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CHAPTER ONE
Marilee Anderson trembled, her nightgown drenched with cold sweat. Moving only her eyes, she studied her surroundings. Moonlight crept through the cracks between the curtains and created strange shadows that moved on the floor like a flow of dark blood. The plant grouping in the corner resembled a dangerous jungle. The massive armoire she loved so much loomed as a giant ready to attack. Clothes hanging in the closet became evil strangers lined up against her, and the mirror on the open door reflected something on her dresser that looked like a gun. The smells of gunpowder and blood permeated the air. Screams and groans reverberated in her head.
The drapes moved. Was it a breeze from the air conditioner? Or was someone in the room with her? Sounds of her gasping breaths and her pounding heart threatened to alert an intruder that she was in the bed and awake. Pure terror turned her spine to ice. What had woken her? Strange images superimposed themselves over the disturbing distortions of her bedroom. A figure in black stealthily creeping down a hallway, bursts of flame from the muzzle of a gun held in a gloved hand, a river of blood, and the smell of death.
She forced herself to sit up to turn on the lamp. She was safe in her own bed at home. There was no intruder, no blood, no gun, no . . .
Then she remembered.
She told herself it had been a dream, but that didn’t stop the racing of her heart or the shallow gasps of her breathing. Her hands continued to tremble and another shudder ran down her spine.
How could she have dreamed such horror? She had no experience with violence. She never read crime stories, never watched horror movies. Why would she see and feel crime and horror in her sleep? Feel it she did. Terror became like a weight pushing down on the top of her head, threatening to crush her. As the blood coursed through her veins like white water rapids, she wondered if she would ever breathe normally again.
She willed herself to forget the nightmare, but fragments continued to float through her consciousness. She took a deep breath and her eyes widened as the face of the victim appeared in her mind’s eye. She recognized that face, the face of Barbara Nichols, who had purchased the condominium directly above hers about six months ago.
Marilee didn’t realize she had reached across the bed to turn on another lamp. Even though the room was now filled with light, she saw Barbara’s face instead of the familiar surroundings of her bedroom.
Why had she dreamed about Barbara? Marilee hardly knew her. They nodded and murmured polite greetings if they happened to pass in the lobby or share an elevator, but they’d never carried on a conversation. Marilee had heard enough snippets of conversations among neighbors to realize she and Barbara were the subjects of gossip. Handsome and charming Jason Tremont had apparently transferred his affections from Marilee to Barbara.
Marilee rose from the bed and walked to the dresser. "See, Marilee, there’s nothing to be afraid of," she told her reflection. She cringed, but the sound of her own voice was better than the deadly silence. "It’s not a gun. It’s just your new hair dryer." She picked up the hair dryer and looked at it, wondering how she could have mistaken it for a gun. She shook her head and laid the dryer back on the dresser.
She walked around the room, touching the antique armoire and the platform rocker to assure herself they were the solid pieces of furniture that belonged there. She stroked the leaves of her plants. She picked up the blanket she’d kicked off in the throes of her nightmare and tossed it back on the queen-size waterbed.
"Okay, Marilee. You know everything’s just fine, but it won’t hurt to check the doors and windows." The sliding glass door was locked, and the bar was in place. "Now, the rest of the house."
Instead, she sat in the rocker, trying to make sense of her dream. Anyone hearing her speak aloud in the empty room might question her sanity, but she couldn’t stand the silence. "It doesn’t mean anything. You had too much chili for supper. Forget the darned dream. At least it’s not a ghost. Now go back to sleep."
Her body didn’t cooperate. She sat and rocked and thought. "You haven’t had a dream that had anything to do with reality since Polly and Joe eloped."
Her laughter sounded even less sincere to her own ears than her voice did. Her cousin Polly’s laughter had been hearty and genuine six years ago when Marilee told her she would meet the man of her dreams at the grocery store. Polly had vowed never to marry, but Joe swept her off her feet. They married three days after meeting in the grocery store the morning after Marilee’s dream.
"This is nothing like that," she told herself sternly. "I probably thought about Barbara because I heard those people in the lobby talking about her yesterday." The gossipers were convinced Marilee and Barbara were rivals over Jason. If only they knew how relieved Marilee had been to end their relationship.
She stood with the intention of returning to bed, then shook her head. "No way you’re going to get back to sleep now."
As she left the bedroom, she flipped the switch for the hall light and examined the lock on the window. In the kitchen, she punched the button for the light on the vent hood as well as the overhead fluorescent. The sunny yellow walls and the shiny chrome of appliances reflected the brightness. Marilee averted her eyes from the frightening shadows created by the greenery on the baker’s rack.
Her breathing had slowed to near normal. Although her heart had decided to stay in her chest, she still felt a slight tremor in her hands. "Marilee, you’re really going overboard about this dream. Yes, it was awful, but it was just a dream."
Should she call Barbara to see if she was okay? No, of course not. Hearing Barbara’s voice might reassure Marilee, but a phone call in the middle of the night would probably frighten her neighbor. She might be very upset to be asked by a near-stranger if she were all right. Marilee couldn’t destroy someone else’s peace of mind to end her own unwarranted fear.
She stuck a cup of water in the microwave and got out a chamomile tea bag, still telling herself how silly she was acting. "Enough talking to yourself," she said as she turned on the radio. "Listen to somebody else for a while."
She tuned in to a talk show hosted by a psychologist and only half-listened while she added the tea bag and sugar and lemon to the boiling water. Gruesome images from her nightmare lingered in her mind.
The voice from the radio interrupted her thoughts. "Dr. Scarlett Murphy is taking your calls at 1-800-667-6767. She will answer your questions about anything that’s troubling you."
Marilee had never called a radio talk show before, but she found herself reaching for the phone. After a short wait, she heard a bored voice ask, "What is your name?"
Briefly she toyed with the idea of giving a false name, but her innate honesty caused her to say, "Marilee." Before she could complete her name, the voice asked impatiently, "Well, Ms. Lee, what is your question for Dr. Murphy?"
Once again Marilee thought about correcting the assistant’s mistake, but she didn’t. Instead she briefly explained her question.
"Hmm, that’s a new one. One moment, please."
After a brief wait, Marilee heard, "You’re on the air. What’s your question for Dr. Murphy?"
Taking a deep breath, she began again and launched herself into the midst of her own nightmare. "Do dreams mean anything? I had an awful nightmare tonight, and I can’t believe there’s any … meaning in it."
The soothing voice of the psychologist answered, "Why don’t you tell me what you dreamed? Perhaps I can help you interpret the meaning."
"Well … I seemed to witness a murder. Someone walked down a hallway holding a gun." She paused. "It went into the bedroom and shot once into the wall. Then when the woman woke up, it shot her five times." Marilee’s voice quivered as she finished the story.
"Did you recognize the killer and the victim?"
"Not the killer. I couldn’t even tell if it was male or female." A deep breath. "The victim was my neighbor who lives above me."
"It appears you hold unresolved hostility toward this neighbor. How has he hurt you?"
Marilee shook her head, then realized she had to respond verbally. "It’s a she, and she hasn’t hurt me. I barely even know her, just enough to say hi in the hall."
Dr. Murphy made soothing noises before her next comment. "Dreaming of a murder reveals a deep-seated rage against the person you murder in your dream."
"I didn’t murder anyone. In my dream, I watched someone else commit a murder." Marilee barely managed to control her voice.
"You recognized the victim, but you didn’t see the murderer. If you had been a witness, you would have seen the killer as well as the victim."
Marilee started to speak into the pause, but the psychologist continued, "Obviously, you are the person with the gun. You are repressing your deep hostility toward this woman in your daily life, but it’s too strong to stay hidden. It comes out in your dreams."
Marilee could no longer keep her voice from rising. "I don’t have any rage or hostility, deep-seated or otherwise, toward this woman. How could I have any strong feelings toward her? I don’t even know her. And nothing comes out in dreams, plural. This is the one and only dream I’ve ever had about her."
The psychologist answered, "The subconscious is very powerful. Your conscious can control your antisocial urges, but your subconscious knows your real feelings."
Marilee rolled her eyes and shook her head. "That’s ridiculous!" She dropped the receiver back into the cradle and turned the radio dial to an easy listening music station. Whatever had possessed her to call into a weird talk show, anyway?
Real experts didn’t haunt the airways in the wee hours of the morning. Sensationalism upped ratings. Of course, the pop psychologist would have to come up with some melodramatic theory. Who would tune in to listen to someone who said dreams don’t mean anything?
Wouldn’t the old biddies who were already gossiping about Barbara and Jason and Marilee love to hear about her dream? They’d really have something to talk about then. Some already pitied her for not being able to hold on to her man.
For a time, she’d thought Jason was her man. She’d felt a thrill that by the third or fourth time he’d brought her home, he knew several of the tenants by name. He asked about the security guard’s arthritis, admired pictures of the Smiths’ grandchildren, talked mutual funds with the stockbroker on the fourth floor, and held the elevator door for anyone crossing the lobby. Jason always had a good story, a laugh, and a smile for everyone he met.
Marilee knew people had wondered what Jason had seen in her. While he chatted with complete strangers, her best effort produced only a smile and a nod. She hardly knew her neighbors, even though she’d lived in the same place for several years. She had no problem teaching or speaking in a professional setting. In a social environment, however, she could hear the pitch of her voice rise and the speed increase so she sounded as if she were racing, even to herself.
She’d been flattered to be singled out by the popular Jason Tremont. She’d thought he would help her come out of her shell, but it didn’t take long for her to see a side of Jason most people never knew.
"Quit this, Marilee!" She looked at the clock on the wall. "It’s after four in the morning. You’ve been up for nearly two hours. Back to bed. You had a bad dream, that’s all. The dream wasn’t even about you, so why are you so terrified?"
Voicing her fear still didn’t make it disappear. Marilee felt a cold chill pass through her body.
As she went through the house turning off lights, she couldn’t resist checking the security of each door and window once more. She couldn’t convince herself to turn off the hall light. Foreboding hung over her like a cloud, and she lay in bed praying to forget her dream for a long time before finally falling asleep.
When she woke the next morning, the feeling of dread still hovered around her. She looked at the clock. She’d either forgotten to set her alarm or turned it off during the night. She’d have to hurry or she’d be late to church. Maybe an hour in church would help restore her peace of mind. She still felt weighted down by fear and dread. Seeing police cars outside her building didn’t relieve her.
The congregation taking their seats at the end of a hymn covered Marilee’s late arrival. She hurried down the side aisle and slipped into a pew.
The minister stood in front of the altar before the intercessory prayer. "We ask your prayers for David Nichols, who is a member of our congregation, and for the soul of his sister, Barbara Nichols. David found her body this morning. She had been shot to death." The minister bowed his head and began to pray.
Marilee sat stiffly in her seat staring straight ahead. Instead of the words of the prayer, she heard the sound of gunshots. Instead of a church filled with praying congregants, she saw blood spurting from bullet holes in Barbara Nichols’ chest. Instead of the perfume of her pew-mate, she smelled gunpowder and blood. Instead of the peace and serenity she usually felt in church, she felt icy fingers of anxiety and terror clawing at her throat.
She didn’t realize when the prayer ended. She wasn’t even aware the lady next to her was trying to pass her the offering plate. The usher took the plate and gave Marilee a questioning look. She answered with a smile that seemed to convince him she was all right.
Marilee couldn’t concentrate on the sermon. She spent the time debating with her conscience. Since Barbara really had been murdered, shouldn’t she tell the police about her dream? Maybe something she could tell them would help solve the crime. Then she shook her head. That was ridiculous. Stupid. Absurd! She’d had a dream, a nightmare. She didn’t know anything that would help the police.
If she contacted them, she’d probably just muddy the waters. They’d spend time checking out her dream instead of looking for the killer. She’d lose time from her business, and, much worse, she’d be exposed to public scrutiny. She’d become known as the crazy lady who dreamed a murder. She’d be different, again. She’d be laughed at, again. Marilee had spent her entire adult life struggling to be like everyone else.
Even if she’d had a precognitive dream, what good would it do to tell the police after the fact? She couldn’t prevent the murder. It was too late for that. She couldn’t identify the killer. All she’d seen was a black draped figure with a gun. There was absolutely no way the dream could help solve the crime.
Marilee slipped out before the end of the service to avoid having to speak to anyone. She got in her car and drove down Wurzbach. When she reached Interstate 10, she turned west instead of east toward her home. There was little traffic this Sunday morning, and Marilee soon was outside the city and speeding along the highway.
She tried to forget her dilemma and focus on the blue sky and colorful wildflowers growing beside the road. She turned on the radio to search for a music station.
After a commercial, she heard, "Police are looking for a woman who called into The Midnight Hour on this station last night." She stopped changing the dial and listened. "The call, about a dream of murder, occurred shortly after the estimated time of death of Barbara Nichols, who was viciously murdered at the Oakview Condominiums. Police ask anyone who has any information about this murder or the talk show caller to contact Detective Arturo Garcia at the San Antonio Police Department, Homicide Division. Detective Garcia has refused to say whether the mystery caller is a suspect. He told this reporter, ‘We believe the woman has valuable information, and we need to interview her immediately.’"
"What the . . .?" Marilee exclaimed aloud. Her grip tightened on the steering wheel, and the pressure she’d felt since she woke from her dream pressed heavier on her head. She swerved into the right lane, exited at Boerne Stage Road, and pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant just past the exit. Another news story blared from the radio, but Marilee didn’t turn it off until the newscast ended.
Why were the police looking for her? Her dream couldn’t possibly have anything to do with Barbara’s death. It was a bizarre coincidence. That’s all it could be. She’d known that psychologist was a quack last night when the esteemed doctor had pronounced Marilee harbored rage toward Barbara. Rage ... murder ... no one could believe she had anything to do with this terrible tragedy. The newscast had used the word suspect. She couldn’t be a suspect, could she?
Marilee didn’t know how long she sat there debating with herself. The sounds of gunshots mingled in her mind with the taunts she’d endured throughout her childhood. Freak. Witch. Weirdo. Crazy, crazy Marilee, dreams the future for you and me.
No, no, no! She wouldn’t go through that agony again. Surely if she cooperated with the police they would respect her privacy and keep her identity secret. Once they heard her story, she wouldn’t be a suspect. Then she could go back to her quiet, ordered, private life.
She squared her shoulders. No sense in putting off the inevitable. If the police were looking for her, she’d contact them right away and get this over with.
When she drove into the parking garage at her condominium complex, she shook her head, trying to remember the return trip. Her dream felt more real to her than this morning’s events.
She went straight to the kitchen phone. Grabbing the phone book, she found the number and dialed. "San Antonio Police Department. How may I direct your call?"
"I need to speak ... Homicide Department, please."
After a short delay, she heard "Homicide. Johnston."
"Detective . . ." Her voice trailed off as she realized she didn’t recall the detective’s name. "Uh, I don’t know the name, but I need to speak to the officer handling the Barbara Nichols murder case."
"That’s Garcia. Hang on."
After a brief pause, a different voice said, "Garcia here."
"Officer Garcia—"
"It’s Detective Garcia."
"Oh, of course, Detective Garcia." Marilee identified herself and breathed deeply. "I’m the one who called the radio station last night about a dream I had."
The detective obtained Marilee’s address and phone number. "Are you at home now?"
When she answered in the affirmative, he continued, "I’m sending a patrol car to pick you up. I need to talk to you immediately."
"I’m at home, but you don’t have to send a car. I can drive myself." Marilee wanted to be able to come and go on her own.
A muffled conversation took place on the other end of the line, then Detective Garcia spoke into the phone. "The car’s on the way. I’ll see you in my office soon." He hung up the phone before Marilee could protest.
Twenty-five minutes later, she walked to the patrol car with the young police officer. Even though she didn’t see anyone, she imagined she could feel her neighbors’ eyes boring into her. She just knew everyone had to be watching as a uniformed officer escorted her to the police car. It was her worst nightmare come true.
She grimaced and felt a stab of guilt. No, it wasn’t her worst nightmare. Her worst nightmare had come true last night. What happened to her neighbor was a million times worse than being the center of negative attention. Marilee may have always imagined nothing could be worse than being the object of ridicule and speculation, but now she’d seen much worse.
Her internal lecture didn’t eliminate her self-consciousness or shame, but she did convince herself she had to take this step. Her own fragile emotions were insignificant compared to the death of another human being.
The policeman gave up his attempts at small talk when Marilee ignored him or answered only in monosyllables. Finally they arrived at the police station, and the patrolman escorted her through a maze of hallways into an office containing four battered wooden desks. Only one of the desks was occupied.
"Here she is, sir." The young officer hurried away after his introduction, if that’s what it was meant to be.
"Ms. Anderson, have a seat. I need to ask you some questions." The heavily masculine voice matched the large, muscular man who pointed to a chair "How long have you lived in the Oakview Condominiums?"
Although question followed question with the speed of the bullets Marilee had seen in her dream, she found it easy to answer such questions as "Where do you work?"
"I’m self-employed as a business consultant."
She’d begun to relax until the detective asked, "What was your relationship with the deceased?"
"We didn’t have a relationship." Marilee concentrated on keeping her voice even. "She moved into the apartment above me about six months ago. We introduced ourselves in the lobby, and we say … uh … I mean, we said hello when we passed in the hall. That’s all."
She felt every muscle in her body tense at the detective’s next question. "Okay, tell me about this so-called dream."
"It wasn’t a so-called dream. It was a nightmare." She shivered at the memory. "The first thing I saw was a figure in black—"
"Could you identify this figure?"
"No, I only saw it from the neck down."
"You’re saying it. Could you tell if it was male or female?" Detective Garcia made marks on a paper on his desk. Marilee couldn’t tell if he was taking notes or doodling.
"No. It was wearing some kind of black cape-like thing." She closed her eyes and concentrated on recalling the details. "It held a gun out in front with both hands."
"Describe the hands," the detective said. He stroked his chin as he looked at the paper on his desk.
"Everything was black, the long sleeves, the—"
Detective Garcia looked up. "Sleeves? I thought you said it was cape-like."
"It did look like a cape. I’m not sure it had sleeves, but the arms were covered. Everything was black, the cape-like thing, the gun, the hands." She felt her forehead crease as she concentrated. "But it wasn’t black skin I saw. It was too smooth, too even. It must have been gloves."
"Okay. Black cape, black gloves, black gun." Detective Garcia definitely made a note, not a doodle. "What else can you tell me about the gun?"
"I don’t know anything about guns. It was about the same length as the hands." She wrinkled her forehead as she tried to describe what she’d seen. "That’s all I know. It was black and looked big to me."
"Okay. Where was this figure in black and what was it doing?"
"It was walking down a hallway. It was only a few steps from the end when my dream started, but it seemed to take forever to take those last few steps. It took one step, then waited like maybe … listening for something, then it took another step." Marilee rolled her shoulders in an attempt to release some of the tension. She didn’t feel any noticeable results.
"Then what?" Detective Garcia seemed oblivious to her discomfort. What was a unique and terrifying experience to her was probably routine to him.
"When it got to the end of the hallway, it stood there for a second or so. Then it walked into the bedroom and—"
"Was the door open or closed?"
"Open. The figure walked in and stood at the foot of the bed." A shudder passed through Marilee’s body. "Barbara was lying there on her back."
The detective stroked his chin. "You recognized her?"
Marilee played the dream over in her mind like a video. "No, not then. I just saw a woman. I didn’t see her face until she sat up after the first shot."
"Okay, back to your story. You saw a woman lying on the bed. Then what?" Detective Garcia made some marks that looked more like doodles than notes. Was the man taking notes or doodling?
"I could see her chest move up and down. Her breathing seemed so loud." The video in Marilee’s mind played its sounds effects. The crack of a shot covered the sound of breathing. "This next part is crazy."
The detective nodded. "Go ahead."
"The black figure aimed the gun above the bed and shot into the wall. Why would he do that?" Deep down, she knew the answer to her own question. The killer obviously had wanted Barbara to wake up and realize she was going to die.
Detective Garcia ignored her question. "What happened after the shot into the wall?"
"Barbara bolted up in the bed. That’s when I saw her face. I recognized her, and," Marilee shivered, "it looked like she recognized the person at the foot of the bed. She started to say something, but all that came out was something like ‘What?’"
"Did she just stop talking or did something happen to stop her?"
Marilee considered. "It sounded like she was starting to ask a question, maybe something like ‘what’s going on?’ But the next shot stopped her from saying anything else."
"Was the next shot also into the wall?"
"Oh, no." Marilee wanted to cry and wondered if her voice revealed her emotions. "No, the second shot hit her right in the chest. So much blood. And the shots just kept coming. And the blood just kept spurting."
"How many shots in all?"
Marilee counted the shots in her mental video. "Five shots into Barbara, plus the one that went into the wall. And all the shots were in her chest. She looked like ..."
"Like what?"
Marilee recoiled as if she herself had been shot. "Like ... like ... like a sieve draining blood instead of water."
Detective Garcia continued to ask questions. "Okay, what happened next?"
"Barbara just slumped forward and didn’t move."
"What happened then?" The detective leaned back in his chair, lifting the front legs off the floor so far Marilee was afraid the chair would fall over.
"Nothing. That was the end of the dream. I woke up, and I ... I felt this terrible fear. I didn’t remember the dream, and I thought I was in danger. Silly, huh?" Marilee tried to laugh at her fears, but the laughter sounded obscene in the midst of her morbid recollections.
The investigator ignored her laugh, as he’d ignored everything else about her except her words. "When did you remember the dream?"
"It came back right after I woke up. It took a little longer for me to remember who I dreamed about, though."
Detective Garcia brought his chair upright again. "Why do you think you had this dream?"
"I don’t know. It was just a dream. People have dreams all the time." Marilee heard her voice rise, but she couldn’t seem to control it. "I don’t understand this."
"Ms. Anderson, I don’t understand this either. A brutal murder was committed just over your head last night. Shortly after the murder, you called a radio talk show and described a dream that sounds like the actual crime. The victim was killed by five shots to the chest fired at close range. There was a sixth bullet in the wall. That’s what you say you dreamed. Now, I’m just a simple cop, but something don’t sound right about that to me." Garcia’s dark eyes pierced her defenses and destroyed her composure.
Her shoulders shook, and she blinked against the threatening tears. "This all has to be some weird coincidence. I didn’t know she was really killed, for heaven’s sake. It was a dream. That’s all it was." She clasped her hands together to stop the trembling.
Detective Garcia continued to question her. She’d never understood the term "the third degree" before, but now she felt like she’d been through the fourth or fifth degree at least. She lost count of how many times she recounted her dream, elaborating on seemingly minute details.
"You said the room was dark. How can you describe the scene if it was dark?" the detective asked without looking up from his doodling or note taking.
"I keep telling you it was a dream. A dream doesn’t have to make sense. You don’t have to have light to see in a dream. It was all in my head or wherever dreams are." She rolled her head backwards and stared at the ceiling briefly. When the stains on the plaster reminded her of blood, she closed her eyes. The terrible video continued in her mind.
"There was moonlight coming in from the windows." A pause as she visualized the scene. "And night lights. There were night lights in the hall and in the bedroom."
"What kind of night lights?"
"I don’t know what kind of night lights. You know, those little lights you stick into an electrical plug. Not very big, just enough to see your way to the bathroom or something. What difference does it make what kind of night light?" If this didn’t end soon, she’d disintegrate. This guy should be out looking for the killer, not wasting her time and his asking her endless questions about the tiny details of her dream.
"Did you ever see any other light?"
"Well, I saw a huge flash from the gun with each shot. Wait a minute, I just remembered. There was a little dot of red light reflecting in front of the black figure."
The detective stopped doodling and looked up. "Reflecting where?"
She closed her eyes and rolled her head backwards. "Well, I saw it on the wall in the hall. Then I saw the red dot ..."
"Go on."
"The dot reflected on the bedroom wall at first and then on ... on Barbara’s chest." The memory caused her to shiver.
"Did it look like a beam from a laser sight?"
"What’s that?" Marilee asked.
For the first time in the interrogation, Detective Garcia answered her question. "A narrow laser beam that reflects the point of impact where the gun is aimed."
"Does it look like a little dot of red light?"
Garcia nodded. "Yeah."
"That’s what I saw, a little red dot. So maybe it was that laser thing."
"Okay. Describe the gun again."
She tried to describe the weapon, but how does someone who doesn’t know anything about guns describe one other than black and menacing?
"What size was it?" Detective Garcia leaned back in his chair again.
"I thought it was big, about the size of the hands holding it." She gritted her teeth and breathed deeply. "I don’t know if that’s big by gun standards. I don’t know anything about guns. All I know is it looked huge to me."
When Marilee thought the torture would last forever, the detective said, "Okay, that’s it for now. You need to come back in the morning and sign the statement after it’s been transcribed."
"Tomorrow morning isn’t convenient. I have several appointments scheduled." Marilee stood and picked up her purse from the floor. "Can I come in after lunch?"
"Ms. Anderson, it wasn’t convenient for Ms. Nichols to get herself killed either. We need to move this investigation forward. Be here tomorrow morning before ten o’clock."
Marilee cringed. He made it sound like she was uncaring that a woman had been killed. "I certainly want to see the investigation go forward. I just don’t understand how my statement can be of any importance."
He reached for the phone. "I’m calling a patrol officer to drive you home. Do I need to arrange for someone to pick you up in the morning?"
She shook her head. "No, I’ll be here before ten."
Her police escort soon arrived and led her out of the cramped office. As they walked down the hall, someone called her name.
The young man who had spoken her name stepped in front of them. He would have been extremely attractive if he hadn’t looked hung over. His mussed black hair fell across his forehead but didn’t quite hide the scar over his right eyebrow. His face was far too pale for his dark hair and eyes. Although of good quality, his clothes appeared neglected. His rumpled suit looked like he’d slept in it, and his tie hung askew.
Marilee glanced at the patrolman, expecting him to dismiss the derelict. Instead, he asked, "Mr. Nichols, are you all right, sir?"
The man ignored the officer and took a step closer to Marilee. "Ms. Anderson, I’m David Nichols, Barbara’s brother. Can I speak with you?"
Barbara’s brother. No wonder he looked like a derelict. "Mr. Nichols, I’m so sorry about Barbara."
"Thanks. Look, I really need to talk to you. About your dream."
"Mr. Nichols, I don’t know what I can tell you. I’ve been answering questions for," she looked at her watch, "my word, it’s been over three hours now. I—"
"Please." He reached out but stopped short of touching her. "It’s important."
Another police officer approached. "There’s a bunch of reporters waiting on the front steps. You guys want to talk to them?"
Reporters! Oh, no. Marilee felt herself sway slightly. Someone took her arm to support her. The voices around her seemed to come from a great distance.
"Is there a back way out of here?"
"Follow me."
CHAPTER TWO
Marilee felt two men hustling her down the hall and into a police car. The trip home blurred as memories of her dream continued to disturb her. After the policeman escorted her to her front door, she went into the living room and dropped onto the sofa. She had no idea how much time had passed before the doorbell brought her out of her daze. She opened the door as far as the safety chain allowed.
She gasped. "Mr. Nichols—"
"I need your help." The way he said it made her suspect he didn’t admit that very often.
"I had a dream. That’s it. There’s nothing I can tell you." Peering through the crack, she looked around the hall. Even though she saw no one, she expected doors to open any minute and curious faces to appear.
"Just tell me about your dream—please."
"I don’t want to have this conversation in the hall." She closed the door and removed the chain. "Come inside," she said as she opened the door.
"Look, I know you’ve been through hell already. But so have I. My sister’s been brutally murdered. For pity’s sake, can’t you help me?"
"I don’t see how I can help," she said. Seeing how lost and desperate he looked, she added, "but I’ll try."
He nodded and the tension in his jaw eased slightly.
"I’m ordering a pizza," she told him. "I’ll order a large one if you want some."
Soon, they were seated at Marilee’s kitchen table sharing the pizza.
"Guess it’s a good idea you suggested food," David said. "I haven’t eaten since last night. I was going to have breakfast with Barbara." He laid the slice of pizza on his plate, stood, and turned away from Marilee.
She saw his shoulders shake and heard the muffled sobs. She hated exposing her own emotions and vulnerabilities, so she respected another person’s desire for privacy. Yet she found herself rising and stepping toward David. She’d reached out and touched his forearm before she realized what she was doing.
He jumped, and she drew her hand back. "I’m sorry," Marilee said. "I didn’t mean to intrude. I just wanted to …" Wanted to what? Offer comfort? Reach out to a man whose weakness seemed out of character, even on a first meeting?
He squared his shoulders and wiped away the tears. "Sorry I fell apart. You see, I found Barbara’s body when I went for breakfast."
Marilee sat down again and picked up a slice of pizza. She took a bite. It tasted like cardboard, and she put the rest back on her plate. She couldn’t eat while she recalled that mental video playing behind her eyes. It must be much harder for David, who had actually found his sister’s body.
She was surprised when he continued his gory tale. "She didn’t answer the doorbell, and I couldn’t find my key. I was going to knock on the door, but when I touched it, it swung open." He turned back to face Marilee and shook his head. "I got worried then. Barbara’s been so careful since she moved here."
Marilee nodded because she didn’t know what to say.
"You see," David continued, "she came here to hide out from her no-good husband, ex-husband now. How did that so-and-so find out where she was?"
"You think her ex-husband killed her?"
"It had to be him. He’d told her over and over again he’d kill her if she ever left him. It took every ounce of courage she had to run away and come here." He sat back down at the table.
"They’re divorced now?" Marilee cringed when she realized Barbara’s life was as past tense as her marital status.
David didn’t seem to notice her slip. "She divorced him after she left California. She thought she’d escaped him. He didn’t know where she was." He shook his head. "Well, I guess he finally found out."
Marilee remained silent.
"It’s just not right. She put up with that scum for six years before she finally got up the courage to leave. After our childhood, I never understood how she could have gotten herself in that situation anyway."
"What about your childhood?" Marilee asked.
David pushed the plate away and leaned forward. "I don’t talk about my childhood. We came here to discuss your dream."
"Are you sure you want to hear this? It’s pretty gruesome."
David slapped the table. "Gruesome. Gruesome is going to have breakfast with your sister and finding her body riddled with bullets and blood everywhere. How can a dream compare with that?"
"Because that’s what the dream was. I saw her bullet-ridden body. I saw rivers of blood. I also saw the bullets plowing into her body. I saw the blood spurt out of those holes. I saw the whole thing happen." Marilee dropped her head into her hands. "I can’t tell you. You don’t want to hear it."
"Oh yes, I want to hear it. I want to know every detail," David insisted. "I’ve got to find something that will point to Gerald Welty. He’s finally going to pay for what he’s done. Tell me every little detail of your dream."
He looked like a haggard derelict, and he hid his tears, but she heard the emotion in his voice. Color returned to his face, and his whole body seemed to strengthen.
"Okay," Marilee agreed. She recounted the dream sequence. After telling and re-telling it at the police station, she could recite the events of the dream without flinching. She tried to downplay the horror, but she had to tell him the killer woke Barbara before shooting her.
"That no-good so-and-so. He was determined for her to know it was him. He wanted to be sure she knew he’d finally carried out his threat." David stood to pace from the table to the door and back again and again.
Marilee stopped herself from approaching him. She realized he wouldn’t appreciate her comfort. "I’m sure the police will catch the killer."
"I’m not at all sure of that. They asked me if I knew anyone who might do this, but they didn’t seem to take me seriously when I told them I knew who did it. That detective asked me how I could know who did it if I wasn’t there." He stopped pacing to face her. "I was hoping you could describe the killer."
Marilee shook her head. "I’m sorry. I never saw the killer’s face. I couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman."
"Oh, it was a man, all right, in the loosest definition of the word." David spoke through clenched teeth. "Certainly not a man by my definition. No man beats up on a woman and calls himself a man in my book."
Marilee sat down and started to collect wrappings from the pizza. Most of his still lay on the plate. "David, you should eat something."
He whirled around, his face a picture of rage. "Barbara came here to be safe, so I could protect her. That pond scum got to her anyway." He picked his plate and threw it across the room. "I’m supposed to eat like nothing’s happened? She’ll never eat again, and it’s all my fault."
Marilee felt an almost overwhelming need to connect with him, to comfort him. She wondered if he even knew she sat across the table from him. She could understand only part of what he mumbled; he seemed to be talking to himself. "You promised ... safe ... failed ... scum of the earth ... your own fault ... terrified ... worthless no-good ... he’ll pay for ..."
He slumped into the chair and yielded to his emotions. Tears streamed down his face and sobs racked his body. He seemed lost in a combination of grief, rage, guilt, and despair.
Marilee found herself confused by this man. She couldn’t help being touched by someone who showed his deepest emotions so profoundly. But could that rage have led him to murder his sister? Should she be afraid?
Finally, he seemed to pull himself together physically. He sat straighter in the chair, wiped his face with a paper napkin, and looked at Marilee. "Tell me your dream one more time."
"You’re torturing yourself. I told you everything the first time." She could resist the temptation no longer. She walked around the table. As she placed her hand on his shoulder, she asked, "Why don’t you tell me about Barbara? I didn’t really know her."
After he pulled away from her touch, she returned to the other side of the table. David decided to go along with her attempt to distract him. His gut told him this woman could help him bring Barbara’s killer to justice. While he wanted to press her for more details, he realized she’d be more cooperative if he didn’t push so hard. Maybe she was right. Maybe he needed to remember Barbara in life and try to forget, at least for a minute, the horror of her death.
"She was nearly six years younger than me, and she always looked up to her big brother." He felt some of the tension leave his body as he remembered the little pig-tailed girl who’d followed him everywhere. "Mom, uh, wasn’t very strong, so I had a lot of responsibility for Barbara from the time she was about a year old."
"Didn’t a seven or eight year old boy resent taking care of a baby girl? Didn’t you want to be out playing with your friends?"
"Friends? I didn’t have any friends." How had that slipped out? He had to watch what he said. He was too vulnerable now. "Uh, sure, I wanted to be out with my friends. But Barbara needed me."
"I’m surprised a young boy knew or cared that a baby needed him." Marilee’s forehead was creased in a quizzical frown.
He’d said the wrong thing again. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. He couldn’t talk about Barbara without giving away too many secrets. "Well, that was a long time ago. It’s not important now. All that matters now is nailing that scum of the earth for killing her."
"Are you sure her ex-husband killed her?"
The hiss of the coffeemaker punctuated her question. He hadn’t even noticed her filling the pot or setting it to brew.
"Of course, I’m sure. I don’t know how many times he threatened to kill her, but it was often." He hoped his voice didn’t reveal the hurt he’d felt when he learned Barbara hadn’t contacted him the first time her husband took a swing at her.
As he took the cup of coffee she offered, he saw compassion in Marilee’s hazel eyes. At least he hoped it was compassion and not pity. He couldn’t stand being pitied.
She stirred sugar into her own coffee. "I really do want to help you, but I don’t know what I can do. I’ve repeated my dream dozens of times, and I’ve tried to remember every detail. There was nothing there to identify the killer."
David struggled to keep the impatience out of his voice. "I know you believe that. But maybe something ... I don’t know, a mannerism, the walk, something ... points to Welty. Maybe nobody would recognize it but me."
"Okay, here goes." She repeated the dream sequence again in as much detail as she had given Detective Garcia.
"Nothing unusual in the way he walked? The way he held the gun?" David knew he sounded desperate, but he couldn’t help it.
"The only thing about the way it walked," he noticed she insisted on calling the triggerman ‘it,’ "was that it waited between steps, like maybe it was listening for a sound." Marilee shook her head. "That was probably what it was doing, listening to see if anyone heard it."
David sighed. "Yeah, you’re probably right. What about the gun?"
"I don’t know anything about guns. I’ve never been around them. But I saw a red dot in front of the gun that Detective Garcia said was a laser." She let out a deep breath. "I wish I could help you. I really do, but I don’t think I can."
"Thanks for trying, anyway." He walked around the table and picked up the smashed pizza and the paper plate from the floor. He dampened a paper towel at the sink, wiped up the mess, and hoped his actions served as an apology.
"Have you made the funeral arrangements yet?" Marilee’s soft voice contrasted with the question, which pierced him with sharp pain.
"I contacted a funeral home this morning." He grimaced. "I have an appointment with them tomorrow. The service will probably be Wednesday."
Marilee stepped closer. When she raised her hand as if to touch him, he stepped back. He didn’t want comfort. He needed to hurt; he deserved to feel pain. He’d promised to protect Barbara, and he’d failed. Guilt gnawed his insides and hardened his resolve. Barbara’s killer would pay. For a moment, he felt a primitive urge to exact an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a life for a life.
Some small sound, a sigh, perhaps, alerted him that Marilee stood a few feet from him. He’d forgotten she was there. He hadn’t even thought of her as a person, merely as a source of information about his sister’s murder. Now as he looked at her, he saw a woman about Barbara’s age. Her slender but curvy shape and smooth complexion would have attracted him under other circumstances. What caught his attention now, however, was the haunted look in her hazel eyes and the slight tremor in her hands. She looked grief-stricken or frightened or both.
He rubbed his forehead in an effort to wipe away the dull ache. "Look, I’m sorry. You’ve tried to help, and I appreciate it. I won’t bother you anymore." He started toward the living room.
Marilee followed him. "Don’t worry about bothering me. I really would like to help. I didn’t know Barbara very well, but I feel ... oh, I don’t know ... connected with her somehow."
"Look, I appreciate your cooperation. If you think of anything else that might be helpful, give me a call." He pulled a business card and a pen out of his pocket, leaned over the hall table, and wrote something on the back. He handed her the card and pointed to the writing. "This is my home phone number. My office phone, pager, and cellular numbers are on the card. Call me anytime."
She took the card and laid it on the table. "Wait a minute and let me give you my number. My office is here in the house so there’s only one main number plus my cell phone. If you think of any specific questions to ask about my dream, I’ll ... well, just call me."
Her heels clicked on the Saltillo tile floor. He watched her enter the door opposite the living room. She returned and handed him the promised card. "Thanks again," he said. "I don’t intend to bother you again, but I appreciate the offer."
After he left, Marilee secured the door and returned to the kitchen. She’d planned to finish cleaning up the debris from the pizza, but her strength had deserted her. She felt limp and exhausted. The stresses of the past night and day had combined to drain her physically and emotionally. She collapsed into a chair and dropped her head onto her crossed arms. She must have dozed, but she jerked upright when she heard screams. The smell of blood and gunpowder filled the air.
It took her a few seconds to become oriented and realize the screams and smells took place in her head, not in the real world. Not again! She couldn’t endure a repeat of this nightmare. Her dreams never recurred. Had she retold this so many times it was haunting her?
Resolutely, she determined to forget the dream, the murder, the investigation, and everything associated with Barbara Nichols. None of this, tragic as it was, had anything to do with her. She wrapped her arms around her midsection, but she couldn’t stop the shudders that coursed through her body.
"Okay, Marilee," she told herself aloud, "you’re going to forget dreams and murder. You need to get ready for your appointments with your clients tomorrow." The recollection that she would be meeting with Detective Garcia instead of her clients caused her to unwrap her arms and clench her fists. "Go ahead and get ready anyway so you can reschedule the appointments as soon as possible."
As hard as she tried to immerse herself in the mundane business problems of her clients, she couldn’t forget the blasted dream or its aftermath. She reviewed reports, made notes, and adjusted projections in the computer, but a sense of foreboding continued to hover over her. Why couldn’t she lose this dread, this terror, this sense of impending doom? The worst had already happened. Her nightmare had come true. An innocent woman was dead … Barbara Nichols must have been an innocent woman. The depth of emotion her brother had shown at her death indicated that she’d been someone special. Anyway, regardless of what kind of person she’d been, no one deserved to die the way Barbara had.
After an hour or so, Marilee finally gave up. She wasn’t making any progress. She couldn’t even recall her client’s name or his consulting goal. She’d better just admit her lack of concentration before she made a serious mistake.
Later, she managed to finish cleaning the kitchen. As if to rid herself of the memories of her nightmare, she found herself changing the linens on the bed. Then, she threw the gown and robe she’d worn last night into the hamper. A shower couldn’t wash away the horror. Fresh sheets and a new gown and robe couldn’t replace the fear. She checked and re-checked locks while she tried to relax with a book. She’d deliberately chosen a light romantic comedy, but the humor and romance didn’t ease her apprehension. A sleeping pill did nothing to relax her.
At eleven-thirty, she spoke to the empty room. "Marilee, time for bed. Everything’s secure. You’ve checked a dozen times. Goodnight."
She shook her head when she realized she was about to answer herself. Less than twenty-four hours after she woke from that gory vision, she was doing what was commonly considered the height of insanity, not only talking aloud to herself, but answering herself as well.
She tried to chuckle at her own eccentricity, but she couldn’t. The sound came out a weak squeal. Although she forced herself to remain silent, she carried on a conversation in her head. When she reached the bedroom, however, she found she couldn’t convince herself to sleep in that bed. She returned to the living room to stretch out on the sofa.
That night lasted longer than any other night of her life, except the previous one. In spite of the sleeping pill and a glass of warm milk, she slept sporadically and lightly. She tried to pray but all she could seem to say was, "Why, Lord?" Anxiety and disquiet seemed to anchor her to the sofa, where she couldn’t escape the sights, sounds, and smells of her nightmare.
When morning finally arrived, Marilee dragged herself from the sofa. Despite knowing nothing could lift the heavy load of fear and anguish from her shoulders, she tried to relax in a long soaking bath. When she opened her closet door to select clothing appropriate for a trip to the police station, she realized she’d worn black yesterday. She’d dressed in the funereal suit even before she learned about the murder. Maybe her subconscious recognized the reality of her dream, even when her conscious denied it.
Today she chose a navy blue suit with a slim skirt and boxy jacket. Usually she softened the severity of the outfit with a colorful blouse, but today she wore a pale blue shirt with no accessories or color accents.
As the grandfather clock in the hallway chimed eight o’clock, she stepped into her office to call the clients scheduled for today. Since she didn’t know how long it would take at the police station, she decided to cancel all her appointments. "A conflict has developed, and I need to reschedule our appointment." Although she’d planned to set another appointment, she heard herself saying, "Perhaps it would be better if I called you later in the week to reschedule."
After the first two clients agreed, she thought she’d avoid any problems or controversy. Then on the third call, her client asked, "Is it true you’re involved in a murder?"
"I’m not involved in a murder," she answered through clenched teeth. "The police thought I might have useful information, but after I gave a statement, I’m sure they realize I can’t help them."
"But you’re a suspect, aren’t you?" her client continued.
"Of course, I’m not a suspect." Dear heaven, she wasn’t, was she? Of course not. "I’ll call you toward the end of the week to reschedule. Thank you for understanding about today’s cancellation." She hung up before the person at the end of the line could respond. Suspect, indeed. What a ludicrous idea!
A short while later, it didn’t seem so ludicrous. She’d realized her name would probably appear in the newspaper, but she was shocked when she saw the headlines. The news on the radio even mentioned her by name. Tragically, murders had become common enough that she hadn’t expected the amount of sensational coverage this one was receiving from the media. She turned off the radio and tossed the paper into the trash.
"Might as well get this over with." Good grief, she had to stop talking to herself. People really would think she was crazy.
She released a small sigh of relief when she found the elevator empty. It didn’t stop between the fifth floor and the first floor lobby. She’d chosen her departure time carefully to avoid encountering any of her neighbors. The only person in sight was the security guard at the front desk.
She’d selected this building at least partly because of the security system. There was a guard on duty the entire time the front door was unlocked. At ten p.m., the guard went off duty and access required a key.
How then had Barbara’s killer entered the building? She was killed around two a.m., so the killer had to have a key or have been hiding in the building for several hours. There just weren’t that many hiding places. Besides, visitors had to sign in. The guard’s log would show anyone who signed in without signing out.
She approached the guard desk. "Sid, do you know who was on duty night before last?"
The bulky man shifted in his seat. "I was, Miz Anderson. I worked evening shift over the weekend. Just started back on days a few hours ago." He half-rose from his seat and pointed to the logbook. "The cops have already been here and picked up my records."
"Oh." Of course the police would have checked out the security precautions in the building.
Sid sat back down and shook his head. "Sure is a shame about Miz Nichols. She was a right nice lady, wasn’t she?"
"I didn’t really know her very well, but what happened to her is a terrible tragedy."
"Heard you dreamed the whole thing. Musta been pretty weird."
Marilee felt a shudder run down her back. "Sorry I don’t have time to chat, Sid. I have to hurry or I’ll be late for my appointment." She walked away before the guard could respond.
She thought she’d avoided rush hour, but traffic on IH10 crept along. By the time she found a parking place downtown, her palms were moist. She took a deep breath and walked a couple of blocks to the police station.
When she gave her name to the bored-looking officer at the desk, he said, "Detective Garcia’s waiting for you. You know where his office is?"
Marilee nodded and started down the hall. Garcia’s waiting? For me? He should be out looking for the killer instead of waiting for me to sign a piece of paper. If Barbara’s ex-husband killed her, he’d be long gone back to California.
Garcia acknowledged her with a nod. He motioned for her to sit and handed her several typed pages.
"Have you remembered anything else?" he asked.
"No." She shook her head and started to read the statement. For several minutes, the only sounds were the crinkling of paper as she turned the pages and the scratching of Garcia’s pen as he doodled on a desk pad. "This is fine. Where do I sign it?"
The doodling stopped. "Are you sure you can’t remember anything else? Juries find it suspicious when a witness or a suspect suddenly remembers a critical detail long after their original statement."
Marilee jerked back to glare at him. "Detective Garcia, are you implying you think I know something I’m not telling you?"
"Now, Miss Anderson, I didn’t say that." He looked down at his doodling. "I’m just trying to make sure you remember to tell us everything."
Marilee took a deep breath and let it out before she responded. "I have thought of little else since I had that dream, and especially since I found out someone was really murdered. The dream plays over and over in my head like a stuck video. I can’t imagine I’ve left anything out. Do you have any ideas about what I could have overlooked?"
He didn’t meet her eyes as he stood and pushed back his chair. With a wave of his arm in the direction of the statement laying on the desk, he said, "If this is a complete and accurate transcript of your statement, sign and date it here." He pointed to a line on the last page. "Also initial the box at the bottom of each page."
Marilee signed and initialed each page, then handed the statement to the detective. He flipped through the pages and nodded. "Will you be available for further questioning?" he asked.
"Further questioning?" She wrinkled her forehead. "I’ve told you everything I know, which isn’t much. Why in the world would you still want to question me?"
Garcia dropped into his chair. "We might need to ask you some more questions." He rolled a pencil between his stubby fingers.
Marilee mentally counted to ten. "I can’t imagine there is anything else you could ask me. I had a dream—admittedly the dream was strange and the timing was weird, but it was just a dream. I don’t understand why the police are so interested in a dream."
Garcia leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. "Let’s just say that experience teaches a good detective to be highly suspicious of anyone who knows too many details of a crime. Now, Miss Anderson, I’m just a simple cop, but I’ve been investigating crimes almost as long as you’ve been alive."
"I’m sure you’re an excellent police officer, but what does that have to with asking me the same questions over and over again?" She’d almost asked him why he was harassing her. Fortunately, she’d caught herself in time. She would not allow herself to lose control.
"I’ve never heard of a murder case where somebody that wasn’t involved in the homicide knew specific details of the crime." He leaned forward. "You know entirely too much about the death of Barbara Nichols. I intend to find out exactly what you know and exactly how you came to know it."
"I ..." The cop wouldn’t listen to anything she said, so she gave up saying anything. "May I leave now?"
He nodded. "That lady doctor on the radio has some ideas on why you dreamed what you did. You can go now, but we’ll want to talk to you again."
After she left the police station, Marilee drove to North Star Mall. Maybe she could distract herself with shopping. Two hours later, she admitted she hadn’t really seen any of the clothes she’d tried on. She might as well go home and try to accomplish some work. Although she didn’t feel like eating, she stopped at a fast food drive-through and picked up a hamburger and fries for lunch.
By four-thirty that afternoon, she’d accomplished exactly zilch. She didn’t even bother to answer the phone, but she reached over to turn up the volume on the answering machine when she heard a desperate voice.
"... David Nichols. I hate to bother you again, but ... I need somebody’s help, and I don’t know who to ask. If you could call—"
Marilee grabbed the receiver. "David, I’m here. Hold on—let the machine click off." After a short pause, she continued, "How can I help you?"
David cleared his throat. He’d reconciled himself to leaving a message, and he had to swallow his pride to ask for help. "I realize you didn’t know Barbara very well, but I wonder if you know any of her friends. Maybe someone knows something about Welty."
"I don’t really know who her friends were, but …"
He began to think she wouldn’t finish her sentence, but she finally continued.
"The security guards would know if anyone was with her when she went out or came in. There’s always a guard on duty from six in the morning until ten at night."
"Okay, thanks. I’ll be over there in about an hour to talk to this shift." He surprised himself with his next question. "Could I come see you for a few minutes when I’m in the building? Just to see if you’ve thought of anything else." He heard her sharp intake of breath.
"I haven’t thought of anything else. I told Detective Garcia that. I’m telling you that. Why does everybody think I’m not telling them everything I know?"
"It’s not that I think you’re not telling me everything." David knew most people considered him aggressive under the best of circumstances, and these were the worst of circumstances. "It’s just that ... that I’m grasping for something, anything that can help me. Right now you’re the only person who knows anything at all. You’re my best hope."
When she spoke this time, her voice was softer, sympathetic. "I’m sorry, but if I’m your best hope, you’ve got a serious problem."
"I do have a serious problem." He put great effort into sounding calm. "My sister has been brutally murdered. I know who did it, but the police don’t seem to be doing anything about it. I’m going to make him pay." If she took that as a threat, well, that’s what it was. Welty would pay, one way or the other.
"I don’t know what I can do to help, but come on over." She sounded resigned rather than eager, but he’d take any crumb he could get.
Less than an hour later, she opened the door as he raised his fist to knock. "Sid called me from downstairs to tell me you were on your way up." She held the door then stepped aside for him to enter.
"I talked to him first. He said Barbara didn’t seem to have any friends in the building. The only person he’s seen her with was the guy she’s been dating." He followed Marilee into the living room and sat in a chair opposite the one she took. "I doubt Barbara would have told her new boyfriend about her bad marriage. She wanted to start a new life, forget her past."
"Why don’t you tell me more about Barbara? How long was she married to this guy, what was his name?"
"Gerald Welty. They were married nearly six years. Barbara ran away from home when she was seventeen, and she married Welty within a few weeks." He struggled to control his anger. "What she ever saw in that scum is beyond me."
He thought he saw compassion in her eyes, but, if it was, Marilee didn’t let the compassion stop her from hurting him.
"Why did she run away?"
"I’d rather not discuss ancient history. All that matters now is bringing Barbara’s killer to justice." He slammed his fist on the coffee table. "Welty will pay for what he did." He saw Marilee’s eyes widen at the crash of his fist on the table. "Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take it out on you or your table. It’s just …"
"I won’t say I understand how you feel." She smoothed her already smooth skirt. "I don’t have any sisters or brothers, and I can’t imagine something like this happening to my parents or anyone I care about."
David yanked off the tie that was already hanging loose around his neck. "I keep thinking Barbara is going to walk through the door or call me up any minute. None of this is real; it’s just a horrible nightmare." He threw the tie across the table to land on the sofa.
Marilee got up and picked up the discarded tie and rolled into a neat package. "A horrible nightmare it is." Her honeyed voice softened the painful words. "But so very real. So very real."
She handed David the tie, which he stuffed into his pocket, only half aware of what he was doing. He looked into her hazel eyes. "I don’t understand how you’re involved in this. How could you dream about something you weren’t involved in?"
The eyes that had been so soft with compassion flashed a more violent emotion. "Are you saying you think I was involved in Barbara’s death?"
He looked at Marilee, in her prim business suit and severe hairstyle, and shook his head. "No, no, that’s not what I meant."
"I’ve already had enough innuendoes today from Garcia. He as much as said I’m a suspect." Her voice rose several octaves. "He said he’s suspicious of any witness or suspect who knows details of the crime."
David wished he knew what to say.
"He said he’s going to find out exactly what I know and how I came to know it." She crossed her legs and tugged her skirt down over her knees. "I don’t know anything. I had a dream, that’s all. A nightmare."
He wondered if she was trying to convince him, herself, or both of them. "I don’t understand anything I can’t see and touch. I just don’t understand how you could dream about it."
Marilee jumped out of the chair. "I don’t understand this any better than you do. I can’t believe it happened, but it did. I have no control over my dreams."
"Look, I’ve bothered you enough." He pulled his lanky frame from the chair. "I guess this isn’t really your concern."
As he started toward the door, she laid her hand on his arm. When he looked at her, she said, "It is my concern. I think the police really consider me a suspect. Believe me, I want the killer brought to justice as much as you do. The quicker they arrest whoever did this, the sooner I’ll be able to get my life back to normal."
"Well, I’m glad you’ll be able to get your life back to normal." He knew he sounded sarcastic; he just hoped he didn’t sound too aggressive. "Barbara won’t ever have a life, normal or otherwise, again."
Those magnificent hazel eyes softened. "I’m sorry. The words are so inadequate, but they’re all I have to offer."
He took the hand that still lay on his arm and led her to the sofa. When they were both seated, he said, "Maybe words aren’t all you have to offer."
She wrinkled her forehead. "What do you mean?"
"You want to clear your name, right?"
She nodded.
"You’d like to see the man you watched viciously murder a helpless woman brought to justice, wouldn’t you?"
"The person. I don’t know if it was a man or a woman. But, yes, I’d like to see the killer caught and punished," she agreed.
"Then how about helping me find the evidence to get Gerald Welty arrested?" David hated asking for help, but he’d do anything to get justice for Barbara.
"What if he’s not guilty?"
"I know he’s guilty ..." When he saw her skeptical look, he said, "Of course, I don’t have any proof. That’s why I need your help."
"What if the evidence points to someone else?" Marilee looked directly into his eyes. "Do you want the killer arrested and punished? Or do you want Gerald Welty punished for what you believe he did to your sister?"
He grabbed his right hand with his left hand to keep from smashing something again. "I want the killer, Gerald Welty, arrested and punished." Seeing the expression on her face, he continued, "But if the evidence points to someone besides that worthless piece of scum, I’ll make sure I’m going after the right guy."
CHAPTER THREE
"I’m willing to help," Marilee said. "But I don’t know what I can do."
"We have to do the police’s job for them."
Marilee noticed David’s clenched hands. He looked like a man struggling to maintain tight control. Even though she’d seen rage on his face and leashed violence in his body, she hadn’t felt fear. Was she being foolhardy to agree to help him? "You mean we’re going to play detective?"
"This won’t be play, Marilee." He stood and looked down on her. "Forget it. I can’t ask you to do this. It could be dangerous."
"I know it won’t be play. I know it can be dangerous. I already feel this terrible anxiety." She shrugged. "I might as well have a good reason for it."
"You may feel afraid now, but I don’t think you’re in any real danger. You’d better think long and hard before you expose yourself to the danger."
She didn’t have to think long. "Okay, let’s play detective." She saw him open his mouth and anticipated what he would say. "I know, I know. It’s not playing. Believe me, I do take this very seriously."
David removed his rumpled coat and tossed it on the back of the sofa before he plopped down. "We need to decide what to do." For just a second, he looked lost. Then he squared his shoulders and sat up straighter. "Let’s go talk to the neighbors. Maybe someone heard something that night. Or maybe they know something that’ll help us."
Marilee glanced at her watch. "It’s about six-fifteen now. That’s right in the middle of most people’s dinner hour."
"Look, are you going to help me or not?" David rose and started toward the door.
Marilee put her hand on his arm again. She wasn’t a toucher. She wondered why she found herself touching this man so often. Maybe because she couldn’t seem to get his attention any other way.
"Yes," she said. "I’m going to help you. But maybe we should get a little better organized before we jump into the business of interviewing witnesses."
David shook her hand away. He turned to see Marilee walking across the hall. "Let’s go in my office where we have work space."
He followed her into a room in sharp contrast to the one they’d just left. David didn’t know anything about furniture or design, but he’d felt comfortable in the living room. The furniture had been soft and the colors muted. This room, her office, was strictly high-tech.
Marilee led the way to a desk at one end of the room. David’s idea of a desk was a wood or metal rectangle, with drawers on either side. This desk, an oval piece of glass on a chrome pedestal, was bare except for a clean notepad, what looked like a flower vase filled with pencils and pens, and a speaker phone with enough buttons to support a mid-size company. The delicate shape and pastel colors of the vase seemed totally out of place in the sterile environment. Computer equipment, including an oversized monitor, an ergonomic keyboard, a scanner, two printers, and a laptop seemed to float in the air on either side of the desk. He looked again and realized they were sitting on long slabs of glass supported by chrome pedestals.
Marilee sat in the executive chair and swiveled to face the keyboard. "Let’s make a list of everything we know." She powered the computer and entered a program. "I’ll start with my dream."
He watched her fingers fly over the keyboard. Although he was a computer whiz who could program the most sophisticated equipment, his typing was more the hunt and peck method.
When she finished typing, he heard the hum of the laser printer warming up. After a few seconds, Marilee handed him two pages ejected by the printer.
He read the now-familiar words. She’d written the same account of her dream she’d repeated to him the day before. He’d guess she even used the same words. "This sounds exactly like what you told me yesterday. How can you remember it?"
Fire flashed in her hazel eyes. "How can I remember it? How could I forget it? If you’d ever had a dream like that, believe me, you’d remember it. Especially after you’ve told it a few zillion times."
"Okay. Okay." He clenched his jaw. "It’s just that a dream seems so insubstantial."
"It didn’t seem like a dream at the time. In fact, it still doesn’t." He saw her shudder. "It keeps running through my mind, and every time it seems real. If you want me to help you, you’d better not say anything else about your opinion of my dream."
"Look, I’m sorry." As much as he hated to apologize, he seemed to be doing a great deal of it to this woman. "Now, what’s next?"
"You need to tell me about Barbara."
"Barbara’s dead." The words sounded so final.
"I know she’s dead." Did he hear a touch of sarcasm? "Tell me about her when she was alive."
He shook his head. "There’s no need for that."
Marilee gave an exaggerated sigh. "I’ve read enough mysteries to know a good detective always learns all he can about the victim."
David shook his head. He wasn’t ready to give away family secrets. "I know all about Barbara. There’s nothing you need to know."
"Do you want my help or not?" Marilee shoved her chair away from the desk. She glared at him as she stood with her hands on the desktop, her fingers drumming on the glass. "If you want my help, you will tell me everything you know." He felt like a first grader called before the principal. "You will share with me everything you learn. If you won’t, you can leave now." She motioned toward the door.
Why did this woman have to be so difficult? He didn’t want to need her help, but he did. He didn’t want to air the family dirty laundry, but he’d do it if that’s what it took to catch the no-good so-and-so who killed Barbara. "Okay. Okay. Look, do you have some coffee or anything with caffeine?" Slight dizziness reminded him he hadn’t eaten today.
Marilee relaxed her stiff shoulders. "Sure. How about a sandwich also?"
When he nodded, she led the way to the kitchen.
As she sliced meat for the sandwiches, Marilee again wondered if she could trust David Nichols. He’d already demonstrated he had a temper, and he seemed determined to keep her from knowing anything about Barbara. What did he have to hide? Did he really believe Gerald Welty killed Barbara? Did Gerald Welty exist? What if David were the killer, and he’d concocted the story of the ex-husband to—
His voice interrupted her thoughts. "Are we feeding an army I don’t know about?"
She looked down to see she’d sliced enough ham for a dozen sandwiches. David held a plate of lettuce and sliced tomatoes in one hand. She wondered if he could be dangerous. Why had she just handed him one of her sharpest kitchen knives when he offered to help? He picked up the tray of ham in the other hand and took both dishes to the table. She carried a basket of bread and a caddy with jars of mayonnaise and mustard.
Feeling guilty for her suspicions, Marilee hesitated to start questioning him about his sister. Maybe she could make small talk and ease into the discussion of Barbara. Nice thought, but she knew she was no good at small talk. As a business consultant, she took pride in being a "bottom-line person." Although small talk was generally a waste of time, right now, she wished she were a better conversationalist.
David made himself a thick sandwich and started to take man-size bites. He didn’t pause until the sandwich was half gone. "This is good. Guess I was hungrier than I realized. This is the only meal I’ve had since ... except for that pizza yesterday."
"I should have offered you something more substantial than a sandwich."
"No, this is great." He pointed to the plate of ham. "That’s a lot of food. I’m not a picky eater. I learned very early in life to eat what was put before me."
"Did your parents tell you about the starving children in India when they told you to clean your plate?" She smiled at the memory. "I never could figure out how me eating my vegetables helped the starving children of India, but I ate them anyway."
David didn’t return her smile. He put down the sandwich and stared into the distance. "I guess I have to tell you about our childhood, mine and Barbara’s." He looked into her eyes then. "I’ve never told anyone before. I wouldn’t tell you now if I didn’t need your help."
Seeing the distress in his eyes, Marilee almost told him she didn’t want to hear it. "David, if we’re going to work together on this, we have to trust each other."
"That’s not easy for me. The only person I’ve ever trusted in my life is ... was Barbara." He picked up a carrot stick and took a bite.
"I realize you think you’re taking a risk trusting me." She didn’t mention the risk she was taking trusting him. "All I can do is promise anything you tell me will be confidential, unless it’s something I think the police need to know." She pushed her empty plate away. "If I think the police need to know something, I’ll discuss it with you first. But if I’m convinced it’s important, I will report it." Their eyes never wavered from each other.
"Fair enough." He seemed to steel himself. "We grew up near Chicago, in Logan Heights. My father was an accountant. My mother was a housewife. We had a lovely home in the suburbs. We went to church every Sunday. My father was a respected member of the community. He was on the school board, and my mother was president of the Parent Teacher Organization."
"It sounds like an idyllic childhood. But it wasn’t, was it?"
"Oh, it was idyllic if you didn’t mind watching your mother being beaten regularly. If you didn’t mind your father molesting your baby sister." He pointed to the jagged white scar above his right eyebrow. "If you didn’t mind your father throwing a knife at you when you tried to keep them from being hurt."
He pounded on the table with both fists. Marilee reached across the table. She patted the fists until they opened. David’s eyes glistened with tears, and she could feel the tears streaming down her own face. She couldn’t stop touching him to wipe them away. She felt his pain as if it were her own.
"The first time I knew he raped her, she was only five years old." She felt his hands clench into fists again. "Five years old. A baby. And this big brute rapes her. He was big, too. I was only ten, and I couldn’t do anything to help her." Sobs convulsed his body.
Marilee heard meaningless sounds come from her own mouth. She patted his hands, then slid her chair next to his and put an arm around him. The need to comfort this man overwhelmed her. She pulled his head onto her shoulder and wrapped both arms around him, patting his back and murmuring soothing sounds. Soon, he withdrew and wiped his eyes. She could see his embarrassment and recognized his need to defuse the intensity.
"Let me put this food away." Her chuckle sounded weak, but maybe he’d recognize it as an attempt to lighten the atmosphere. "Since we didn’t feed that army, I’ll have to wrap this up for another day, another army." She concentrated on cleaning the kitchen to give him time to recover his emotional balance.
He sniffed a few more times, then began to gather up dishes. "Thanks for dinner. I’ll know where to come when I’m famished. I’ve never seen so much food for two people."
"The ham was a gift from a client who probably thought I had a family. No one would send a ham that large to one person. We can always pack a sack lunch when we’re out playing detective." She looked at him quickly to see how he reacted to her comment, but he didn’t make an issue of "playing detective."
When the kitchen was immaculate, David suggested they go back to work in the office. Once there, she directed him away from the desk and the computer. She pointed to a couch and chair at the other end of the room. "Why don’t we sit here and talk? I’d like to hear everything you can tell me about Barbara, but I won’t make any notes. After you’re through, we’ll decide what’s important to record. I’ll write it down then. Okay?"
David sat on the supple black leather sofa, took a deep breath, and tried to focus on the poster on the opposite wall. "I don’t ever remember a time when my father didn’t beat my mother. Maybe I didn’t know exactly what was going on when I was real little. I just remember hearing awful noises from their bedroom. There would be a loud crack, followed by a scream, then another crack, and another scream."
Lost in the ghastly memories, he almost forgot Marilee was sitting at his side. He jumped when she said, "How did you find out what was going on?"
"On my sixth birthday, he made me watch." He couldn’t stop the tears. "Mom had baked a birthday cake for dessert. When she brought it out, she sang ‘Happy Birthday’ and told me what an important birthday it was. I’d start school in a few weeks. He didn’t like it. He said if I was old enough to go to school, I was old enough to learn a man’s responsibilities."
He’d never told anyone about his childhood. His parents had so ingrained secrecy into him that he’d never expected to be able to say these words. Marilee made a meaningless sound that encouraged him to continue.
"He told us to go into the bedroom. My mother never said a word. She just walked into the bedroom, turned her back to me, took off her dress, and lay facedown on the bed. My father took a whip, like a horsewhip, out of the closet and stood over her. When he brought the whip down on her back, I knew that was the crack I’d heard so many times. My mother screamed. He whipped her again and again, until her back was just a bloody mess. When she broke down in tears, he stopped."
He had stared straight ahead while he told his story, but now he turned to Marilee to see her reaction. He expected to see shock and horror. He did. But he also saw something else in her eyes, pity, compassion, sympathy? He looked away and continued his story before he lost his courage.
"Barbara was just a baby. I could hear her crying in her crib all through the beating. When it was over, my mother cried for a little while. Then she calmly got up, pulled her dress over her head, and went to pick up Barbara. She took care of the baby just like nothing had happened."
"Did this go on all through your childhood?" When he nodded, Marilee continued, "Your mother never tried to leave or even defend herself?"
"A few years later, I asked her why she just kept taking it. And why she let him hurt Barbara and me." What he would say next probably hurt worse than his father’s abuse. "She said the husband was the head of the household, and it was his job to enforce discipline. If she did something wrong, she must be punished. And if the children did wrong, we had to be punished. It was God’s will."
Marilee gasped. "You mean your mother condoned the abuse?"
"She didn’t call it abuse. It was discipline." He wondered if his voice revealed his bitterness. "Even when he raped Barbara. He said he did it to teach her a woman’s place. A woman’s place. For pity’s sake, she was a baby. And my mother said as the head of the household, he knew best. If he said it was the right thing to do, it was God’s will. That’s all there was to it."
He felt Marilee’s soothing touch again. He’d never liked to be touched. All the touches he remembered in his life had been painful. It surprised him to realize how comforting her touch felt.
"I can’t imagine what you and Barbara went through."
"I was the big brother. I should have been able to protect her. I lived at home during college because I couldn’t leave her there alone, at their mercy. I wasn’t much protection, though. My father was a big man. He used the whip for control, but he also kept guns and knives in the house."
"How could they keep the abuse secret for so long?"
Marilee didn’t seem to be condemning him for failing to protect his sister. Guilt weighed him down, and he knew anyone who knew his family secrets would realize how weak he was. "He told us the family was a sacred, inviolate unit. Sharing private family business with anyone else was a mortal sin. God would use him to kill us if we committed the ultimate sin."
Marilee had turned sideways on her sofa and was piercing his soul with her eyes. "But what about the physical evidence, the injuries, the scars?"
"He was usually very careful. We had to undress for our whippings. Most of our injuries were hidden by clothes. He refused to let us take public showers in P.E. When he was on the school board, he got the rest of the board to give parents the right to choose if their children took showers at school. He claimed moral indignation at students, even of the same sex, seeing each other in the nude."
Marilee bounded up from the sofa. "That’s insane. I can’t believe it."
He clenched his fists and hoped his face didn’t show the rage he felt. He wanted to throw something, but there was nothing in reach. "You asked. I told. I don’t care if you believe it or not."
"David, I didn’t mean I didn’t believe you. As much as I wish I didn’t, I do believe you. When I said I can’t believe it, I just meant, well …" Her voice dropped to a whisper. "I just can’t conceive of that kind of horror … and in the name of God! It’s a miracle you survived, physically and emotionally."
Her words washed away the rage. She believed him. She saw he’d survived physically and thought he’d survived emotionally. He wouldn’t let her see how damaged he was. "I tried to protect Barbara, but I couldn’t do much. This," he said pointing to the scar over his eyebrow, "is a souvenir of the time I tried to keep him from raping Barbara on the night of her junior high graduation. It enraged him so much that I would dare intervene he threw a butcher knife at me. It’s one scar he couldn’t make me hide with clothes."
The whoosh of Marilee sinking into the cushions alerted him when she sat beside him. She sat so close he felt the heat from her body. A subtle floral fragrance teased his nostrils. His awareness of her while recalling the horrors of his home life amazed him.
She said, "Obviously that cut took several stitches. Wasn’t the doctor suspicious?"
"My mother took me to the emergency room. She told the doctor she had asked me to get her knitting basket from upstairs. A ball of yarn rolled out when I was coming downstairs, and I tripped over it and fell on the scissors." He closed his eyes and recalled the hospital scene. "She was so distraught, telling the doctor she felt so guilty because it was all her fault. If she’d put the yarn more securely in the basket, it wouldn’t have come out, and if it hadn’t rolled out, I wouldn’t have tripped. If she hadn’t asked me to get her knitting basket, I wouldn’t have even been on the stairs."
"I guess the doctor would believe a mother who blamed herself for what seemed like an accident."
"Would you believe she didn’t even knit? Didn’t own a knitting basket or a ball of yarn. But, yeah, everyone believed her and told her it wasn’t her fault. Just an accident that was nobody’s fault." He didn’t even realize he was clenching his fists again until he felt Marilee’s touch.
"I can see how hard this is for you. But can you tell me more about Barbara? How did she do in school? Did she have friends?"
He looked around the room. The gentle touch and comforting voice of the woman sitting next to him seemed out of character for the professional who occupied this all-business office. He, who resented even the most innocuous personal question, found himself sharing his darkest secrets with her. As much as he hated both, he would ask for help and talk about the horrors of his childhood to bring Barbara’s killer to justice.
"Barbara was so pretty and so sweet. Everyone liked her, but my parents never let either of us have friends. According to my father, our family was morally superior to everybody else in Logan Heights." How ironic his parents could justify the most heinous abuse on moral grounds. "Barbara had to struggle to be average in school. It wasn’t that she wasn’t smart. It was just she couldn’t seem to concentrate on school work."
"Of course, she couldn’t. Who could? What she went through ... How often did this kind of thing happen?"
"Sometimes several times a week. Then sometimes weeks, even months, would go by with no problems. Sounds strange, I’m sure, but that was the worst. Not knowing what he was going to do next or when he was going to do it."
The jarring ring of the phone startled him out of his recollections. Marilee looked at the offending instrument on the end table and said, "Let the answering machine pick it up."
The volume was turned so low he couldn’t hear the message, but the interruption made him realize what he was doing. He was telling a stranger his baby sister’s worst secrets. He couldn’t protect her when they were growing up. He couldn’t protect her from Welty. Now he couldn’t even protect her memory.
"That’s enough." He propelled himself out of the deep cushions of plush leather and headed toward the door.
Marilee jumped up to follow him. "Wait a minute. Are we going to talk to the neighbors?"
"Not tonight." He had to get away before he crumbled. He couldn’t do this, but he had to. He hadn’t protected Barbara, but he would avenge her death. He’d failed her so many times. He couldn’t fail her now. "Sometime tomorrow?"
He’d stopped so suddenly Marilee had taken a couple of steps past him. She turned back to him. "I told my clients I’d call them later in the week to reschedule our appointments. Whenever you want to talk to the neighbors, I’ll be available."
"Okay, I’ll be here first thing tomorrow morning." He strode down the hall to the front door before she could reply. "Be sure to lock the deadbolt after I leave. See you in the morning." As soon as he was out the door, he sighed with relief that he hadn’t fallen apart.
Marilee didn’t need him to remind her about the deadbolt. She locked and double-checked it before slowly walking back to the office. She’d never realized how loudly her heels clicked on the bare tile in the unnatural silence of the house.
"Darn. Darn. Darn," she muttered when she discovered the phone call had been a telemarketer. She’d begun to feel a tenuous rapport with David, and some idiot selling carpet cleaning had come along and destroyed it. It had been like pulling teeth to get him to talk about the abuse he, his mother, and his sister had suffered. The things he’d told her simultaneously repulsed and intrigued her. The horrific mistreatment had to have influenced the kind of adults he and Barbara had become.
She’d only been around him after his sister was murdered. Anyone would be devastated by such an event. A normal person would feel a wide range of emotions, from shock to grief to anger to confusion. Someone who’d been through what David had would probably have even stronger emotions. Were David’s reactions normal? Could he be dangerous? Did violence, maybe even insanity, run in the family?
She knew abused children often grew into abusive adults. She’d already seen hatred and rage in his behavior. Logically, she admitted the risk of danger. She still felt the weight of fear and dread, but somehow that feeling didn’t seem to be associated with him. She didn’t exactly feel safe with him, but she didn’t feel physical danger, either.
Anyway, nothing could keep her from helping David find the killer. She knew Garcia considered her a suspect, though why she couldn’t imagine. Like it or not, her dream involved her in this whole miserable mess. She didn’t know why she had the dream, but there must be a reason. She believed God was in control, and everything happened for a purpose, whether it made sense to her or not. Maybe it was her destiny to help solve the crime. She knew she’d never feel any peace unless she tried.
She turned on the computer to call up the file with her notes. She added a few sentences: "Barbara and David endured a childhood of atrocious physical, and at least in Barbara’s case, sexual, abuse."
Then she opened a new file and recorded the details. Somehow she believed their family background was important in finding out who killed Barbara, but she didn’t want to upset David any more than necessary. She would have to ask him more questions, though. She created another file and started listing questions.
How much abuse had David suffered? Where were their parents now and what kind of relationship, if any, did they have? David was convinced Gerald Welty killed Barbara because of his threats. But what about the threats made by the father? Did he really believe his fanatical ravings or were they just an excuse for inexcusable behavior?
The man was evil, and his moral justification for wickedness made his evil more reprehensible. A man who would rape a five year old and say it was God’s will could shoot his grown daughter in cold blood. Why hadn’t David thought of that? Why was he so sure it was Welty? She looked at the list of questions she had to ask David. She hoped he’d agree to answer them before they started talking to the neighbors.
She wished she knew more about child abuse. What effect did trauma like David and Barbara had suffered as children have on them in adulthood? No one could endure such torment without serious consequences. How stable was David? Maybe she should do some research before she worked with him to solve his sister’s murder.
She saved the file with her questions and clicked on the Internet icon on her computer desktop. She started her search for child abuse. More than 50 million documents! She narrowed the search to child abuse effects and still found over two million documents listed.
Clicking on the first item, she entered a Web site offering links to statistics on abuse, survivors’ stories, historical perspectives on child abuse, the correlation between child abuse and spouse abuse, and dozens of other options.
She started with historical perspectives on abuse, then she clicked a link to survivors’ stories. Tears welled in her eyes as she read personal accounts of the atrocities described by adult survivors of abuse. How could a child survive such anguish? After reading the personal accounts, she found the statistics even more shocking because now the numbers had faces. Although the estimates of the frequency of abuse varied among different sources, all were shockingly high. Some experts found almost half the children in this country undergo some type of abuse during their childhood. Eighty percent of the abusers are a parent or other person close to the child. A strong correlation exists among all forms of domestic violence, spousal battering, and physical and sexual child abuse.
Marilee shook her head and wiped the tears from her eyes. She’d thought she was mistreated when her parents made her eat her broccoli or wouldn’t allow her to play in the park unsupervised. Her parents made rules for her safety and health. However, she’d learned from her research that abuse, child or spousal, comes from the desire of batterers to have control and power over those being abused.
She moved her head from side to side and rolled her shoulders to relieve the tension. She looked at the clock, a matte black square with chrome dots instead of numbers, on the wall over the monitor. The battery must be dead; the hands pointed past one o’clock. When she looked at her watch, she saw it was, indeed, after one o’clock in the morning. She’d been sitting at the computer without moving for over five hours. No wonder she was as stiff as the chrome pedestal supporting her desk.
One link had led to another and another and another. The Web site on her screen contained links to still more locations. She’d looked only at the first document from her search results. She hadn’t finished with all the links from the first site, and there were still millions more documents to check out. Probably, hopefully, the other documents were among those linked to the first site she checked or in the maze of sites she’d navigated. She saved the search as a bookmark and shut down the computer. David would be here in a few hours. She needed to try to get some sleep in the meantime.
Long after she showered and crawled into bed, Marilee lay in the darkness thinking about everything she’d learned. The personal accounts and the statistics appalled her, but one fact truly petrified her. Several of the references cited one primary cause of abuse. Most abuse is a learned behavior because the person had been abused themselves or had seen someone else being abused. David had been abused himself, how much she didn’t know yet, and he’d watched both his mother and the sister he adored being abused. Had that turned him into an abuser? Could he have harmed the sister he claimed to want to protect?
Images of David’s face bleeding from the cut over his eye and the sound of a small child whimpering disturbed Marilee’s restless sleep. Unlike the nightmare of Barbara’s murder, these dreams consisted of hazy visions and sounds that were felt more than heard. In spite of their vagueness, they left her with the same sense of foreboding and terror. When she looked in the mirror the next morning, the worry lines in her forehead and the dark circles under her eyes reflected a troubled mind and a restless night. She felt the hours spent at the computer in the stiffness of her neck and the tightness in her shoulders and back.
Her morning devotions helped calm her nerves. A cup of strong coffee helped her wake up, and make-up camouflaged the lines on her face and circles under her eyes. She couldn’t let David know she questioned his stability. If he was violent, she could be in danger if she let him know her suspicions. If he wasn’t, she didn’t want to be responsible for adding to his woes. She’d just be very careful while she tried to learn more about him.
She was drinking a second cup of coffee when he knocked on the door. He held up a bakery bag and said, "You’ve been feeding me, so I brought breakfast. Hope you like apple fritters."
Marilee smiled and said, "They’re my favorite indulgence. The coffee’s ready."
She led the way to the kitchen. She took a large plate from the cabinet. Taking the bag from David, she placed the fritters on the plate. Then she set the table with small stoneware plates, forks, and colorful cotton napkins.
Over coffee and pastries, she noticed the signs of stress in David’s face. The lines beside his mouth seemed more pronounced than they had two days ago. His inky black hair seemed a trifle shaggier than it had. She’d thought before he needed to comb his hair. Now he looked like he needed a trim. There was a gray tinge to his dark complexion.
He was dressed casually in jeans, a plaid polo shirt, and tennis shoes. He looked less rumpled than he had on the two previous occasions she’d seen him, either because he’d just dressed in fresh clothes or because the casual clothes didn’t show the rumpling as readily as a business suit. Marilee was glad she’d also dressed casually in slim beige slacks topped with a floral tunic cinched at the waist.
Neither of them said anything while they ate. David felt more comfortable in her presence than he usually did around strangers. He was close … had been close … to only one person. Now that Barbara was gone, he felt totally alone. When he had lived with his parents, keeping his distance from other people was a matter of survival. Now, it was a habit he didn’t know how to break.
Marilee silently held out the coffee pot. When he nodded, she filled his mug. He watched her carry the rest of the dishes to the sink, rinse them, and put them in the dishwasher. She opened a door and tossed the napkins into a small hamper in the adjoining utility room. If he’d been at home, he would have put the bag on the table, grabbed a paper towel to use as a napkin, then wadded everything up and thrown it in the trash when he was through. Imagine using plates, forks, and cloth napkins for a couple of apple fritters.
"Would you like to finish your coffee in my office?" she asked. "I’d like to ask you a few more questions before we talk to the neighbors."
He tensed. "Didn’t I tell you enough last night? You know more about my family than anyone else in the world." He struggled to keep his voice under control.
"I’m not asking out of morbid curiosity." She stood beside the table and looked directly into his eyes. "You asked me to help you find out who killed Barbara. If you want my help, you’ll have to share information with me. I’ve told you my dream over and over again."
"I didn’t ask you to help me find out who killed Barbara. I asked you to help find evidence to prove who did it. I know who did it." She was already walking down the hall, so he picked up his mug and followed her to the office. "I’m out to prove Gerald Welty murdered my sister, and I’ll do it with or without your help."
CHAPTER FOUR
She ignored his comment and motioned for him to sit on the sofa while she sat in the chair. She asked, "How much were you abused?"
As he clenched his jaw, he took a deep breath. He looked like a man putting on armor. "I told you about Barbara, but I’m not telling you anything else. It’s none of your business. Barbara is the one who’s dead. I’m very much alive."
He might physically be very much alive, but she wondered if he were really fully alive. She guessed he not only refused to discuss his childhood, he probably also refused to recall it. Why was she so determined to help him? She felt more than the desire to clear her name. She felt both a strong need to help this man and a compulsion to find the meaning of her dream.
She had to keep working with him, so she decided to change the subject. "Okay, then let’s plan our interviews with the neighbors. What are we going to ask and who’s going to ask it?"
He seemed to relax a little though he still seemed to be encased in armor. "You start off by introducing me since you know them. Tell them I’m Barbara’s brother, and I’m trying to find out everything I can about her murder." He flinched when he said murder but kept talking. "Ask them if they know her friends, and if they heard or saw anything that would help."
"They’ve probably already told everything to the police." When he scowled, she continued, "But I’m sure they won’t mind telling us as well." She restrained herself from saying the combination of natural tendency to gossip and sympathy for the victim’s brother would probably generate more conversation than they wanted.
"Let’s start on the sixth floor. The ones who live closest to Barbara are the most likely to know something." He placed his mug on the glass-topped coffee table. "Let’s get started."
"Let me get a notepad." She took a portfolio from the closet beside her desk.
###
As they waited for the elevator, Marilee considered what she was doing. Usually a loner who stayed out of other people’s business, now she was as deeply involved in David’s business as she could be. A reserved woman who got no closer to her neighbors than a nod in the hallway, she was actually going to interrogate those neighbors. And most significant, a cautious woman who took no chances, she was associating with a man who could be dangerous. A man who could even be a murderer. What had she gotten herself into?
Leading the way to apartment #601, she tried to distract David from the police tape over the door to Barbara’s apartment across the hall. A tall, thin woman answered their knock. "Bonita, I’m Marilee Anderson from the fifth floor. We’ve met in the lobby a couple of times." She motioned toward David. "This is David Nichols, Barbara Nichols’s brother. David, Bonita Hernandez. May we speak with you for a minute?"
"I have to leave in about ten minutes. I’m—"
"Just give us five of those minutes, then we’ll be out of your hair. We just have a couple of quick questions," David said.
When Bonita looked like she might refuse, Marilee felt David’s emotions threaten to burst out. Knowing they wouldn’t get anywhere if he lost his temper, she stepped closer to him and put her arm on his. Her touch always got his attention. "We don’t even need five minutes, Bonita." She gave David a warning look. "We’re just trying to locate Barbara’s friends. Did you happen to know any of them?"
David’s muscles tensed under her hand, but he didn’t say or do anything.
"Sorry," Bonita answered. "I didn’t even know Barbara. In fact, I only had one conversation with her. We rode up in the elevator together. That conversation came back to me when I heard about ..." She looked at David through lowered eyelashes. "I wondered if there was any connection."
Marilee could feel David restraining himself. She tightened her grip on his arm, warning him to let her do the talking. "Tell us about the conversation."
"She was carrying two grocery bags from JEC, and I commented that it sure was convenient to have the grocery store so close. She said it was, but then said she might have to start shopping somewhere else." Bonita, still standing in the open doorway, glanced at her watch. "I’ve gotta go. Anyway, she said some guy at the store, one of the sackers, I think, made her nervous. She said at first she thought he was just a smart aleck. But that day, he was coming on to her right there in the store, and since he was a young tough, she didn’t want to have to deal with that again."
"Did she say anything else?"
"Nope, that was it, the sum total of the one and only conversation I had with her. I wondered if he’d got mad at her for turning him down, but the police said it was a pretty far stretch to think a teenage punk would murder a woman just because she ignored his come-on."
"Thank you. We appreciate your help."
Marilee knew she had to get David away before the emotions roiling just under surface erupted. She led him to a bench in front of a floor-to-ceiling window at the end of the hall.
"Let’s sit here a minute so I can make some notes." She carefully wrote Bonita Hernandez’s comments on the first page of her notebook. "We probably need to go to JEC and see what we can find out about this sacker. Shall we do that now?"
David shook his head. "Not now. Let’s keep going with the neighbors."
"Are you sure you want to do this? I could feel your tension."
"Of course, I want to do this. I have to." He started to rise.
Marilee followed his lead, and they walked back to apartment #600. Surely Barbara’s next-door neighbor knew her. Suddenly Marilee realized her next-door neighbors wouldn’t know anything about her. She had to stop and think to recall their names, and they might not even know hers. If Barbara was as much of a loner as Marilee was, they wouldn’t learn much from the neighbors.
Her knock went unanswered. Many of the residents were young, single professionals, but John and Betty Tanner had three small children. John had probably left for work, but Betty was usually home during the day.
"Looking for me?" The voice came from a young black woman carrying a baby from the elevator.
"Yes, we are." Betty was one of the few people Marilee had spoken with several times.
"I just took the two older kids to a play group. Come on in," she said after she unlocked the door. "How about some coffee? I’m ready for another cup."
Marilee introduced David, and they joined her at the kitchen table with their coffee.
"I’m so sorry about your sister." She shuddered. "She was a nice lady. She always had a smile, especially for the baby." She leaned over and tickled the baby in the high chair. "All the kids liked her. They called her the pretty lady next door."
David smiled at the first kind words he’d heard about his sister since her death. "She was crazy about kids. She couldn’t have any of her own, but she loved them."
"And they loved her, too." Betty’s eyes filled with tears. "I haven’t told the kids she’s dead. How do you explain to a five-year-old and a three-year-old one of their favorite people is dead—shot in cold blood?"
He felt his own tears trying to escape. He’d cried a lifetime of tears in the last three days, yet more were always just below the surface.
"Betty, I’m determined that her killer pay for what he did. We’re trying to find out everything we can about Barbara’s last days. Did you notice anything unusual lately?"
Marilee had taken control of the last interview, but he was going to handle this one. This woman may have been the best friend Barbara had ever had in her life—probably the only friend she’d ever had.
"Yeah, there was one thing." Betty frequently reached over and touched her baby as she talked. "Last week, Barbara rang my doorbell just after I got all three kids down for a nap. She knew how hard that was to do, and she never called or came over then, so I knew something was wrong.
"As soon as I saw her, I was sure. She was pale, and her hands were shaking. She said she hated to bother me at naptime, but she really needed a favor. The guard had called from the front desk and told her the guy she’d been dating was on his way up. She wanted to come in to hide in my place until he left. She said he’d hurt her, and she was afraid of him."
"Did she say who he was?" David felt his insides twist to think she’d been afraid of another man.
Betty wrinkled her forehead in thought then shook her head. "No. No, she didn’t. But I assumed she meant Jason Tremont. He’s the only man I ever saw her with. Of course, I told her to come in and stay as long as she needed to. The doorbell woke the baby, and he was crying. The girls weren’t sleeping, about the best I can ever hope for is they’ll stay still and rest for a few minutes. But when they heard Barbara’s voice, they got up."
Marilee leaned forward. "How did she react to the children? If she was frightened, did it upset them?"
"At first, it did. She was so pale and shaky." Betty patted her baby again. "But my kids can be quite a distraction. In just a couple of minutes, she was rocking the baby and telling the girls a story. She seemed to forget all about why she’d come over."
David felt relief she’d relaxed so easily, but he had to find out everything he could. "When she told you this guy had hurt her, did she say how?"
"No." Betty shook her head. "All she said then was what I’ve told you. The next day, I asked her about it. She seemed embarrassed. She asked me to forget all about it. ‘I just had a fight with my boyfriend,’ she said. I didn’t press her, because she insisted there was no problem."
"Do you think it could be related to her death?" David asked.
"I have no idea. I’ve thought about it so much since it happened. I just haven’t been able to make sense of it."
As Marilee pushed her chair back, she directed a telling look at David. She thanked Betty for her help.
David, the quiet loner, felt he had to say more. "Thanks, Betty, for being Barbara’s friend. I know she enjoyed being around your children. Thanks for sharing them with her."
Three pairs of eyes were damp when Marilee and David exited the apartment. They returned to the bench so Marilee could record her notes.
Although they spent another half hour on the sixth floor, they didn’t learn anything else. Either there was no answer to their knock or the occupant couldn’t give them any information. They experienced the same outcome all the way down through the second floor. They left a note on the door of each unit where no one answered. The message, written on stick-on notes, just asked the residents to contact Marilee Anderson in #502 if they knew Barbara Nichols or had any information about her last days. There probably wouldn’t be much response, but perhaps someone had heard or seen something they didn’t understand.
David knew he would have exploded if Marilee hadn’t been there. Every time he felt his frustration about to boil over, he’d feel her gentle touch on his arm and hear her voice. She never said anything to him. She jumped in and took over the conversation with the person they were questioning. He would have resented her interference, but he knew he would have destroyed their chances of learning anything if he had allowed his temper to erupt.
"That’s all the residential area. No one lives on the first floor." She pointed to her watch. "It’s after noon. Shall we have lunch before we speak with the manager?"
David didn’t see any reason to argue with Marilee though he wasn’t interested in anything but the investigation. The break would probably do him good, and whether he felt like eating or not, he knew he should. "Okay."
After a brief discussion, they walked to a nearby restaurant. When he started to order a sandwich, Marilee said, "You haven’t been eating right. Why don’t you get a complete meal, like the meat loaf or a steak with potatoes and vegetables?"
He glared at her but when the waiter returned, he ordered salad, a sirloin steak, baked potato, and mixed vegetables. He did need to do a better job of taking care of himself if he expected to be able to deal with the police, make funeral arrangements, and investigate Barbara’s death.
Marilee nibbled on a chicken Caesar salad. "I remember from your card that your business has a catchy name. But I don’t remember the name or what the business is. Something to do with computers, isn’t it?"
Any other time, David’s favorite topic of conversation was his business. Now all he could think about was Barbara’s death, but he’d try to answer Marilee’s question. "It’s called The Computer Connection, and it’s a full service computer company."
"Computer hardware or software? Or consultation?"
"All of the above." He cut off a piece of steak, which he was enjoying more than he’d expected. "We sell several brands of hardware and hundreds, maybe thousands, of software packages. We also have consultants and programmers who can do everything from answer a basic question to design a whole system."
"Now I remember seeing an article about your company in the San Antonio Business Journal a few months ago."
"Yeah. We’re the first company in town to offer all those services under one roof. The Business Journal came out several weeks before we were scheduled to open." He wouldn’t admit he’d bought two dozen copies of the newspaper. He’d wanted to share the excitement with his family and friends. The papers were still stacked on the dining table. No one had been interested in his success except Barbara.
"I remember now. They said you pay the consultants and programmers a base salary plus a commission. Several of them gave up solo consulting practices, because they expected to make more money working for you." She looked up from her salad. "That caught my attention since I’m a consultant operating as a sole practitioner. I remember thinking how nice it would be to smooth out the income fluctuations that come with self-employment. Are you experiencing the level of success you’d expected?"
David hoped she didn’t look into his company too closely. Either his ideas had been too grandiose or his capital had been too limited, probably both. Just three months into operation, the company was bleeding red ink at such a rate he didn’t know if he’d be able to save it.
Bleeding red ink. Why had he thought of it like that? Everything led back to his memories of Barbara and her gory death.
He’d better answer Marilee, or she’d really scrutinize him. "Who’s ever totally satisfied? Three months really isn’t long enough for a fair evaluation."
David found himself talking enthusiastically about his business, the first time he’d even thought about business since he’d stepped into Barbara’s apartment Sunday morning. Marilee’s apparently sincere interest intrigued him. "Shut me up before I bore you to tears." He wondered if he looked as sheepish as he felt.
"I’m fascinated. Don’t forget, I’m a management consultant to small businesses. Your company can be a valuable resource to my clients. Probably the only reason I haven’t referred any clients to you is I was under the impression the business wasn’t open yet. I guess I was confused."
"No, actually the article said we wouldn’t be open for a couple of months, but we managed to open early." He didn’t explain the early opening had been a desperation move. Everything had cost more than expected. He’d almost run out of money before he even opened the doors, so he’d opened early to start bringing in some cash.
Over coffee and carrot cake, the conversation returned to their investigation. Marilee said, "We’ll talk to the manager and his secretary. Their offices are on the first floor. I know you talked to at least one of the security guards, but there are two more we need to question."
The interviews a short while later with Mr. McDowell, the manager of the complex, and Susie Wong, his secretary, failed to produce any worthwhile information. Both expressed sympathy and shock. They agreed Ms. Nichols had been a model resident, but they didn’t know anything else about her.
When David and Marilee approached the guard on duty, Bob Pace, his beady eyes kept darting to Marilee though he seemed to cooperate and answer their questions. Back in her office, Marilee contemplated the meager notes she’d compiled from their lengthy conversation. "I think he’s hiding something."
"The security guard? The person all you residents trust to protect you day and night?" David’s tone revealed his skepticism. "He wasn’t even on duty the night Barbara died."
"It may not have anything to do with Barbara’s death. In fact, it probably doesn’t. But he’s definitely hiding something."
"First you say you think he’s hiding something. Then you say he’s definitely hiding something." David paced the floor between the desk and the sofa. "How can you know he’s hiding something unless you know what it is?"
She managed to delay her answer by answering the phone on the first ring. "Detective Garcia, what can I do for you?"
He wanted her to come down to the station again. He had a few more questions for her. And right now would be the perfect time. He’d be waiting for her.
After hanging up the phone, Marilee said, "We’ll have to stop for the day. There’s not much else we can do here until and unless someone comes home."
David smoothed his mussed hair with his hands, succeeding only in making it more mussed and sexier. "Ready to go face Garcia?"
"He didn’t ask for you." She wrinkled her forehead and shrugged. "Well, of course, he didn’t know you were here, but he didn’t say anything that would lead me to believe there would be anyone else there but me." She picked up her purse.
"I’ll drive you. You’ve been working with me all day, the least I can do is chauffeur you."
When they reached downtown, David parked in a public lot. They walked a block toward the police station, only to be accosted by swarms of journalists. Television reporters pushed microphones in their faces as the cameras rolled.
"Marilee, have you had any more dreams?"
"Look this way, David."
"Why are you two together?"
"What are you doing here? Is there a break in the case?"
David’s hand at the small of her back propelled Marilee through the crowd. They kept their heads down and did their best to ignore the cameras, mikes, and questions. They escaped into the building, where an officer turned the media away.
Upon their arrival in the homicide department, Garcia looked at David and asked, "Where did you come from? I asked Ms. Anderson to come in."
"He happened to be with me when you called and kindly offered to drive me down." Marilee had seen the flash in David’s eyes and answered before he could get himself in trouble with the detective.
"And just how did you happen to be together?" The policeman directed the question at David. "I wasn’t aware you knew each other."
"We met on Sunday," David answered. Marilee saw him wince, or maybe she felt it. "I asked Marilee to tell me her dream."
"It took from Sunday till Tuesday for her to tell the dream? You two have no business together." He motioned for Marilee to sit and put an arm across David’s shoulder, guiding him toward the exit. "You can go home now. I’ll send Ms. Anderson home with a patrol officer."
David looked like he would argue, so Marilee said, "Thanks for the ride, but there’s no need for you to wait for me." She tried to signal him with her eyes. She didn’t want him to lose his temper in Garcia’s presence.
After a long, intense look, David left. Garcia sat on the edge of his desk.
"Why didn’t you tell us Jason Tremont left you for Barbara Nichols?"
Marilee did a mental ten-count to compose herself. "I didn’t tell you that because it’s not true."
Garcia made a sound between a snort and a laugh. "Are you saying you weren’t involved with Jason Tremont?"
"It depends on what you mean by ‘involved,’ Marilee answered. "We dated for a couple of months or so."
"Several people in that fancy condo complex you live in told us he left you for Barbara Nichols when she moved in."
Since she and David didn’t have much success in finding out anything from Barbara’s neighbors, Marilee wondered who these "several people" were. "I don’t know who told you that, but they have their facts wrong. It’s true I dated Jason for a while, and it’s true he was dating Barbara Nichols at the time of her death. But it’s not true he left me for her."
Garcia slid off the desk and stepped around the chair. "Would you care to enlighten me on the true facts?" He took a pencil out of the desk drawer and started doodling on the desk pad.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/4914 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!