people?” he asked sarcastically.

“I feel cheap and dirty for what
I’ve done to Ariel. I can’t keep hurting her like this.”

“But she doesn’t know about
us.”

“I can’t continue this
relationship when you take her for your wife. I need you out of my
life once and for all.” She looked into his eyes, but could read
nothing there.

“You’ll never be rid of me,
babe,” he whispered. “I’m the only man who will ever be able to
satisfy you. I’m a part of you. I’m in your blood, just as you are
in mine. You’ll be miserable without me and you know it. You’ll
never be able to take it. I’ll always be the part that sustains
you.” He looked deep into her eyes, then abruptly turned and left
the studio.

Jackie leaned against the cool,
tiled wall of the small room. Emotionally she felt twisted and
drained. An exhausted loneliness crept through the very core of her
being. She loved Rick passionately, but it was a passion that would
destroy her. She could not count on a lifetime commitment from
Rick, especially not when it would be at Ariel’s expense. She stood
straight, throwing her shoulders back. She knew that Rick would
never be convinced of her decision to end their relationship unless
he sincerely believed that her love for him no longer existed. And
she honestly doubted she would ever again find the excitement that
she had found with him. She walked over to the sink, splashing cold
water on her face.

~

Jenny removed the pizza from the
oven.

“Here, I’ll cut it,” Amanda
offered. “So how was your date with Troy?” she chided.

Jenny’s eyes sparkled as only a
teenager’s, who was in love for the first time, could. “He’s so
cool!” She handed the pizza cutter to Amanda. “He moved awfully
fast, though—it scared me in a way. But he was so understanding and
sweet when I told him I wouldn’t do it. Do you know what I
mean?”

Amanda stopped slicing the pizza.
“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Her dark hair glistened under the
bright kitchen light. “Kirk expected everything on our first
date.”

Jenny noticed Amanda’s face
reddening. “You didn’t, did you?” Her eyes grew wide.

“Of course not.” She looked at
Jenny. “I wanted to, but something inside wouldn’t let me.” She
chewed on her bottom lip. “You know what really gets me?” she
continued, “It’s the kids at school. They think I’ve given out to
every guy I’ve dated! You don’t know how it feels to be accused of
something you didn’t do,” she said bitterly.

Jenny was at a loss for words.
She studied Amanda’s features. Amanda’s long, black hair hung
loosely against her small-boned frame, making her look almost
fragile. Her fair coloring and flawless skin made her look like a
goddess of beauty. Her cheekbones were high and her eyes were dark
and perfectly set apart. But the minute she opened her mouth to
speak, the illusion was lost. She spoke as though she had no
morals. Jenny knew the real Amanda and never could understand why
Amanda led others to think the worse of her. It was as though she
wanted the world to pay for her suffering, but didn’t understand
that she, herself, was to blame for most of it.

“Amanda, is your life really that
bad? You do have a family. It’s not like you’re homeless or
something.”

“Give me a break, Jenny! Don’t
you believe me?”

Jenny became quiet. Now that she
had brought up the subject, she was at a loss for words.

Amanda looked into Jenny’s eyes.
“You don’t believe me! You are my best friend and you don’t believe
anything I’ve ever told you.” Tears stung her eyes. “I really
counted on you, Jenny. I guess I was wrong to think or hope that
anyone could ever care about me. Thanks a lot!” She threw the pizza
cutter on the counter and grabbed her jacket.

“Come on, Amanda, I believe you,”
Jenny said.

“Yeah, right!” She hastily zipped
her jacket. “You know what my whole life has been like. I’ve
confided the worst details of my life to you and you act like I’m
making it up!”

“Where are you going?”

“None of your fucking business!”
She rushed out of the kitchen door before Jenny could say another
word.

Jenny slumped into a chair. She
couldn’t figure out how she seemed to always mess everything up
when all she ever wanted to do was help. The tears on Amanda’s face
hurt her deeply. She never wanted to be the cause of anyone’s pain.
When she did unintentionally hurt someone, it cut her to her very
soul. She laid her head in her hands for what seemed like hours and
didn’t hear her father enter the kitchen.

“What’s the matter, Princess?” he
asked, planting a kiss atop her head.

Jenny slowly lifted her head.
“Dad, why does life have to be so hard? I mean like sometimes it
seems like no matter how hard you try, it just keeps getting more
complicated and messed up.”

Daniel pulled up a chair and sat
down next to her. “Honey,” he said gently, taking her small hand in
his, “I take it that you are having a disagreement with Amanda. Am
I right?”

“Yeah, I guess I hurt her
feelings without meaning to.” Her eyes widened. “Dad, she’s my best
friend. I would never deliberately hurt her. I was only trying to
help her.”

Daniel saw the sincerity and pain
in his daughter’s eyes. He patted her hand. “Give her time to cool
off, Jenny. Once she’s had time to think, she’ll see that your
intentions were good. She’ll come around in a day or
two.”

“I wish I could be
sure.”

He smiled. “Take your old man’s
word for it.” He looked at the uneaten pizza. “Why don’t you warm
that up and I’ll grab a quick shower.”

“Okay, Dad.” She stood up just as
the phone rang. “I’ve got it,” she said.

Daniel winked at her with an
I-told-you-so look in his eyes.

“Hello.” Jenny frowned. “Just a
sec. It’s for you,” she said, holding the phone out to her
father.

“Hello?” He raised his eyebrows.
“Is something wrong, Jackie?”

“No, Daniel.” Her voice was soft
and low. “I’ve just been thinking about how badly I’ve been
treating you lately.”

“I shouldn’t have pressured you,”
he answered.

“Daniel, please don’t make this
difficult for me. If you are still interested, I would like to see
you.”

“What brought about this sudden
change of heart?”

“I need to enjoy life. All I seem
to do anymore is work. I’ve decided that it’s about time I had some
fun. You are the only man I know who can provide that for
me.”

He hesitated for a moment as he
shrugged his shoulders at Jenny who was listening intently to his
side of the conversation.

Jenny smiled. She had known
Jackie Davis for a couple of years when she had joined a jazz class
and had become ecstatic when her father and Jackie began dating.
Her father needed a woman in his life. Jenny had worried about what
would happen to him when the day came for her to leave home. She
knew that her father needed someone who would love him and
appreciate his values. Jackie Davis seemed to be the woman who
could fit that bill.

She gave a thumbs up to her
father as she set the table. She never knew why Jackie and her
father had quit seeing each other. But she had seen the deep hurt
and pain in his eyes whenever Jackie’s name was mentioned. Out of
respect, she had never questioned him about the break-up. But now
she was happy they were going to see one another again.

“Would you like to have dinner
tomorrow? Or a movie?” he asked.

“I’d love to. How about seven?”
Jackie answered.

“Great, I’ll see you then.” He
was shaking his head as he hung up the phone. “Women,” he happily
muttered. “Who can ever figure them out?”

Jenny laughed. “Sure, blame it on
us, Dad. You men are the ones who make us crazy.”

“Is that so?” he smiled. “But
just remember that you can’t live without us.”

~

Jackie hung up the phone with a
feeling of accomplishment. She already knew that Daniel was deeply
in love with her. Getting him to see her again was the easy part.
She picked up a magazine and thumbed through it, but could not
concentrate, so tossed it aside. Her head was throbbing and she
could feel hot tears building behind her eyelids. She walked into
her small kitchen and fixed a cup of tea.

She carried her tea into the
living room, set it down to cool, then picked the magazine back up.
Her hands started to shake at the same time the tears she had been
fighting, splashed down her cheeks. Her heart and soul ached for
Rick. She hated herself. These emotions made her feel weak. She had
always been able to control her emotions, until she met Rick. He
had such a control over her that it consumed her. She felt like she
was drowning and there was no hope of survival. How could Rick
profess his love for her and at the same time plan to marry someone
else? How dare he expect her to be his mistress when he would be
sharing his bed every night with her best friend. Her mind could
not cope with all this pressure. For too long, guilt had wracked
her. She could never expect Ariel to forgive her or even to
understand if she should ever find out. Rick was using both of
them. She wanted to hate him for emotionally destroying her, but
couldn’t.

The simple truth was that she
loved him and always would. She knew that she wouldn’t think twice
about giving up her own life to spare his. But she doubted that he
would do the same for her. His love for her was not strong enough
or he would end his relationship with Ariel.

Now anger began to build. “Damn
him!” she shouted. “Why can’t I get him out of my system?” The
tears now fell free and heavy and she was unable to stop their
flow. Something inside of her was dying. Her heart was twisting,
crumbling, and slowly being torn to shreds. Her heart would never
be the same. Life would continue and she would just exist. That’s
all that was left for her now. She didn’t want to hurt Daniel. He
didn’t deserve to be hurt. He was too sweet and sensitive. As soon
as Ariel and Rick were comfortably settled into their marriage, she
would end it with him. She wanted Daniel to find someone who would
return his love. She knew that she could never love again. She
covered her face with her hands as her mind swept her into her own
personal hell of emotions.

~

Rick Tucker combed his hair, then
looked around his room for a clean shirt, finally settling on a
light blue one to go with his gray slacks. He threw a sport coat on
his unmade bed, then stood smiling at the bed. It was too large for
the room, actually taking up the bulk of it. He sighed deeply,
recalling the passion that had taken place between him and Jackie
on that bed. Jackie could tell him a thousand times that she never
wanted to see him again, but her heart told him otherwise. He had
the key to her heart and it gave him an unleashed power over her.
He knew after his first night with her that no man would ever again
be able to fulfill her. Jackie was like his own little puppet—if he
pulled the right strings, she would do whatever he
wanted.

He would make sure that Ariel
never found out about Jackie, but if she ever did, he had that
figured out, also. Ariel would be shocked that her best friend had
seduced him, but she would forgive him for succumbing to Jackie’s
charms. After all, what man could resist Jackie Davis? He smiled
smugly. He pondered what kind of lover Ariel would turn out to be.
She never let him touch her. She wanted her wedding night to be
perfect. But he was certain that Ariel would never match Jackie’s
ardor in bed.

He thought about Ariel. She was
convinced that he loved her for herself and not her inheritance. He
never let her spend a dime on him. It proved to her that he only
wanted her; not her money. Ariel was secure in his love . . . he
had worked hard to make her feel secure. He was a charmer who knew
it and would not hesitate to use his charm whenever it was to his
advantage.

Rick picked up his sport coat,
slipped it on, then admired himself in the mirror. He checked the
time, then quietly left his room.

~

Daniel stood by the coffee maker
waiting for the pot to fill.

“What do you think of Stephanie
Rinehart’s statement?” Ben Wilson asked.

“I think she’s telling the truth
about what she saw, but something just doesn’t click. If we could
only get a better composite of the man she saw.”

Ben laughed. “She is too hung up
on his clothes. It prevents her from concentrating on his
features.”

“True,” Daniel smiled as he
poured two cups of coffee, “so we have to keep trying.” He handed a
cup to Ben. “If she could only think of something else. I know we
would have our man.”

“That still doesn’t mean he’s our
murderer.”

Daniel added sugar to his coffee.
“No, it doesn’t, but it doesn’t mean he’s not, either.” He sipped
his coffee. “I only hope that Stephanie Rinehart can give us what
we need before he strikes again.”

Ben frowned. “I can’t even come
up with a decent hunch on this one. I usually get a deep gut
feeling.” He looked at Daniel. “But nothing this time.”

Daniel took another sip of
coffee. “I know the feeling. But we’ll get him, Ben.” His voice was
firm. “I guarantee you that we’ll get him.”

Ben shook his head, then rubbed
his eyes. “I just don’t know.”

Daniel eyed him. “You seem
distracted. Everything okay?”

He sniffed. “Yeah. Sylvia wants a
couple hundred more a month.” He laughed bitterly. “That woman’s
bleeding me dry.”

“Can’t you get a
lawyer?”

“Nah. It’s called keeping up with
inflation. The older Josh gets, the more money she needs to provide
for him.” He sighed. “It wouldn’t be so bad if I got to see him
once in awhile. It’s hard to maintain my rightful place as his
father with a couple of phone calls every few months. Just once I’d
like to be there to see him hit a home run.”

Daniel wished he could find the
right words to say, but knew there were none in this
situation.
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3

 


Rick took Ariel’s elbow as he
lead her to their table. He gently pulled her chair out, seated
her, then seated himself.

“Are you feeling all right
tonight, Rick? You were very quiet on the drive over.”

He heard the concern in her
voice. “I’m fine.” He flashed her a quick smile. “Just some
business worries.” He patted her hand. “Now don’t you go worrying
about me.”

She frowned. “It comes with the
territory.” She rubbed his large strong hand with her own. “I want
to help. If you’re having financial problems, please let me
know.”

He inhaled deeply. “Ariel, I will
not accept your financial help for my business. I won’t change my
mind, so please don’t bring it up again,” he said
firmly.

She lowered her eyes.
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