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CHAPTER I

 


November 14th -- 10:00 PM

 


Debra pulled up the collar of her jacket and
stared out at the arctic gale battering the city.

“It’s do or die, and this is my chance to
prove I can do this. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she told her best
friend, Ginger.

“Deb, you don’t have anything to prove.”
Ginger’s words were barely audible over the sound of the storm as
Debra opened the door to leave.

She stepped into the blowing snow. Leaning
into the wind she almost wished she had listened to her friend and
waited for the worst of the tempest to pass. Instead she braved the
stinging wind and sleet, resolved that Alaska’s elements would not
beat her this time. Yet her mood quickly changed from
accomplishment to irritation when the cold air tore at her clothes.
Sharp fingers of ice cruelly touched her in places familiar only to
warmth. “God, I hate this place!” she shouted into the storm.

Determination pushed her forward when common
sense should have won out and sent her back inside. I won’t back
down. Halfway through the alley she spotted her car. A
co-worker had cleared it of snow. Thank God, for friends.
She pushed the remote button on her key chain to start it. Now all
she had to do was get in and drive home. Her joy only lasted a
second. Someone grabbed her tightly around the shoulders from
behind.

“Hey, wait a minute!” She barely got the
words out before a gloved hand clamped her mouth. A muffled scream,
cold steel slicing deep, all registered in her mind. “Oh my God,”
she wanted to cry, but it was too late. Her stifled screams became
gurgles as Debra choked on her own blood.

The arms that held her vanished. Her hands,
finally free from the fear that kept her immobile, grabbed for her
throat. Life dripped from between her fingers, and her final
seconds moved in slow, deliberate steps. She fell backwards, and
before she even hit the soft snow, she knew she was dying. “Help!
Please, someone help me,” she screamed in her mind because her
larynx no longer worked. A shadow appeared. She raised her leaden
arms skyward, reaching for rescue, but quickly realized that it was
her attacker that stood above her. “Why? Why me? At least tell me
that,” she tried unsuccessfully to voice. Critically weakened she
fought to hold tightly to the life being violently stolen from
her.

She stared up into the falling snow but could
no longer feel the sting of its coldness. The Arctic air rapidly
extinguishing the last embers of her life, while she silently bid
farewell to the people she loved.

Tears froze on her eyelashes, and snowflakes,
numerous and unrelenting, began to cover her with an icy blanket.
Blood poured from her open wound sending spirals of steam, and her
essence heavenward. Under cover of the season’s first snowstorm,
Debra went silently to her death.

*******

 


11:00 PM

 


Sarah stood at the window spellbound by a
furious storm of winter brightening snow. In its fury to leave the
heavens, several feet had fallen, making it difficult for her to
concentrate on anything else. A stack of papers lay untouched on
her desk, a testament to her original goal. Like a child seeing it
for the first time, she was hypnotized by the snow, and could not
resist its inviting whispers. After hours of blizzard-like
conditions, it was beginning to taper off and fell gaily, like
weightless sparkles of light. Seemingly, by magic, the city lights
reflected off the clouds and helped to vanquish the blackness of
winter to another time. Sarah's newfound joy began to lift the
grief that gripped her heart and for the first time in a long time,
she felt adventurous.

The unnatural light gave the park across the
street a fantasy appearance where snow angels sang and gnomes and
fairies danced. The clock chimed 11:00 pm, breaking the spell and
spurring Sarah to action. She dressed warmly and hurried to the
park to make the season's first snow angel. Twenty-three of her
twenty-eight years fell away. She marveled at the snowflakes caught
on her sleeve. Joyfully she played. She fell backwards on a snow
bank, waved her arms and legs to displace the snow around her body,
and then jumped to her feet to admire the impression created.
Pleased with herself, she smiled, gazed skyward, and opened her
mouth to taste the cold, wet flakes.

Wishing for her sketchbook, she carefully
recorded the scenes on the canvas of her mind. With an artist's
eye, she noted the snow-laden trees and bushes, the children's
empty swing and slide, the park benches and the ball field. For the
first time in over a year, Sarah experienced life, but more
importantly, her creative energy reemerged. The death of her
husband, Michael, a year earlier had left her empty and feeling
uninspired. The snowfall and the sudden unbridled play had filled
the black hole inside her heart with longing. She wanted to capture
the scene, the city’s night lights, and the reflected colors of
red, green, and orange. She imagined the blue and gray she would
need to portray the evening's eerie brilliance, and on a whim, she
created a choir of angels on a snow bank.

The fun ended abruptly when a flashing light
and screaming siren interrupted her fantasy. Startled into reality,
she noticed how cold she was and realized she had played much too
long. She headed home, the joy gone. Despair took hold again. She
tried shaking off the darker mood, imagining it going away with the
clouds moving east overhead, but through the window of his unmarked
truck she caught sight of the officer whose presence had dared to
remind her that unhappiness was always within reach. He nodded to
her, but she ignored him. She trudged defiantly home.

*******

Midnight

 


Detective Steven Quaid had definitely caught
the young woman’s attention. The siren and light meant to scare her
into getting out of park had worked. She stopped playing and began
to walk—he hoped—toward home. Midnight was not a suitable hour to
be alone anywhere in the city. He understood the draw of the
season's first snowfall, but he knew firsthand the craziness it
inspired.

“Go home. Just go home!” he wanted to yell.
She looked straight at him and he found himself smiling and
nodding, despite his concern. Then he saw her clearly. She was not
a teenager. Her eyes held a sparkle that was obvious even in the
subdued light, and he was sure he saw a look of confident defiance
in them. He slowed and turned in his seat to get another look, but
all he saw was long hair turned white from the snowflakes caught in
the curls. “Damn.” Had he just caught a glimpse of the woman of his
dreams?

Minutes earlier, he had spotted her from his
apartment window. He smiled once or twice at her innocent play, his
own memories of childhood fun tugging at him. A telephone call from
the dispatch center ended any thoughts of a snowball fight. The
department needed Steven downtown. A body discovered under the
freshly fallen snow required his expertise, but in answering the
call, he detoured through the park to warn the young woman playing
alone.

A native Alaskan, Quaid could trace his
family's heritage back to the gold miners who had settled the
Alaskan frontier in the late 1800s. His father kept reminding him
of it, insisting that a political responsibility existed simply
because of his ancestry. His father, Daniel Quaid, a retired
statesman, never lost hope that Steven would one day change his
mind about being a cop and aim for a more prestigious
occupation.

However, Steven’s mother, a member of the
Tlingit tribe, admired his success and secretly gave her blessing
for whatever choice he made. Steven had been a detective for more
than ten years, and had decided long ago that he would never tire
of the challenge each case brought.

When he stopped at the intersection on the
far side of the park, he noticed the young woman was no longer in
sight, and he relaxed. Confident that she would be safe, his mind
was on the case before him. Within minutes of discovering the body,
the department had called him. He maneuvered his truck through a
maze of aid cars and black-and-whites, and his frame of mind became
one of unalterable determination.

Persistent and shrewd, Steven had unequaled
success in solving mysteries. While he got his unyielding
determination, quick anger, and dry wit from his Irish father, his
beautiful, sophisticated mother contributed to his good looks,
sharp intellect, and thoughtful manner. Steven stood six feet, had
a muscular build, covered by well-worn jeans and a blue sweatshirt,
but it was his long black hair tied in a ponytail that gave him an
unconventional appearance. The long hair and individualistic dress
made him stand out, but the sweatshirts he wore, were what labeled
him in the department, as eccentric. Blue and white, with the words
“Seattle Seahawks” across the chest, these sweatshirts were his
trademark. He had worn a similar one the night he solved his first
murder case almost ten years earlier.

Thoughts of that case haunted him as he
approached the scene of this crime. Was Anchorage in for another
bloody winter? Was this snowstorm the precursor to more death
storms?

Steven located the officer in charge.
“Anderson, you the first one on scene?”

“Hawk…I mean, Steve. Yes, I was,” Sergeant D.
J. Anderson said, shaking Steven’s hand.

“How’d they ever find her in this blizzard?”
Steven asked.

“A city worker getting ready to clear the
alley did his usual walk through for drunks. That’s when he noticed
his tracks were bloody. He called it in immediately. She was hidden
well by the snow, but with some probing and a snow blower, we
quickly uncovered the body. We’re lucky this is a busy alley;
otherwise, she might have been here until the spring thaw.”

Sergeant Anderson continued, “With her throat
cut and the blood loss, well, you can see the mess we have here.”
He pursed his lips.

Steven realized words could never describe
such a scene. The snow that had buried her was gone. She rested in
a puddle of red slush. The spilled blood stood out sharply against
the whiteness of the freshly fallen snow, and Steven experienced an
eerie sense of déjà vu.

He could tell from her clothes that this was
her first winter in Alaska. The thin leather jacket gave her away.
Seasoned residents knew better. Anchorage is a city of some two
hundred and seventy-five thousand residents. During the summer,
many seeking adventure came to enjoy the novelty of the midnight
sun, but when the termination dust (snow) on the surrounding
mountains appeared in early September, a quick migration south was
the result. Newcomers unprepared for the Alaskan elements quickly
lost their desire for adventure once the temperatures changed.
Long, dark hours and biting cold took their toll, and arctic storms
gave witness to the ferocity of the weather. Steven knew that few
newcomers could survive nature's worst, which required serious
determination, common sense, respect for nature, and a definite
love for Alaska's uniqueness—traits few possessed.

“Were you able to find out anything about
her?” Steven asked.

D. J. Anderson was a five-year veteran of the
force. He was determined to make detective. A native Alaskan from
the Inuit tribe and the first member of his family to graduate
college, he was sharp and dedicated. With a round bright face, he
gave the impression of being a young college student than a
seasoned officer. Steven knew he was a hard worker who sought out
the cases he knew would get him the experience he needed to meet
his goal. Having worked on a few other assignments with him, Steven
knew he could rely on his skills and attention to detail.

“The victim is Debra Johnson, a
twenty-eight-year-old cocktail waitress.” Anderson read from his
notes. “She’s married to Mathew Johnson. The chaplain is on the way
to see him. They live in Wasilla and have two children. She’s
worked for The Piano Bar since last July. She left at ten o’clock,
four hours before the end of her shift, because of the snowstorm.
Her purse and car keys were in the snow alongside her. She was
still wearing her jewelry, and her wallet was full of cash. So the
motive wasn’t robbery. I have all her personal details here.”
Anderson handed Steven her driver’s license.

“Excellent.” He read the card and handed it
back. “And the coroner?”

“He’s on his way.”

Steven stared intently at the body. His
attention continually diverted to her eyes. Her license told him
they were green. Now they stared heavenward, a muddy gray
reflection of the drab concrete buildings that sat like silent
sentinels to her horrific death. The expression on her face was one
of surrender. They knelt next to her, careful to avoid any contact
with the blood.

“The footprints belong to the city worker,”
Anderson explained.

Steven nodded. They were marked evidence, but
he saw no others. “The snow that’s fallen is wet and heavy,
probably obliterating any evidence of the killer’s footprints.
Notice the blood on her thigh?”

“Yeah, like he cleaned his knife there,”
Anderson surmised.

“Exactly, and although she took a few minutes
to die, she didn’t have a chance to fight. Looks like he came up
from behind her. The direction of the cut, left to right—one deep,
deadly cut was all it took, and it wasn’t a small blade. The
coroner will tell us the weapon and with a bit of luck pull some
evidence off her gloves.” Steven stood and looked around taking in
the whole scene.

“Her car was running when we arrived. Looked
like it had been cleared of snow once. You think she did all that
and then decided to go back inside?” Anderson asked.

Steven pondered the question. “She was
definitely on her way to the parking lot when she was attacked.
We’ll find out. What else?”

Anderson continued his report. “We’ve
cordoned off the entire alley and parking lot, and I’ve got two men
gathering evidence, one searching the general area and the other
the vehicles parked here. You’ve worked with them before, Andy
Right and Don McNaught. We’re collecting film from all the security
cameras in the area, but not one camera is located back here—that
would have been too much to ask for—but the others will give us the
comings and goings on the main thoroughfare.”

“Good work. I don’t usually get such detail
so quickly. Are you interested in seeing this one through to
completion? That is, if you’ve made up your mind where you want to
serve. I know you’ve been looking at accident investigation and a
few other departments.”

“Yes, sir,” Sergeant Anderson said. “I’ve
been working hard to learn investigative techniques, but homicide
is where I want to be.”

“Good. I’m going inside to start the
questioning. You stay on top of what goes on out here and with the
coroner. I’ll see you later, with the rest of the team.”

“You’ve got it,” Anderson said. His stature
suddenly heightened by Steven’s request.

Steven turned to leave. The police
photographer began recording the grisly scene.

“Beautiful girl,” the photographer
commented.

“Yeah,” Steven grumbled, “they always
are.”

“Notice how she fell,” he pointed out. “Like
she was going to make a snow angel. Ironic, isn't it?”

At the photographer's comment, Steven took
one last look. He recalled the young woman he had seen playing in
the park earlier. She made a choir of snow angels. He almost smiled
when he recalled the fun she was having. He had wanted to join her,
but a telephone call killed that idea. He left the scene. Snow
angels with green eyes occupied his thoughts as he made his way to
the bar.

Steven knew The Piano Bar to be a classy
joint. He knew Chancy Forest, the owner and that the bar was
frequented by the upper class but commonly called Menopause Alley
by the younger generation. A murder on Fourth Avenue, known for its
topless entertainment, would not have been a surprise, and he
wondered how The Piano Bar patrons would receive the news of this
crime.

Chancy and his employees were gathered
together near the kitchen. The customers were at the back giving
their names and addresses to several officers. Steven joined two
other members of his homicide team, Helen Gabble and Joe Donner.
They divided the work and began questioning the co-workers and
customers individually. First, they collected basic information
from the owner, who claimed the victim was a happily married mother
of two and the sweetest person in the world. No one could
understand why anyone would want to hurt her. She was a favorite
with the customers, evidenced by the size of her nightly tips. She
planned to work only long enough to save for a down payment on some
property that her husband wanted in Wasilla. No one noticed
anything or anyone unusual that night or any other night. She never
complained of harassment. Everyone liked Debra.

Steven listened to these comments, but he
knew differently. Someone had chosen her for a reason; otherwise,
she would not be dead in the alley, her blood spilled on dirty
concrete.

Although clearly upset, her co-workers were
willing to help, except one young woman who sat in silence. He
tried to question her about the evening. She sat motionless, hardly
blinking.

He got her a glass of water and several
napkins. He put the water in her hand. “Drink, it will help.” She
was pretty, a petite redhead, her hazel eyes scarlet from crying.
“Are you Ginger?”

“Yes…I’m sorry, I can’t think, I just keep
seeing Deb.”

“Seeing her?” He asked.

“At the door, just before she left. It’s just
so hard to believe. I can’t… are you sure she’s dead?”

“I’m sorry, but yes. There’s no
question.”

“Horrible. I just want go home, lock the
doors, and never leave again,” she whispered. “It’s just
so…unbelievable.” She shivered but continued talking. “Deb,
she’s…was my best friend. We traded hours all the time. What if I
left early? What if I served a drink to the man…to that
monster?”

She grabbed his forearm. Her fingers were
like ice. He could see the terror on her face.

“I mean, if someone could kill Deb….” A tear
rolled down her cheek.

Steven's first instinct was to reach out to
her. He wanted to assure her that he would find the person
responsible, because he knew he would. Yet, the task before him was
not something to take lightly, or arrogantly. He gently removed her
hand from his arm, continued the interrogation.

“Can you tell me about your best friend?”

“Sure.” Ginger used the napkins he gave her
to blow her nose, took a deep breath, and settled herself. “I tried
to stop her. I told her to wait until the storm was over. I knew
the road crews would have their work done by the time her shift was
over, but she wouldn’t listen. She insisted on leaving early. Why’d
she have to leave early?” She said thoughtfully.

Ginger looked at Steven as though he would be
able to tell her. “That’s a good question. Why did she leave before
her shift ended?”

“Deb was unhappy. She was having a hard time
adjusting. She finally wanted to tell Mathew. That’s why she left
early, she wanted to talk with Mathew. Chancy said she could go
because it was so slow. Their schedules didn’t always allow them a
lot of time together, Matt’s and Deb’s,” she said for
clarification. “She wanted to be honest with Mathew.”

“Was she getting ready to leave him?”

“Oh, no, you misunderstand. Deb loved Matt.
She would have followed him to the ends of the Earth; she was
determined to make it work here. She just wanted them to take some
of the money they’d been working so hard to save and go home for
Christmas. She wanted to see her family. She was homesick but
afraid to tell him.”

“Why was she afraid?”

“She didn’t want to disappoint him. She knew
how much he loved it here, and she was afraid he’d know she hated
it.”

“What would’ve happened if he found out?”

“I’m sure Matt would’ve understood. He’d have
given her time. It’d only been eight months. She just wanted to
take the little ones home for the holidays. Oh dear, those poor
little ones,” she said wistfully. Tears fell again.

Steven gave her another cocktail napkin and
waited. “Were you the last person to talk to Debra?”

“I think so…no wait a minute. Jim. He spoke
to her too. He has a crush on her and would have driven her home if
she’d asked him to.”

“Which one is Jim?”

She glanced around the room and pointed him
out. “He’s the guy at the corner table with his head in his hands.
He’s devastated.”

“Thank you. Miss…Ginger Hardin, right? You’ve
been a big help. Please be patient awhile longer. We may need a
formal statement.”

He moved over to where Jim was sitting.
Pulling out a chair, he straddled it backwards and stared coldly at
the young man. Jim glared at him; his eyes red from tears, he blew
his large nose on a used-up hanky, and waited for Steven to begin.
Steven looked him over. He was average, pudgy, about twenty-two
years old. His dark hair stuck out messily from under an Ohio State
baseball cap, and the apron he wore had a variety of stains on it.
Quaid motioned another officer over.

“Son, can you give me your apron.” The young
man removed it and gave it to the officer, who placed it in an
evidence bag.

“You think I killed Deb? Honest I
didn’t.”

“Jim, can you give me your last name?”

“Lawrence, James Lawrence, sir.”

“You spoke to Debra before she left?”

“Yes, sir, just before she left. I even
cleared her car of the snow. It was the least I could do. She
barely had the clothes to get her to the car. I didn’t want her out
in that mess for very long.

“That was generous. You really cared about
her didn’t you.”

“She worked hard, long hours, here and at
home. She deserved a break. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone more
determined. She just wanted to buy that land and raise her kids the
right way.”

“When you were outside cleaning her car off,
did you see anyone?”

Jim thought for a moment. “No sir, it was
blowing real hard, there wasn’t a soul in sight.”

“What about in the bar, right before she
left. Anyone leave right before or after her?” Steven asked while
watching the young man closely.

“There was only one patron in the bar. Mr.
Jacobs, he’s sixty something, comes in everyday on his way home
from his janitor’s job, and gets a shot and a cup of coffee. Nice
guy too, he couldn’t hurt Deb. Besides, he was here till 10:30
teasing the other girls. That’s why Chancy let Deb go home. The
place was empty. I should’ve driven her home. I never should’ve let
her go out there all by herself!” Jim clinched his hands, and
rubbed his temples.

“You were in love with her?”

Jim blushed. “Yeah. Sort of. I liked her. Deb
was the kind of person who’d go out of her way to make you feel
good. She just cared about people. I really admired her, but she
loved Matt. Whenever someone here gave her a hard time—you know,
tried to make a pass at her or ask her out—she’d tell them she was
married to an Army Ranger who served in Desert Storm and he
wouldn’t be pleased to learn she was being harassed on the job.
That statement alone got her the biggest tips around, and when
folks learned of her goals or saw pictures of those two young
towheads, well, Deb was quickly earning the money for their new
home. She was someone special. Why do they always take the special
ones?” He wiped a tear from his cheek.

“Sorry, son. I wish I knew.” Steven gave Jim
a minute and then continued. “Is there a particular customer that
might have given her a hard time?”

“I’ve thought over and over about every
customer who ever gave her any reason for grief, and I can’t
picture any of them doing to Deb what they say was done…I just
can’t.” He buried his head in his hands, but no tears fell.

“Tell you what, give me those names. Let me
make that determination.” Steven gave him a pen and a piece of
paper. “Write down every name you can think of, and we’ll check
them all out.”

“Yes sir.”

“Thank you, son.” Steven patted him on the
shoulder.

After an hour of questioning the staff and
customers, he gathered his team and compared notes. “I have a young
man suffering from unrequited love. He was one of the last people
to speak to her. He needs to go to the station to give a formal
statement, and that apron he was wearing, I want it tested for
blood. Helen, what’ve you got?”

“There may have been an affair, Debra’s
husband, and her best friend. Ginger, the young lady you talked
to.” Helen said proudly. The only woman on the homicide team, Helen
worked hard to prove herself, more due to her own lack of
confidence than what others thought of her. Steven knew she was
well respected and admired for her background. She was a former MP
with the air force. She was wiry and strong, with a sense of humor
that kept her in good standing with the other team members. She
kept her shoulder-length, dirty blond hair in a tight ponytail, but
it was so fine that wispy tendrils were always falling into her
eyes.

“That would explain why they traded hours
instead of working the same schedule.” Steven added.

“Exactly, from what I understand, they used
to work the same schedule, but a few months ago, Ginger asked for
different hours.”

“Bring her in too, and get on the phone to
the chaplain; I want the husband brought in tonight. Tell him it’s
to make the ID. Just make sure there’s someone to look after the
children.”

“I’m on it,” Helen told him.

Good work, maybe we’ll have this one solved
before morning.” Steven closed his notebook and looked directly at
Joe. “Well, Joe, what did you get from the customers?” Joe was a
fifteen-year veteran, a former beat cop from New York. He brought a
good perspective and worked well with large crowds, and his
observances were uncanny. Joe was all brawn and bald, but call him
Mr. Clean and you would regret it instantly. He had a Brooklyn
brogue that left no doubt about his origins.

“Sorry, Steve, not much, just the usual night
out for a drink, first date, or standing dates. Only two people
were new to the place and the rest are regulars, but I have
information for follow-up if we need it. Most surprisingly, no one
can imagine anyone threatening the girl—at least that’s what they
all say.”

Sergeant Anderson joined the group. “So, do
we have this one solved?”

“Joe, Helen, meet D. J. Anderson. He was
first on scene, and I’ve asked him to join us in solving this
case.”

They each nodded their acknowledgment and
Steven continued. “We do have a few good leads. What did the
coroner say?”

“The coroner’s taken her to the morgue, and
the alley has been searched and cleared. No footprints, no trace
evidence—at least not yet. The body may give up something. Oh, and
no weapons have been located, but the coroner is almost sure it’s
some sort of hunting knife; he’ll let us know later. All businesses
in the surrounding area have been contacted for their security
tapes, and the cars in the lot have been searched. Chancy, the
bar’s owner has given us his consent to go over the entire
establishment. Forensics is on scene.”

“Good work. Let’s get this place cleared
out.”

On the way back to his office, he began
planning his next step in anticipation of a long night. The
computer would be helpful in finding background and financial
information about the victim and suspects. Forensics would give him
specific information about her death, but those reports would not
be back for hours, maybe even days or weeks. The husband, always
the first suspect, claimed to have an alibi. He was babysitting
while she worked. He knew that a face-to-face interview would tell
him much more. Tonight he would find out just how happy the
Johnsons were and just how good that alibi was. If there had been
an affair, he would discover if Debra’s unhappiness, or maybe
unrequited love, played a part in her death.

He knew it would be a long night, because he
was having a hard time getting those haunting green eyes from his
thoughts.

*******

A gust of wind reminded Sarah of the frigid
air, when it invaded the warm confines of her fur-lined jacket. In
the warmth of the lobby, she removed her jacket and gloves while
she waited at the elevator. She stepped inside just as a dark
figure passed through the lobby. Sarah took little notice until
right before the elevator door shut. She thought she recognized the
person and fumbled with the button to open the door again, but the
elevator was already on its way to her floor. She decided it was
not important and relaxed for the ride to the top.

She opened the door of her apartment and a
flash of red caught her eye. She was kneeling to pick up the bright
envelope when the telephone rang. She lost her balance and almost
fell headfirst into the living room, but she caught herself and
raced to answer it. A sense of dread filled her. It was after
midnight, and telephone calls at that hour usually meant bad
news.

Cautiously she said, “Hello.” There was no
sound on the line. “Hello,” she said a little louder. The
individual on the other end waited a few moments and hung up
without saying a word. She checked her caller ID: Caller Unknown,
with no number. She put the card on her desk and walked to the
fireplace to turn on the gas fire logs. She removed her boots and
hung her jacket to dry. Still captivated by the weather she
continued to watch the clouds sail toward the east over the city’s
skyline and toward the mountains. The panoramic view of Cook Inlet
to the north and the city to the east gave Sarah a feeling of being
on top of the world, and she would often stand for hours
contemplating life. Now she watched the flashing lights converge
downtown, and a sense of trepidation filled her.

Yet even that momentary distraction could not
divert her attention from the envelope. Convinced that it was an
invitation to a neighbor’s party; she sliced it open with a silver
letter opener from her desk. Inside was a card. She pulled it out,
and a cocktail napkin fell unnoticed into an open file.

Sarah was unable to take her eyes off the red
Valentine heart with the words “YOUR DEAD VALENTINE” printed in
large block letters. The words struck her like an arrow, and an
anguish she thought she would never feel again stole her breath.
Standing, suddenly took too much effort. She settled onto the arm
of the sofa. She looked the card over carefully, and tried to
figure out who had sent it and why. Cut from construction paper, it
bore letters that were practiced and neat. Someone had gone to a
lot of trouble to create the simple card. She checked, but there
was no signature, no clue to whom the sender could be.

She stared at it, unable to grasp its
meaning. She went back to the windows and gazed out at the inlet,
realizing she could see the Sleeping Lady Mountain in the
distance.

She had formed a connection with the
mountain; its presence gave her peace. Mt. Susitna was given the
name—sleeping lady, because it appeared to be a maiden at rest.
Legend said the young woman was from a tribe of giants that
occupied the land in a bygone age, and when warring factions
required her groom to negotiate a peace settlement, she lay down to
sleep and awaited his return. He died in the war, and no one wanted
to awaken her to give her the news. Sarah empathized with the
story.

When she first visited the condominium, it
was the view of the Sleeping Lady that convinced her to buy it.
Tonight the view was breathtaking. The sky had cleared of clouds
and the aurora borealis was shimmering brilliantly above her. The
beauty of the aurora’s colors reflected off the mountains new white
wedding dress of snow.

She’s dancing with her groom. Sarah smiled at
the thought. In Sarah’s heart, she believed that when the northern
lights appeared, which was rare this far south, that the maiden and
her groom danced among the stars. Sarah identified with her,
because she had also lost the love of her life, and now only danced
with Michael in her dreams.

The telephone rang. She reluctantly picked up
the receiver because “unknown caller” flashed on the screen.

“Hello.” All she heard was silence and then
the click of a disconnection. The Valentine and the mysterious
calls concerned her. The thoughts racing through her head were too
frightening to consider. She pushed them aside and convinced
herself she was being paranoid, but she disconnected the telephone
anyway. Whatever the reason for the card, its intrusion brought
back a deep, piercing sadness, just as the police siren just
minutes earlier in the park. Forgotten memories pounded their way
back to the forefront of her mind. Her energy drained by an act of
hate, she carefully put the offensive thing on her desk. With the
movements of a woman clearly defeated, she tried to warm herself by
the fire. She removed the rest of her wet clothes. However, she
could not rid her thoughts of the Valentine. Every minute or two
she would stare at it. She half expected it to transform into
something even more sinister. A series of chills brought on by a
deeper cold within her would not let go, and despite the fire, she
shivered. She wanted the Valentine out of sight. She put it back in
its envelope and dropped it into her briefcase, along with the
files that were lying on her desk in preparation for tomorrow’s
meeting.

Determined to fight her sorrow, she moved to
the bathroom to fill the tub. A bubble bath always chased away the
blues. She finished undressing and put a warm terrycloth robe
around her chilled body. While the tub was filling, she went back
into the living room and poured a brandy. Gulping instead of
sipping, she winced from the alcohols warmth and taste. The liquid
coated her throat, but it failed to chase away the chill. She
stared out at the snow-filled night, which only moments ago she had
been enjoying.

Remembering her bath water, she checked the
locks on her door and tried to relax amid bubbles, steam, and the
scent of roses, but she got out quickly. Relaxation was not
possible. After putting on a warm flannel nightgown, she wrapped
herself in a blanket, and settled down in front of the fire. She
slowly sipped another snifter of brandy. Finally warm she fell
asleep, in dreamland she was with Michael.

The distant ringing of a telephone startled
her, but it was not the disconnected telephone on her desk. The
ringing telephone that insisted she answer was in her bedroom. She
glanced at the clock and shuddered when she realized the time was
exactly 2:14 am.

 



CHAPTER II

 


Sarah barely slept. Each episode of sleep
brought another nightmare worse than the last. Dark halls and a
masked phantom with a knife, she ran but could not flee the terror
that surrounded her. She got up and paced the floor, eager to be
free from her prison walls but terrified that her tormentor waited
just beyond them. While making a pot of strong coffee and listening
to the news on the radio, she learned of the murder of a young
woman outside The Piano Bar. She remembered seeing the lights of
the aid cars and realized what the excitement was all about last
night. It gave her some perspective regarding her own situation. At
5:00 AM, she shut off the radio and turned on the stereo. Listening
to music and sipping the hot black coffee seemed to help her stress
ease and she realized she might be overreacting. Her nightmares
faded while she set about preparing for her day and managed to get
out of the house by 7:30 AM. She usually enjoyed the brisk morning
stroll to her office, but this morning even though she was sure she
had overreacted, suspicion tugged at her and she cautiously
observed the people around her.

“I know how to solve this problem,” she
muttered to no one as she entered the door to her office
building.

When she greeted her secretary, Jackson Hyde,
her lack of sleep was unnoticeable. The crisp morning air had put
the color back in her cheeks. Jackson was clearly surprised.

“I didn’t expect you today.”

“I need to take care of a few items before
the board meetings start up again,” she said and moved quickly
toward her office. “Sorry to startle you. Just pretend I'm not
here.”

“Nonsense. Just tell me what you need. I'm at
your disposal.” He bowed at the waist in mock jest.

Sarah did not respond with her usual smile at
his antics. Her mind was on other things. She was about to close
her office door, but she hesitated an instant to ask Jackson,
“Would you call John Thomas and ask him to come over at his
convenience?”

“It's done. Anything else?”

“No…well, maybe. Can you tell me if you’ve
received any curious telephone calls in the last several days?”

“No, not that I recall. How do you mean
‘curious’?”

She realized the question made no sense.
Wanting to avoid further questions, she turned away from him.
“Never mind. Just see if John can come by. Show him in when he gets
here.” She shut the door, leaving Jackson staring after her. She
did not mean to be rude, but Jackson liked to gossip, and she did
not want to give him any more information than necessary.

*******

Enjoying his independence, before Sarah
arrived, Jackson was now angry. Something was going on and she was
keeping quiet about it. John Thomas was her choice of confidant,
and Jackson felt left out. In retaliation, he made a telephone call
of his own. Gossip was his release, and Sarah was a keen subject.
His goal to become executive director of the Palmer Foundation when
it opened in the spring was his only true reason for working for a
woman. It was a goal that he neglected to share with Sarah.
Eventually she would realize he was the only candidate qualified
for the job; after all, she was a woman who came by her position
through the questionable death of her husband, the real icon of the
Palmer Corporation. She was an artist, and completely unqualified
to run a business. She was a figurehead, an attractive figurehead,
but no more. Jackson knew what he wanted, and playing the dutiful
assistant to Sarah would help him accomplish his goal.

Ambition burned like a fever within him.
Climbing to the top was all that mattered to him, and he used every
opportunity that knocked and others that he managed to create.
Although he was shorter than Sarah, who stood just less than five
feet five, he carried himself as though he were six foot five,
relying on his boy-next-door looks to open doors and convince
others of his trustworthiness. Everyone experienced his arrogance,
everyone but Sarah. In her presence, he was obliging and efficient,
and he loved that Sarah thought he could read her mind.

He placed the call to John Thomas and then
made a personal call. He talked for a few moments to another party
about Sarah. “She came in this morning and she's not in a good
mood. Do you want me to give her a message? Sure, no problem. No,
she just asked me to get hold of John Thomas. Maybe there’s a
problem with the cars. Don’t worry, I’ll find out. In fact, I bet I
know the answer before lunch. You’re on. Dinner is on the loser,”
he chuckled. “See you at seven.”

He opened the door to Sarah's office after
knocking and discovered her staring out the window, her coat still
across her shoulders. She was shivering, and he wondered if she was
coming down with a cold. He thought the room was warm.

“If you’re cold I can turn up the heat. Here,
let me make you a cup of tea.” He quickly moved to the credenza and
began the preparations.

“No, I'm fine. Just not acclimated to the
weather yet.” She told him, but he ignored her. “Did you reach
John?”

“Yes.” He handed her a cup of tea. “He's on
his way. Let me hang up your coat, and despite what you say I’m
turning up the thermostat.” He did just as he said. “Now, Can I get
you anything else?”

“No. Really, I’m fine. Thank you.” She walked
him to the door. “Please show John in as soon as he arrives.”

Jackson was even more curious now. He did
like Sarah—he thought she was exceptionally fair—but she never
allowed him even a momentary view into her personal life. Jackson
discovered that it was easy to talk to her about his life, but with
her it was always business, and sometimes, like now, it made him
angry. He picked up the telephone to make another call, swearing
under his breath. Push me out the door….

When John Thomas arrived, Jackson ushered him
in. He placed a tray with fresh coffee and doughnuts on the
credenza. When he saw Sarah smile for the first time that morning,
he knew he had caused it. He backed out of the room feeling much
better about his place in her life.

*******

Sarah experienced immediate relief when she
saw John. They had known each other since high school, and she was
happy that his security company was providing the cars and drivers
for the board members. After last night’s drama, it was wonderful
to see an old friend, especially John. His reassuring manner was
deeply comforting. A former linebacker for his college football
team, John was imposing but possessed a gentle manner. Sarah felt
completely safe anytime she was with him. He stood six foot seven
and weighed at least two hundred seventy-five pounds, and none of
it was fat. When he entered a room, his size, quick wit, and manly
good looks drew others to him and made everyone want his
friendship. Sarah could not even imagine him an enemy.

“Well now, Sarah, what can I do for you?” His
deep voice matched his stature.

“Thank you for coming over right away. I
haven't messed up your morning, have I?”

“Nonsense. You know that whenever you call,
I’m available. So tell me, what’s up?”

His sudden look of concern made her lose her
nerve. “To be honest, I may be making a mountain out of a molehill.
It's just that,” she took a deep breath, “I don’t trust my
judgment. I’m sorry. I’m rambling. Please, have a seat.” She moved
nervously toward the credenza.

“Would you like a cup of coffee,” She tried
to gather the nerve to tell John why she sent for him. She poured
the coffee, sensed his gaze, then spilled it.

She wiped up the mess. “I am sorry, John,”
she said, handing him a cup. “Here, this should explain what I
can’t seem too.” She put the red envelope on the table in front of
him. “I received this last night. Someone put it under my door
between eleven and midnight. I thought it was an invitation to a
condo party, but, well, you can see what it is.”

John slid the Valentine out of the envelope.
“A note from a secret admirer, although I have to admit it's not
exactly a line I would use to attract a girl. Your Dead Valentine?”
John commented, watching Sarah closely. She moved to the
windows.

“I know. Pretty sick, isn’t it? Probably a
reference to the Valentines Michael used to send every fourteenth.
I would have thrown it away, except for a couple of unnerving
telephone calls, all from an unknown caller.”

“What did the caller say?”

“Nothing. They just sat on the other end of a
quiet line listening to me repeat myself. When they were satisfied
that I knew they were listening, they hung up.” She stared out the
window and feigned interest in the traffic below. “I know all this
sounds silly, but something tells me otherwise, especially since
the third call came at exactly 2:14 am.”

“That’s a pretty cruel notion, Valentines
from your dead husband, marking your anniversary with the
time.”

“Exactly, but that article in the paper two
weeks ago gave out those details. It could be anyone. That’s why I
called you. Should I worry about this person going any further? I
mean, I live in a secure building. How did they get in, or worse,
are they a neighbor?” She sighed deeply. “To be honest, I didn't
sleep well last night, and this morning I feel a little foolish.”
She refused to meet his gaze, afraid he would think she was
overreacting.

John walked over to Sarah and touched her
shoulder gently. “Sarah, you're the last person I'd consider
foolish, and questioning this jerk’s motive isn’t being
melodramatic.”

She turned to face him. “John, you can tell
me the truth. I’m not going to fall apart. Sure it's unnerving, but
if you tell me there’s no reason to worry, then that’s all there is
to it. I trust your assessment.”

“But I am concerned. I’m suggesting that we
check out the residents of the condominium. I’d also like to have
the phone company trace the calls. It means you’ll have to allow
the calls to continue; it’s the only way to track them. Can you
handle that?”

She nodded. “Yes, of course. I’ll do whatever
you say. Then you think there’s something to this?”

“That article did suggest you were very
wealthy. Nowadays, there's nothing foolish about taking precautions
against harassment or stalking.”

Sarah was finally beginning to relax. She
knew John would settle the matter. Her peace of mind restored, she
smiled again for the second time that morning. John returned her
smile.

“Now I have a favor to ask. I want Eddie with
you. He’ll be your driver, bodyguard, and all-round companion.”

The word no had already formed on her face,
but he stopped her with a stern look and his index finger pointed
skyward.

“Don’t even try to object. Come on, Sarah. I
clearly recall that you hate driving in this weather. After all,
you’ve been away for a long time. Are you sure you remember how?”
He teased.

Sarah wanted to argue, and then thought
better of it. “A chauffeur, maybe, but Eddie. Come on, John. He’s
your partner. This would be a demotion for him. I’m sure he has
better things to do than escort me to and from meetings.” She
almost laughed at the thought.

“Are you kidding? If I give the job to
someone else, he’ll have my head. He’ll insist, especially when I
tell him what’s going on. You know Eddie; he’d pose as your janitor
if it meant protecting you. Just agree to it until we know what
this is all about, please.”

“Okay, but it’s not because I hate city
driving, or driving on snow and ice. It’s because you said please.”
She laid her hand on his arm. “Thank you.” She giggled. “A native
Alaskan afraid of a little ice and snow, still, it it’d be a great
cover. And even if I sound pathetic, having Eddie with me will ease
my mind.”

“Good. Eddie will be here within the hour.
Meanwhile, I will start work on the mysterious card sender and the
telephone trace. Have dinner with me on Friday. I should have some
information by then. Your favorite restaurant.”

“You have a date.”

Jackson knocked on the door and entered the
room. “Sorry to interrupt, but Gerald Kessler called. He wants you
to call him before you leave for the meetings.”

“No problem. We’re finished,” John told him
and turned to leave. “I have another appointment anyway. He took
Sarah’s hands in his. “See you on Friday.”

She smiled, “Friday.”

“Mr. Hyde, have a good life.” John tipped an
imaginary hat to Sarah, and on his way out, he bowed to
Jackson.

“John. Thank you.” Appreciation filled her
voice.

John turned and winked.

Her best friend left to attend to business.
Since her arrival in Anchorage, the Thomas family had helped her
with every step. She realized how blessed she was to have such
wonderful friends.

“You're in a better mood; did you and John
discover another gold mine?” Jackson said a bit snidely.

Sarah’s smile faded. “No, not this time. John
just has a way of making life's burdens a little lighter.”

“Oh, and what burden did he lighten for you
today?”

“I’ve just hired one of his drivers. A
personal chauffeur. Driving in this weather just isn’t my cup of
tea. Isn't it the height of snobbishness?” She sipped her tea.

Telling Jackson only part of the truth was a
habit with Sarah. She shared her life with only a few close
friends. She kept business and her private life separate. From
experience, Sarah knew that mixing the two only brought
problems.

Jackson said thoughtfully, “Not snobbery,
extravagant maybe, but not snobbery. By the way, Karen called to
confirm your lunch date for Friday. Is there anything I can get you
before your meetings begin?”

“No, thank you. I'll be out of your hair in
just a few minutes.” She reached for the telephone, and Jackson
left her alone.

Gerry answered the call on the first ring.
“Hi, what can I do for you today?”

Gerald Kessler, Michael’s best friend and
former attorney, was now president of the Palmer Corporation at
Sarah’s request. Sarah remembered the first time she met him. A
member of Mensa, he was a tall, gangly man with a nervous energy
that made onlookers tired. His glasses always needed to be pushed
back on his prominent nose. His hair always appeared uncombed, and
his tailored suits looked better on the rack than on him, but she
could tell from his manner and his speech that below his rumpled
look was the most competent person she would ever meet.

“I’m going to stay in town a few days longer
than I expected. Karen needs some assistance with a large account,
so I was hoping I could join the two of you on Friday for lunch. My
flight leaves around 3:00. I’ll buy.”

“Sounds like a great idea, but I’m surprised
you’re staying all week.”

“Well, I actually have another reason: I’m
going to be looking at some real estate. I love it up here and
thought I would invest in a vacation home. After Diane has the
baby. I can’t wait to bring her up here.”

“Do you have a good agent?” she asked.

“Yes, Jackson gave me name of the company you
used.”

“Welcome to the neighborhood. If you need
anything, give me a call.” Sarah told him.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be the first person I
think of. See you at the meeting.”

Jackson was at the door. “Your chauffeur has
arrived,” he announced very formerly.

Eddie greeted her, “Hey, gorgeous. Ready when
you are.”

“I’m ready, and look at you—just in time.”
She got up from her chair and greeted Eddie with a warm hug and
kiss on the cheek. He responded in kind. Then he helped her with
her coat and took her briefcase. He escorted her through the
office.

Sarah turned back to address Jackson, his
mouth still open in surprise. “See you tomorrow.”

Shocked to see Sarah hug and kiss her
chauffeur, Jackson could only stand and stare at the closing door.
His reaction made Sarah smile; even though she knew the phone would
be hot with gossip now.

Eddie Thomas, John's younger brother, was
shorter by just inches and leaner by about ninety pounds, although
he had the same striking good looks. A former NFL quarterback until
a back injury retired him early, Eddie was John’s equal partner in
the Thomas and Thomas Security Firm. Eddie preferred to be out in
the field, and John liked to run the business from behind a desk.
Eddie trained the bodyguards and chauffeurs and was an expert at
matching the personalities of his men with those of his customers.
Eddie’s light hair and hazel eyes were the opposite of John's dark
eyes and hair, but they were family in every sense of the word. She
was privileged to be considered a member of that family, and she
trusted them with her life.

Sarah was aware that Eddie had a crush on her
when they were younger. He hung around in the background and made
excuses to be near her. They never spoke of it. Time passes and
those childish things became memories. Now they shared deep
affection, admiration, and trust. The terrors of the night before
were in the distant past, and she was finally confident about the
future.

*******

The telephone was ringing when Sarah opened
the door to her apartment. She dropped her briefcase, kicked off
her shoes, and let her coat drop from her shoulders. She hurried to
answer it. “Hello,” she said breathlessly, never noticing the
telephone’s display, flashing Unknown Caller.

There was no answer. Stunned, Sarah almost
dropped the phone. Her day was so busy she managed to forget the
Valentines and the eerie silent telephone calls, but he had not
forgotten her. She knew the caller was listening, waiting for her
to react. She wondered what he hoped to achieve and realized that
he was achieving it. Fear was becoming part of her conscious
thoughts, not just her nightmares.

She was still holding the receiver tightly
when Eddie came through the door carrying several bags of
groceries. When he set the groceries on the kitchen counter and
carefully took the telephone out of her hand, his touch startled
her. He listened, but all he heard was the dial tone. He put the
telephone back in its cradle. She gave him a weak smile, picked up
her coat and briefcase, and put them in their proper places.
Without saying a word, she went into the kitchen and began to put
away the groceries.

Eddie followed her. “Did he threaten
you?”

She stopped her work. “No…not with
words.”

“Sarah, these guys don’t usually do any more
than make crank calls.”

Despite his comforting words, they both knew
the caller’s timing was too perfect to be random. She watched him
check the calls listed on her telephone. This call was the stalkers
first since the one at 2:14 am. Sarah realized the caller knew her
schedule, and even though Eddie tried hard not to let Sarah know
how concerned he was, she could see it on his face.

She did not give him a chance to be
comforting. She quickly brushed her feelings aside and put on a
bright smile. “I promised you a spaghetti dinner and a game of
chess. Pour the wine while I get this show on the road.” They did
not discuss the telephone calls or Valentine again, and Eddie left
several hours later. Sarah went to bed exhausted.

She was playing in the snow and building a
snowman when she thought she heard a noise. She glanced up from her
work, surprised to see darkness. Just a moment ago, the park had
been awash in light. Shrouded in shadows, she sensed a presence and
knew she was not alone. Fear surrounded her like the deepening
blackness. She could barely breathe. The air was thick and the
silence ominous.

A shadow moved and she knew he was there.
Slowly she began to move away. Her mind kept insisting that she
run, but her body would not cooperate. She thought her heart was
going to pound its way through her chest. She wanted to run, but
she also wanted to see his face. She saw a flash of silver. He was
in shadow, all in black. Even the snow around him was black. He
came closer, certain she would not run. He did not hurry; he knew
she was his for the taking. Several steps away, he raised the knife
and she turned to flee. Her body reacted sluggishly. Fear had her
in its grip, making escape impossible. The knife came down….

Sarah woke up screaming. The telephone was
ringing. She stared at the clock. It was 2:14 am. The green
display on the telephone flashed Unknown Caller. Her emotions took
control. She picked up the telephone, aware that if she did not
play the game, the calls would continue, so for a second or two she
listened to the silence at the other end. She refused to say hello.
Her hand covered her mouth to hide the sound of her altered
breathing. She did not want the caller to know how afraid she
really was. Soon only the dial tone remained. She settled back down
and listened to the night sounds that she used to ignore. Now even
the slightest noise made her question its source. Sarah was awake
for a long time and turned the alarm off before it could ring. When
she stepped under the shower, she felt old.

 



CHAPTER III

 


Steven was fuming. Every lead from the Piano
Bar murder had gone nowhere. Nothing connected the bus boy to her
murder. His apron, covered in alcohol, salsa, and beef juice, had
no DNA connection to Debra. Ginger and Mathew were friends not
lovers, and Mathew was where he claimed, babysitting his two kids.
He loved Debra and was clearly devastated by her death. Financial
records showed every dime of their earnings was still in savings.
However, a check of the bar patrons was still ongoing, but no one
stood out as a clear suspect. The killing nagged at him because of
its brutality and lack of sexual overtones. What the hell was
the motive? He called his team together.

“Talk to me. Tell me where we are?”

They all stared at him.

“Well?”

“Sorry, Steve. We don’t know any more now
than we did two hours ago,” Joe carefully informed him.

“Then what are you doing here? Hit the
streets. Did you get all the security tapes? Have you identified
everyone in them? Have you interviewed all the customers? I don’t
want to see any of you – until you can bring me something
constructive.” The room cleared.

He followed them out the door. He was on his
way to the Piano Bar. Chancy was opening for the first time
tonight, with a wake for Debra. He wanted to be there, he wanted to
observe the participants.

Something about this case reminded him of his
first case. It also began with solemn winter days brightened only
by the whiteness of the snow. Winter became a season of terror when
young prostitutes began disappearing. With each snowstorm, another
woman turned up missing. Soon, the press labeled their abductor the
Snowman. Three months passed with no leads, until the Sunday the
Seahawks played for the championship. A couple of teenage boys
snowmobiling in the mountains south of town discovered a body
buried under the snow.

Steven, the youngest and newest detective,
went alone on what the department thought would be just another
frozen “cheechako,” a newcomer who met death because he came
unprepared for Alaska's harsh winter. Steven immediately recognized
the victim. She was one of the missing women, and he began an
exhaustive search for more bodies. After finding another one, he
realized he had stumbled onto the Snowman's burial ground. The site
was so remote that the only way in was by snowmobile, skies, or
snowshoes. While he was searching, Steven realized that the snow
was falling. The Snowman only struck during a snowfall, so he
waited. After several hours and a few more inches of snow, a
snowmobile came into view. Caught, the Snowman had his latest
victim in a burlap sack tied to the back of his snow machine.

The killer confessed and the case ended with
a life sentence. The Seahawks won the championship and Steven, an
avid fan, knew it was a lucky omen. From that day, he wore a
Seattle Seahawks sweatshirt to the scene of every case he
investigated, earning the nickname Hawk among his colleagues, which
both embarrassed and pleased him. Solving that first case brought
him instant respect and a reputation he worked hard to uphold. The
Hawk was a status he never truly thought he deserved.

*******

John escorted Sarah from her office to the
restaurant. Earlier he sent Eddie to her home in the foothills of
the mountains to set up security. Eddie would move into the home
with her and be available even during her break from work, but
tonight she belonged to John.

She looked stunning and managed not to show
any signs of a stressful week, and he was impressed. He missed his
chance with her some years ago when they were in high school.
Memories of his shyness came back to haunt him while he seated her.
The Harbor Lights served the best seafood in Anchorage and had a
breathtaking view of the ships coming and going in the harbor. At
night, the lights on the inlet were like a thousand burning candles
to the romantic at heart. While in high school, he would have given
anything to be with her in a place like this, but he lacked the
courage to ask her for a date.

She had been beautiful, serious, and aloof.
He became friends with her when they shared the same worktable in
biology. She was friendly and even funny. Instead of being a snob,
she was just painfully shy. They never dated, because by then he
was already going steady. Instead, they became good friends,
sharing lab assignments, homework, and occasional milkshakes while
Sarah tutored him. He claimed it was because of her that he passed
biology.

The memory made him smile. He realized he
wanted her all for himself, and tonight he had just that. He was
her protector, the one she came to when she needed help. He liked
his place in her life. Forgetting old high school crushes, he got
down to business.

“How are you holding up?”

“Work is going well, and for most of the day
I can manage, but the evenings are stressful. I won’t lie to you;
I’ll be glad to get rid of those 2:14 am calls. I suppose I look
like I haven’t slept for a week.”

“Don’t be silly. You look wonderful. You
always do.”

“Thank you, but tell me, what did you
discover?”

He did not want to overreact to the Valentine
or the telephone calls, which were clearly a threat, but he knew
Sarah needed answers. She had been through a lot in the last year,
and he sensed that her nerves were on edge. He wanted to reassure
her, yet he had nothing that would give her peace of mind. The
waiter gave him a few moments to gather his thoughts while he
ordered a bottle of wine.

“At this point, all we know is someone
purchased a whole load of untraceable cell phones, and even
correlating the signal gave us nothing but empty streets. Whoever
is calling you is taking extreme measures to avoid discovery, and
so far, the background checks of your neighbors have turned up
nothing. I’m sorry Sarah; I think it’s time to get the police
involved.”

His statement caught her off guard. She put
her napkin back on the table and acted as though she wanted to
leave. “The police, untraceable cell phones.” She sighed. “It’s not
just an idle threat, is it?”

John watched the color drain from her face.
He put his hand over hers. “It’s all right. We’ll get him. Don’t
worry, please. I know this is difficult, but you have the two best
bloodhounds in Anchorage working the case.” He had allowed the
calls to continue the entire week, hoping to get a break, but there
was none. “You’ll have that new unlisted number by Monday, and that
should take care of the phantom calls.”

She tried to smile but failed. “I’m all right
John, honestly. It’s just the lack of sleep.”

“I’m sorry. I’d hoped to give you something
more positive, but so far, there’s nothing. Like I said, I’ve
already informed the police.” She appeared more frightened. “I had
to,” he said in his defense. “It was the only way the telephone
company would put a trace on your telephone. I went through a
friend of mine. But I would like to give another friend, a
detective I know, the Valentine. Maybe he can find something we
missed. I checked for fingerprints and anomalies but came up with
nothing. It’s just standard construction paper, and the envelopes
can be bought in hundreds of stores. Plus, someone who does this
daily will have more insight into what we’re dealing with.”

Sarah gulped her water. “I understand,
John—really I do. I was just hoping we could avoid the police,
because if they get involved, it will get to the papers. Please,
John, until we know something more definite?”

John was unable to deny her. “All right,” he
conceded, “but only if you agree not to take any unnecessary
chances. The slightest incident and I won’t hesitate.”

Relieved, she nodded.

“Sarah, I know you think the newspaper
article triggered this. Well, I was wondering. Have you given any
thought to the board members? I mean, it wouldn't be the first time
in history board members have resented a widow taking over.”

“Scare me away because I’m a woman?” She
shook her head. John shrugged his shoulders.

“Why would they resort to telephone calls and
Valentine cards? No, it’s not possible. There wasn’t an individual
on that board, man, or women, who did not welcome me to the
chairmanship. Besides, they don’t even live in Anchorage.” She
looked thoughtful. To be honest, that was one of my first reactions
after I received the card.”

“Then we think alike. I admit, it would be
more difficult for one of them to do the dirty work, but any one of
them could afford to pay someone else to do it. I have to test all
the angles. Sarah, I want this bastard—excuse my French—and I’m
going to do it by whatever means possible, and the first rule, is
not to rule anyone out.”

“All right, John. I'll get you the list
tonight when you drive me home. Anything else?”

“Yes. Let's eat.” He signaled the waiter, who
finally brought the wine to the table and took their order. His
attitude cheered her, and during dinner, the conversation turned to
familiar and happier topics.

“How is that beautiful wife of yours? Isn't
Friday her night out on the town?”

“Usually, but she's in Hawaii. When the snow
began, she started making travel plans. She’s visiting her mother,
but she'll be back in time for Thanksgiving.”

“Oh John, I'm not keeping you from a
vacation, am I?”

“No, for heaven's sake, she’s Hawaiian. She
goes home at least three times during the winter. I go maybe once a
year. I love the cold Alaskan winters, but Leeann is more partial
to sun and beaches. I’m just glad I can afford to let her go
whenever she chooses. Honestly, I think it makes for a more
interesting marriage. Sometimes, I'm glad to see her go, but I'm
always happy to see her come home.”

“I’ll never forget how beautiful she looked
on your wedding day, and you probably never realized this, but your
elopement is what convinced me to suggest to Michael that we elope.
You two eloped after only six weeks of courtship, and Michael and I
six months. I still smile every time I see the picture of you two
on your wedding day. You all of six foot seven, and her five foot
two. That beautiful tiny woman had tamed the wild giant.”

“Yes, but you were a witness at my wedding,
and all I got was an announcement of yours.”

“Sorry, I left the details to Michael.”

“That’s all right. I wouldn’t have invited me
either,” he laughed, “although, I am surprised. Don’t most little
girls grow up dreaming of that fairytale wedding?”

“Yes, and I admit at one time, I did too, but
then my parents died and there was no one to invite, no reason to
have a big wedding.”

“Gosh, I’m sorry, Sarah. I guess that
size-fifteen foot of mine is what I’m having for dinner.”

Sarah giggled. “Oh John, we’re way beyond
that.”

“Thank you for saying so. Still, after that
statement, it will be hard to get the taste of leather out of my
mouth; maybe a piece of cheesecake will do the trick. Is that still
your favorite dessert?”

“Of course, and they serve the best right
here, which is why it’s my favorite restaurant,” she declared.

“Yours and mine. I’m here every chance I get.
In fact, most of my business meetings are held here. One waitress
told me they were planning on naming a new menu item after me.”

“And what item would that be?”

“Instead of the Special of the Day, it would
be called John’s Favorite, since there is nothing on the menu that
I haven’t tried and loved,” he declared proudly. “In fact, I
proposed to Leeann here, got down on one knee and everything. Of
course, I had to have two waiters help me back up.” He laughed, and
she laughed along with him. The tensions of the previous week
dissipated.

“Well, I can’t wait to see her. I especially
want to know how she deals with your sense of humor on a
twenty-four-hour basis. You’re both still planning to have dinner
with me on Thanksgiving, right?”

“I wouldn’t miss it, but talking about
dinner, are you going to eat that meal or just play with it? I
mean, I love salmon,” he hinted.

Sarah apologized. “Sorry, no appetite
lately.”

“If I ever make that statement, you better
call an ambulance, ’cause I’m dying.”

Sarah smiled and finally took a bite of her
food.

They were having coffee and cheesecake when
the hostess brought a telephone to the table. “Mrs. Palmer, a
telephone call for you.” She handed Sarah the receiver.

“Thank you.” Sarah gave John a quizzical
look.

“Hello,” she said, straining to hear clearly
over the noise in the restaurant. There was no response, she put
the phone on the table, then quickly left the dining room. John put
the receiver to his ear in time to hear the click of a disconnected
call. He realized that despite Sarah's objections, it was time to
call his friend.

He followed her to the restaurant lobby. She
was staring at the payphones on the wall; one receiver was still
dangling loosely. “He was here!”

“And you practically run into his arms!” He
said angrily.

“I…It was a reflex. I just wanted to know
who…pretty foolish, huh.” She realized her error and knew she
deserved his wrath. “How did he know I was here? I never told a
soul.”

He put his arm around her shoulders and said,
“Get your coat, I’ll take you home.”

He went back to the table to take care of the
bill and check with the hostess about whether the caller was male
or female, or if she had seen anyone in the lobby.

“I don’t know, sir,” she told him. “The
operator said it was an emergency person-to-person telephone call
for Mrs. Sarah Palmer. I never heard the caller’s voice, but the
operator was male. I didn’t notice anyone in the lobby. I’ve been
busy helping the servers with drinks. Sorry.”

John drove Sarah to her home in the foothills
of the Chughach Mountains. The ride started out solemn. He occupied
himself with plans to begin a deeper investigation of the phantom
stalker, and Sarah became thoughtful. She realized that John was
going to call his detective friend and she resigned herself to the
inevitable. Dealing with the police was something she desperately
wanted to avoid. Dredging up the past was almost too painful to
consider, and Sarah tried to block her thoughts by occupying her
mind with the snow-covered scenery they passed. She had not been
home since the storm, and she looked forward to seeing her new home
in its rustic grandeur.

“I can’t wait to see how the house looks,
with all the snow.”

“You know I would have bought the place had I
known it was on the market. It’s a beautiful home.”

“I was lucky. I got word of it before they
actually advertised it, and when I saw it, and how much he was
asking, I jumped at the opportunity.” Her new home located in the
foothills of the Chugach Mountains was a large three-story log home
built by a wealthy executive from Anchorage. It cost him over a
million dollars to make it the most luxurious and comfortable log
home in the Northwest. When he finished it and brought his bride to
live in it, she hated it. He was so angry he sold it for half its
value. Sarah bought it for a song and after some minor remodeling
it was her dream home. It sat high on a hill with a wooded slope
behind it. The view of the mud flats, Anchorage, and the inlet was
breathtaking. Her condominium in Anchorage was a convenience she
used during the workweek, but her home in the foothills was her
weekend sanctuary.

“I think what I like the most is the
seclusion; owning a hundred acres of land ensures privacy. Did you
know a doctor bought the house next door?”

“He’s over a mile away, not exactly next
door.” He reminded her. She was finally feeling better. The farther
away from the city they got, the more relaxed she became.

Several miles before they arrived, the house
came into view. Brightly colored Christmas lights outlined it and
covered all the trees, evergreen, and birch alike. It was a
fantasyland, and it made Sarah smile with appreciation. “Goodness.
Can you believe what she’s done?”

“Your housekeeper?”

“Yes, Mrs. Emma Smith. She’s the sister of
Sam Berry, my caretaker in Washington, and she’s a home manager.
Like Jackson doesn’t want to be called a secretary, Emma doesn’t
want to be called the housekeeper.”

“I see. Then what is her job?”

“She hires and supervises the housekeeper and
the groundskeeper, but she does most of the cooking, unless I get
into the kitchen first. She seems to have fallen in love with
Alaska. I had the first floor remodeled and decorated to her
personal style. She has a three-room apartment facing the back of
the house that looks out onto the hillside. She loves the view from
her patio and enjoys watching the wildlife come in search of food.
Birds, moose, and even a bear have been her companions.”

“That’s the reason I would’ve bought the
place. It’s so close to the city, yet it’s still wilderness. What
other changes did you make?”

“Other than giving Emma her own apartment, I
put in an exercise room with state-of-the-art equipment and a
wonderful studio for my painting. I also added some outside
lighting and a generator just in case the power goes out. It’s very
green, self-sustaining, and very comfortable.”

“You got a bargain, that’s for sure. She’s
done a beautiful job, but isn’t it a little early?” he commented
when they pulled into the extremely long driveway.

“I’m sure Emma just wanted it to be a
surprise for me. She’s always planning such things. She’s more like
my mother than my housekeeper.”

“You mean home manager,” he reminded her.
“Since Eddie is here, I think I’ll say good-bye at the door and get
back to town. I want to consult with that detective friend of
mine.”

Sarah had another idea. “Please come in. I
have something to tell you. I should have mentioned it earlier, but
you’re going to the police, and before you do I think you should
know this.”

“Sure, if it’s that important.” He parked the
car, and they walked to the house together.

Eddie greeted them. “Welcome home! What about
all those lights? Beautiful, aren’t they? Really gets the spirit
stirred up.” He was rambling, excited and happy, like a kid at
Christmas.

Sarah gave him a hug. “It’s absolutely
beautiful.”

“I have the coffee brewing in the kitchen.
Emma has retired for the evening.” Then he noticed his brother's
serious mood. “What happened? Something happened!”

“John, while you give Eddie the details, I
need to see Emma, to say thank you.” She excused herself.

Sarah knocked on Emma’s door and Emma
immediately opened it. “Missy, you’re home, I wasn’t sure what time
you would get here, or I would have waited with Eddie.”

Sarah hugged her tightly. “Oh, Emma, the
house looks wonderful. Thank you. You will never know what a
blessing it was to see it tonight with all the lights. It’s
beautiful, simply beautiful.” Emma had lost her husband five years
earlier, and when Grace told her that Sarah needed a housekeeper
for her Anchorage home, she jumped at the chance to make a positive
change in her life. The sixty-something young woman, with an
adventurous spirit, more gray hair than black, and just enough
plumpness to stand her well in the cold, seemed to have fallen in
love with her new home.

“Isn’t it? I’m so glad you like it. Eddie
helped supervise the installers, and they did a wonderful job. He
took me out for a short drive away from the house so we could get
the best view. I especially like the lights in the trees. I’m so
glad you’re pleased. I know it’s a little early, but I wanted the
first snowfall and the lights to brighten your homecoming. I know
how hard you work.” Emma glowed with the success of her
surprise.

“You’re a saint. Thank you. You have no idea
what a week I’ve had and how seeing the house tonight just washed
it all away. Thank you so much for your thoughtfulness. Get some
rest, and I’ll see you in the morning.” Sarah hugged her tightly
again before she went back upstairs to talk with John and
Eddie.

Sarah could overhear John telling Eddie about
the telephone call at the restaurant. “I know a detective who may
be able to help us,” John was saying when she entered the
kitchen.

“Before you do, there’s something you need to
know first. I would’ve explained earlier, but I think Eddie
deserves to hear it firsthand too,” Sarah seated herself across the
table from them and sipped the coffee Eddie had poured. “I don't
think you'll find a sympathetic ear. When I left Seattle, a police
detective named O’Conner told me the Anchorage police had been
informed that I murdered Michael.”

“What?” Eddie blurted.

“Go on, Sarah,” John said evenly, while
giving Eddie a look that silenced him.

She got up and began heating fresh cinnamon
rolls, one of Emma’s specialties. While she worked, she told them
about Michael's death. She served the rolls, and told them about
the police investigation along with all the unanswered questions.
She knew if she kept herself busy, she could maintain her composure
and not fall victim to her emotions.

“Maybe the telephone calls and the Valentine
is retaliation for something that someone thinks I got away with.
Even though the official report on Michael's death says it was an
accident, Detective O’Conner believes otherwise. He genuinely
believes I killed Michael, and I can’t prove that I didn’t.”

Sarah hesitated a moment then took a deep
breath. “Detective O’Conner believed the gossip; he believes I was
only after his money. Since my marriage, the label ‘gold digger’
and worse have been a constant curse. He listed a number of people
who all claimed to know that I killed him. I have no way in the
world to prove that I would give anything, my life, even my soul,
for Michael. I have no proof of my innocence. I loved him, but in
the eyes of the police, the public, it doesn't count for anything.
According to them, they’re just words. I should have told you
before, but guilt kept me silent.”

“Guilt? What are you guilty of?” Eddie
asked.

“I bought the car. I killed my husband with
the perfect birthday present, a Porsche.” She kept her back to
them, afraid to face their reaction.

Eddie let out a low whistle. “Unbelievable,
Sarah, I had no idea.” He immediately got up and went over to where
she was standing. He touched her shoulder. “Sarah, you didn’t kill
Michael. Don’t think of it that way. And you don’t have to worry
about us. We know better. We know you.”

She gave him a weak smile. “Thanks, you’ll
never know what the two of you mean to me.” She squeezed his hand,
glanced at John, and he nodded his agreement.

“I understand the reason you want to call the
police, and I leave that decision to you. I just wanted you to be
aware of my circumstances and the roadblock you may run into when
you ask for help. And like I said earlier, my biggest fear is that
it will reach the papers. My effort to honor Michael's life with a
charitable foundation will become nothing more than a joke. Instead
of honoring Michael, I’ll be dishonoring him.”

John rubbed the stubble on his face, while he
took a minute to think. “I know you went through a lot in Seattle.
I have several friends on the force. But, I also know that the
official report lists it an accident. I wish you had told me this
sooner. I wasn’t aware that anyone on the force was harassing
you.”

“I know. I should’ve trusted you, but I just
wanted to forget it, put it behind me. Now it will be the top
story, again. Her emotions were still close to the surface. She
quickly occupied herself with refilling their cups.

John continued. “Your theory of revenge is
possible. With your permission, I’ll check it out and conduct my
own investigation of Michael’s death.” He took Sarah's hands in
his. “I give you my word. I'll wait a little while longer before
going to see that detective. He’s a good man, and I doubt that an
overanxious cop will have much influence on him. Don’t worry. We’ll
find out what’s going on. You forget how often I saved your hide in
high school.”

Sarah smiled. “I thought I was the one who
saved your hide. Biology, wasn't it?”

“Okay, so you saved me. I guess it's about
time I repaid the favor.”

Sarah got her first good night's sleep in
over a week. With Eddie downstairs and Emma answering the
telephone, she felt safe and protected. On Monday, she called
Jackson to give him the week off for Thanksgiving. She was
reluctant to give up her safe haven for work. Instead, she used the
time to get out her easels and paint. The inspiration she
discovered the evening she spent playing in the snow was still with
her despite the stress, but instead of a choir of snow angels, she
painted the horror that haunted her dreams.

On Thanksgiving Day, she had her friends,
Eddie, John, and Leeann, over for a wonderful feast, provided by
Emma, and without one word about telephone calls or Valentines.
Yet, when the holiday ended, her apprehension began to show. She
knew that all she had to do was stay at home, in her rustic cabin,
and hide from her tormentor, but that meant hiding from life too.
It was so easy to disappear after Michael's death, too easy. When
Gerry asked her to take over the leadership, she knew if she was to
find happiness, she had to break away from her self-imposed prison.
An unknown tormentor was trying to put her back into that prison,
and she vowed she would not allow it. With Eddie at her side and
determination her goal, she went back to her apartment to face her
nightmares and her stalker.

 



CHAPTER IV

 


On December 13, Sarah was busy in town
Christmas shopping before the next round of meetings. Each month
the directors met beginning on the fourteenth, for one day,
sometimes two or more, depending on the agenda. The fourteenth gave
all the departments enough time to sort out the results of the
previous month and present them to the directors. This month, being
December and the last meeting of the year, Sarah invited all the
board members, management teams, and their families for a Christmas
celebration. More than one hundred people had agreed to attend, and
the company was putting them up at the Sheraton Hotel. Tomorrow,
after a short but quick board meeting, the weekend would kick off
with dinner at the Sheraton’s Top of the World Restaurant.

The weekend would include shopping trips,
sightseeing tours, skiing, and a formal Christmas ball on the third
evening. Jackson was in charge of the details, and Sarah trusted
his instincts and his ability to stick to a budget. For all the
hard work, his reward included a huge bonus and several weeks off
for the holiday, but she could not resist buying him something
personal. While buying him a gift certificate in the men’s
department of Nordstrom’s, she ran into Karen.

“Karen, I see you have the same idea.” Sarah
said brightly and greeted her friend.

Karen Shay, Michael’s former secretary, had
started with the Palmer Company when it was just a one-room
storefront. She had great business insight, and now she managed the
Anchorage branch of the Palmer Corporation. She was thirty-five, a
tall brunette with deep brown eyes and a voluptuous figure. A
strong woman, smart, talented, and beautiful, yet Sarah was
surprised that she rarely saw her with the same man twice.

“It is that time of the year. Besides, the
men in our lives would all still look like Cro-Magnon man if we
didn’t do the shopping for them.

Sarah giggled at the thought. “You’re
probably right. Are you seeing someone new?”

“No, not really, at least not seriously.
There’s just too many to choose from. I don’t know why you ever
left Alaska, with the ratio of ten to one. I’m surprised you
weren’t snatched up at sixteen.”

“I led a sheltered life.” Sarah said with
humor.

“You must have. Can I buy you lunch? The café
here has a great menu. Plus, I was hoping to get your advice on a
bid I’m putting together.”

“Sure, I’m famished.”

After they were seated and their meal
ordered, Sarah asked Karen to tell her about the account she was
working on. “Is this the same client you and Gerry were working on
last month?”

“Yes, it’s for the school district. They want
new laptops in all their high schools and desktops in the middle
schools. I’m working with Patricia Anders; she’s heading the
committee that’s going to make the recommendation to the school
board.”

“Patricia Anders, cute brunette, about five
foot seven, teaches computer classes at Denali High School?” Sarah
asked.

“That’s her. You know her?”

“We were roommates in college here in
Anchorage before I transferred to Washington.”

“Wow, it’s a small world, isn’t it? But I
wonder why she didn’t mention that she knew you. I mean, she knows
your married name, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, I’m sure she’s trying to avoid a
conflict of interest; otherwise, she would’ve called me. I’ll honor
her wishes and stay out of the negotiations until after you win the
bid. So tell me, what can I do for you?”

“I’ve put the bid together, but it’s not our
usual contract. I want to offer free training and software
upgrades, make it an integral part of the maintenance agreement. I
really think it’ll guarantee us the deal. I’ve studied other
company policies, and it seems that’s where they always overcharge
and lose future business. I’ve worked up the numbers, and with a
contract of this size, it’s a small concession. I wanted your
opinion before I presented it.”

“I’d like to see the figures, but it sounds
like a great idea.” Sarah was impressed. Karen had done her
homework and appeared incredibly determined to win this
contract.

“I’ll fax them to your office. Thanks, Sarah.
I appreciate the help, especially with a change that large.”

“No problem. We have to stay competitive.”
Sarah was pleased, a bid that large required creative thinking, and
putting Karen in as head of the Anchorage office, was a smart
move.

After lunch, she spent the rest of the day
shopping. Exhausted when Eddie dropped her off at the condominium,
she took a long hot bath, then fell into bed. John came through on
his promise and got her a new unlisted telephone number, and even
though the calls had stopped haunting her, she disconnected the
phone beside her bed anyway.

Sarah woke suddenly. Aware that something had
startled her from a deep sleep, she listened intently for any
sound, any indication of an intruder. She knew she was not alone;
she sensed his presence before her eyes could make out his dark
shape. Fear had her frozen. She realized he was standing at the
foot of her bed. Just inches away. Terror kept her immobile. It was
a standoff. She wondered if he was waiting for her to move, to show
some sign of consciousness, but her body was frozen from fear. She
fought to move past it and after moments of sheer terror, she
managed to throw off the blankets and sit up, just as the figure
disappeared from the room.

The telephone rang. Sarah screamed in terror.
It was 2:14 am. A new telephone number would not deter her
tormentor. Unsure if she had just awakened from a nightmare or if
the stalker had actually been in her apartment, she ran to the
front door, checked the locks, then rechecked them. Her phone
showed that the Unknown Caller had gotten her unlisted number.
Terrified, she called John.

“I’m sorry. I know it’s after 2:00 AM, but he
called again. I think he was in my apartment. I’m—”

“I’m on my way start the coffee,” John told
her.

She turned on all the lights, checked all the
closets, and made a pot of coffee. She turned on the fireplace and
the stereo, then she sat huddled in a blanket on her sofa until he
arrived.

At exactly 3:00 AM, he rang the doorbell. He
checked the caller ID, then called information. When he asked for
Sarah Palmer’s number, they gave him her new unlisted number.

“Someone at the telephone company screwed up.
The number they gave you isn’t unlisted. I’ll have it changed, I
promise, and this time they will get it
right.”

Sarah was relieved and upset at the same
time. “Then it was just a dream.”

“What was just a dream?”

“I disconnected the phone beside my bed
before I went to sleep—at least I thought I did—but I could have
sworn that someone was in my room, and then the phone rang. The one
I disconnected. I freaked. It must’ve been a bad dream. I’m sorry,
John. I got you out of a warm bed for nothing.”

“Don’t apologize; I would’ve come even if it
was just a nightmare. I noticed you don’t have a chain lock on your
door—and the keys, who has a copy of your keys?”

“I have two sets. I had new locks put on when
I moved in. The only other copy is with Leeann. As for the chain
lock, the condo association told me that since there was a deadbolt
and a peephole, another lock wasn’t needed. You know
associations—they want to tell you how often to flush your toilet.
The teapot whistled. You said coffee and I made a pot, but this
late wouldn’t you prefer tea.”

“I’ll have whatever you’re having. Come on
let me help you.”

They went to the kitchen and prepared the
tea, then retired to the living room.

He patted the seat beside him. “Sit down
here, beside me.” “Let’s talk. We’re both wide awake. Relax, we’ll
talk and get rid of all the ghosts.”

Sarah was pacing. “Thank you for getting here
so fast.”

“From now on, Eddie will use the guest room.
I don’t know why I didn’t consider that from day one. He should be
at your side twenty-four/seven until we know who and what.
Okay?”

“I won’t argue, but this job has got to be
playing havoc with his love life.”

“Don’t worry about Eddie or his love life.
He’s always had a girl, and he probably always will. In fact, I
think he’s about to pop the question with his latest. Christmas, I
think he said. Now, come on sit down and relax.”

“Give me a minute; I think I’ll turn off some
of the lights. I guess I just panicked and wanted to make sure he
wasn’t hiding in the shadows. I’m losing it, aren’t I?” She moved
around the apartment turning off lights and dimming the ones in the
living room. In the kitchen she made up a tray, on it she put a pot
of tea and a plate of Danish. She finally relaxed beside John on
the couch. She tucked her legs under her and sipped her tea.

“You know what I like,” John said, eyeing the
Danish. “Remember when I used to call you Cheesecake?”

“Yes. I didn’t like it then and I still
don’t,” She warned him, but smiled too.

“Well, now that I’m married – I save all my
nicknames for Leeann. Although, you’ll always be Cheesecake to me.”
He winked, she giggled, and they ate the Danish and enjoyed the tea
while watching the hypnotic flames of the fireplace.

After a few moments of silence, John spoke.
“Sarah, can we talk? I mean really talk, no holds barred.”

“Sure. Ask me anything.”

“Why do you sing ‘You Are My Sunshine’?”

She looked at him surprised. “What’re you
talking about?”

“Just now, while you were turning out the
lights and preparing the tray, you were singing.”

“I was?” She shook her head in disbelief.
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t even aware of it. It must be a reaction to the
stress. My father used to sing it to me when I was a child. He used
it to calm me whenever I got upset that they were leaving again. I
guess I’m using it in the same way. I’ll try to be more careful.”
She stood. His observation made her nervous. “I am losing it. I
wasn’t even aware I was singing.” He grabbed her hand.

“Sit down. It’s not that big a deal. It’s a
pretty song and an appropriate way to cope, so relax. Come on,
talk, tell me about you. We haven’t had a real discussion in
awhile. You were incommunicado for over a year. I just want to
catch up.”

“What about Leeann? She must think I’m
completely off my rocker, calling you out of bed at two in the
morning.”

“Actually, Leeann is worried about you, and
she wanted to come with me, but I don’t want her anywhere near this
case. It’s the only way to protect her and keep my attention on the
details at hand. She understands that, and sends her love. She’s
hoping that when all this is over you’ll join her on her next visit
to Hawaii. She has the entire trip planned.”

“Leeann mentioned it on Thanksgiving. I told
her I’d consider it. After this is over, I think it would be a
great idea. Tell her it’s a date. I haven’t been there since my
honeymoon. We were planning another trip when….” She stopped in
mid-sentence. He noted a change in her demeanor. “I’m sorry. It’s
getting late. Shouldn’t we both get some sleep before the day
starts?”

“Oh, no you don’t. You’re not getting off the
hook that easy. I’m sitting here in your living room, watching fake
fire logs burn in a gas fireplace, eating cheese Danish, and
drinking decaffeinated green tea, all to help you chase away the
ghosts. The least you can do is tell me what happened that
day.”

“You’ve read the police report? I really
don’t have anything to add.” She put the Danish and her tea down
and got up. She moved to the fireplace.

“I don’t understand why you won’t discuss
this with me. We’ve been friends for years. You used to tell me
everything.”

“What is it that you think I haven’t told
you? Are you looking for a confession too? Because if that’s it.
Then, yes, I killed Michael.” He watched as she fought back the
tears. He heard the grief and anger. He realized she was feeling
threatened, and that her experience in Seattle was worse than he
had imagined.

Shame took hold. She covered her face. “Oh
god, John. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”

He went to her side and took her in his arms.
He held her close. “Damn it, Sarah. I only….You aren’t going to
make this easy are you?”

“I don’t mean to be impossible. I…I’m not
ready to talk about that day. Not yet.”

“I understand. No more questions.” He led her
back to the couch. “Come on, finish your tea. Then get some rest.
I’ll stay right here until Eddie arrives.”

 



CHAPTER V

 


December 14th – 1:00 PM

 


Rhonda Parker had just finished showing the
house and was hurrying to go home before her oldest son, Aaron,
arrived from school. Selling real estate part time provided her
family with extra money and gave her the opportunity to concentrate
on the task she enjoyed most, caring for her two young sons, Joshua
and Aaron.

Her clients made an offer on the house, but
before she could complete the paperwork, she had to keep her
promise to Aaron. Sitting down and discussing his day at school
over a glass of milk and homemade cookies was a ritual more
important than celebrating Christmas. Rhonda would not allow
anything to interfere with that special time, not even a definite
offer to purchase. She had her car in reverse and was about to
leave when she noticed the lights were on in the master bedroom.
“Damn it.” She put the car into park.

“That's what I get for being in a hurry,” she
muttered. Aaron would be getting home from school, and she wanted
to be there when he arrived, but her immediate responsibility was
to make sure she closed the house properly. “Aaron will understand
if I'm a few minutes late.”

She left the car running and headed back into
the house. Thoughts of her children filled her with pride, and she
smiled recalling how excited Aaron was yesterday. His girlfriend
was going to call. Sure enough, the telephone rang, and a little
girl asked to speak to him. He was growing up, and she remembered
feeling a little sad, yet proud. He had another girl in his life
now, Marie, a freckle-faced tomboy from down the street.

She unlocked the door and entered the house.
She quickly climbed the stairs to the second floor, entered the
master suit, and stepped right into the blade of a knife. The blade
sank deep into her chest, slicing her heart almost in half. She
stared into the eyes of her assailant and saw no mercy.

*******

6:00 PM

 


Steven was angry. A killer was on the prowl.
There was another dead woman; her beautiful green eyes stared
accusingly at him. Why had he allowed this to happen? None of the
leads from the last killing worked out, leaving Steven and his team
with what seemed like a random murder. The killing was bolder and
Steven was sure the stalker knew the victims and their habits. What
was driving him? Both women had blond hair and green eyes. Did they
remind him of a mother, girlfriend, or wife? There were no clues,
no DNA, not even a footprint in the snow, and the neighbors saw
nothing and heard no one. What tied these two women to the same man
and eventually meant their death? Was it only the hair and eye
color, or was it something other than the obvious? Steven vowed
that he would find out before January 14.

He was sitting at a red light pondering these
questions when he saw her, his angel from the park. She was getting
into a Mercedes. He had to look twice, but there was no mistaking
that face and the delicate, well-defined features set off by large
eyes and a sensuous mouth. Her smile held more mystery than the
Mona Lisa's and triggered deep memories of love long ago buried
under anger and hurt. At that moment, he knew he had to meet this
woman. He took his eyes off her just long enough to realize that he
knew her chauffeur, Eddie Thomas.

“Well, I'll be. She must be special if she
has Eddie as her escort.” He watched them drive out of sight. The
cars behind him began blowing their horns to tell him the light was
green.

*******

Eddie was escorting Sarah home to change for
dinner, a special celebration to kick off the weekend's pre-holiday
activities for the board members and their spouses.

“You seem much happier than this morning. I’m
surprised that you find this type of work so rewarding—I mean,
because you’re an artist, not because you aren’t capable.”

“Don’t apologize. I’m surprised myself, but
in a way, it is rewarding. I think I’m doing a good job and that
Michael would be proud. The last board meeting of the year is over,
the company is doing well, and most of the board members brought
their families up for the weekend’s festivities. I’m actually
looking forward to showing Alaska to them. They spend so much time
on business when they’re here. I just thought it was important to
show them what Alaska has to offer. I do apologize that you’ll have
to escort me to all the activities. You must be bored out of your
mind.”

“That is the one thing I am not. Granted,
your stalker hasn’t done much since last month, but that phone call
this morning is a warning of some kind.”

“It’s the fourteenth. Did John find out why
my number was released?”

“Apparently the account was handled by a new
employee who used the wrong list. He said it should change again by
Monday”

“And the change of locks, when will that be
done?”

“One day this week one of our men will
contact building maintenance and get it taken care of. He’ll call
me when it’s completed.”

When they arrived at the apartment, Eddie
accompanied her upstairs. While in the elevator, Sarah asked him,
“What are your plans for the holidays?”

“Guarding you. Why do you ask?”

“I'm leaving for my home on the Washington
coast Monday. Emma left this morning. Sam and Grace are planning an
old-fashioned Christmas celebration. You’re welcome to join us, but
what about your girlfriend. Don't you two have plans?”

“You’re trying to tell me that even creeps
take a holiday? I don’t think John will let you go unguarded.”

“Well, I’ll just have to convince him that
I'll be fine. So far, it’s only the telephone calls. Nothing else
has happened. I refuse to allow this maniac to spoil anyone’s
holiday. Besides, I really don't think he’ll follow me to
Washington.”

Eddie unlocked the door of her apartment and
was about to let Sarah in when he noticed the red envelope on the
floor. Using a handkerchief, he picked it up carefully. Sarah
followed him into the apartment and they went over to her desk.
Using the letter opener, he gingerly sliced the envelope open and
dumped the contents out.

A red Valentine heart and with it a gold
emblem, the advertising logo of a local real estate company, fell
to the desk.

Eddie retrieved it. “What’s this?” He turned
it over carefully.

The red heart had the words YOU’RE DEAD,
VALENTINE printed in the same neat block letters, but the wording
was slightly different, and the difference made an impact on Sarah
that Eddie did not understand at first.

Watching her reaction, it suddenly dawned on
him. He remembered that the first Valentine read, YOUR DEAD
VALENTINE, an allusion to Michael, and the cards he would send her
every month. This Valentine left no doubt someone wanted Sarah
dead.

“You're dead. You're dead.” Sarah kept
repeating the words aloud. Then she noticed the gold emblem in
Eddie’s hand, and she appeared about to faint. Instead, he watched
while she rifled through her desk, opening drawers, throwing papers
left and right, and searching through file after file.

“Sarah, what is it?”

“How could I have been so stupid?” Eddie just
stared, baffled by her actions. “Remember, in the car on the way
home, there was a report on the news about a young real estate
agent murdered in a house she had just shown. Today a real estate
agent and last month a cocktail waitress, both killed on the
fourteenth.”

“I don’t remember hearing the news, but what
does that have to do with this?” He tried to calm her, but she
pulled away.

“You don’t understand. Last month I opened
the other card right here, over my desk, the same way you did.
Never mind—if I can just find it you’ll see what I mean.” She
continued to throw papers everywhere. When she uncovered the
cocktail napkin, she handed it to him. He took it and read the
name, “The Piano Bar.”

“Oh my god, Sarah,” was all he could manage.
Last month, the murder of a cocktail waitress, the Valentine card,
the cocktail napkin from The Piano Bar—all warnings, but somehow
the cocktail napkin went unnoticed. The gold emblem of the real
estate company must have triggered Sarah’s memory, and now there
was no doubt. Her stalker was also the killer.

The telephone rang, startling them. She
stared at the words that flashed on the caller ID display: Debra
Johnson. Sarah ran from the room.

Eddie did not know what to do first, answer
the telephone, go after Sarah, or call the police. The telephone
insisted. He picked up the receiver, half-expecting Debra to speak
to him from the grave, but the line was ominously quiet. The caller
hung up. Eddie dialed John and told him to drop everything. He told
him about the Valentine, the cocktail napkin, the real estate logo,
and the new wording on the card. John asked no questions. Instead,
he called his friend Detective Steven Quaid.

*******

Sarah understood for the first time the
threat she was under. The Valentines were more than a stalker’s
sick joke. Someone was committing murder and calmly strolling to
her doorstep to leave his calling card. Sarah stood under the hot
flowing water and forced the tears back. She refused to allow
herself to fall apart, to give in. She realized now that coming
home to Anchorage was a mistake. Doubts and fear bombarded her.
No, she thought, I will not let him do this to me. She
stopped thinking. Her sanity depended on it. The memories of her
nightmares and the truth they foretold surrounded her like fog.
Although she stood in her own home, she felt violated. Her head
pounded from the effort to hold herself together. Nevertheless, she
refused to fall apart the way she had after Michael's death. “I
came home to fight and I will,” she silently vowed. Sarah fought
hard to put the horror in a drawer so she could pull it out later,
examine it, analyze it, and paint it.

Singing “You Are My Sunshine,” she did her
hair, put on her make-up, and dressed for dinner. She could
suppress the pain, deny it life, and tonight that skill was
paramount to her success. She had obligations to fulfill, no matter
how much she wanted to run. She would not allow her tormentor to
beat her. If the culprit was someone she knew, then he would not
expect her to show up for dinner this evening, but she would be
there. No one would know of her agony or grief. Grieving in
solitude for Michael was different. She chose it. Hiding from a
sick lunatic meant having her freedom taken from her. “If he wants
my life, then he will have to fight me for it.” With strength and
determination, she joined the men in the living room, dressed for a
party.

John and Eddie were speaking in whispers. A
Valentine card, cocktail napkin, and gold real estate emblem lay on
the coffee table. The doorbell rang, and after a nod from John,
Sarah went to answer it.

*******

Steven was standing on the other side
swearing under his breath. When John called, he was trying to sort
through the evidence of the two murders, but he was getting
nowhere. At first, he thought of John's request, as a needed
diversion, something that would give his mind a rest. However, the
longer he was away from the evidence, the more agitated he became.
Whatever John wanted could not possibly be this important. Instead
of working on the case, he allowed John to lure him away because of
a debt owed. If John wanted to get him involved in a security
problem he was having with some rich client, he would—

He never finished the thought. The door
opened and the angel from the park stood before him. She wore an
evening dress of white satin. Her soft golden hair was done up in
curls and held in place with emerald-studded combs. He could not
take his eyes off her, nor could he find his voice. Her dark green
eyes were haunting and sad, yet she smiled and ushered him into the
main hall. The brief smile was all it took to light up her face,
the face he had seen in his dreams every night since he first saw
her in the park. At that moment, their eyes met and an electrical
current ran between them. The spark did not surprise Steven, who
was already aware of his fascination for her, but she did not seem
to notice.

He stepped in and turned to watch her every
move. She closed the door and he let her lead the way. He heard
John in the background. She motioned him into the living room where
white walls were offset by splashes of color, reds, blues, yellows,
and greens. The influence gave the apartment a rich but warm
personality. Steven could not believe he was in the home of the
woman he thought he would only see in his dreams.

John rose to introduce him. She was across
the room from him and nodded her hello. Steven was about to move
across the room to shake her hand when it registered. She was Mrs.
Palmer—with an emphasis on Mrs. He recognized the name but was not
sure from where.
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