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Chapter One

Los Angeles

 


"What is it, Jamie? One of your damn headaches? Or
are you just daydreaming again?"

The sarcastic edge in Brett's voice cut through the
stillness of the conference room and startled Jamie. She glanced
around. Where had everyone gone? Was the meeting over? Jamie stood
at the end of the polished malachite table, vaguely aware that she
had shaken hands with Noel Condé, creator of Intimacy perfume—-the
most sought after scent since Chanel No. 5. Noel Condé rarely
allowed anyone to touch his skin, much less shake hands with him.
Yet he had taken Jamie's hand, raised her fingers to his lips and
lightly kissed them. Any other young woman would have died to take
Jamie's place and would have caught the meaningful gleam in Condé's
eyes. But Jamie had barely registered Condé's unusual attention.
She had been too worried about her brother and too nervous about
her imminent return to the MacAllister House.

"Jamie!" Brett snapped, throwing the storyboards into
a leather portfolio. "What's wrong with you?"

"What?" She broke from her trance and turned to face
her business partner. The slender fingers kissed by Noel Condé
splayed across her pale ivory cheek. Her nails were bereft of
polish and cut close to her fingertips.

"What's wrong with you?" Brett hissed through his
teeth, trying not to be overheard by anyone passing by the
conference door. "You just about blew it, standing up there like
that, forgetting what you were saying. If Old Man Condé didn't like
you so much, we'd be out on our asses!"

"I'm sorry, Brett. I—" Jamie murmured, and instead of
finishing her sentence, she picked up her briefcase. The clasp was
not closed but Jamie was too preoccupied to notice. As she grabbed
it, the case flopped open and everything spilled out on the floor,
including a bottle of her migraine pain relievers. The cloisonné
case containing four Valium tablets rolled under the chair. Jamie
reached for it, supporting her weight on her other hand. Her palm
sank into an inch of plush emerald carpeting.

"God, Jamie! Pull yourself together!" Brett's oxblood
loafers appeared near the chair leg at her side. "And hurry up and
pick that stuff up before somebody notices!"

Jamie dropped her medicine into the briefcase and
stuffed her papers and pens into the upper section. If Brett was so
worried about appearances, why wasn't he helping to clean up the
mess? He probably didn't want to wrinkle his Armani suit. She knew
he hadn't sat down once during the entire presentation for fear of
creasing his silk coat. Jamie straightened, lodging her anger and
guilt behind a mask of serenity, and met Brett's disgusted gaze. He
shook his head.

"You've been a zombie ever since that telephone call
this morning."

Jamie turned her back on him. The last thing she
wanted to do at that moment was discuss the telephone call. "Let's
go, Brett."

"Wait a minute." He caught her elbow. "What was that
call all about? Did you get refused by the gallery?"

"No. It wasn't the gallery." She tried to pull her
arm away, but Brett held fast.

"Then what was it?"

"It was about my brother."

"Oh, God!" Brett dropped her arm. "What does Mark
want this time? Ten thousand dollars? Twenty?"

"See—that's why I didn't want to tell you!" Jamie
marched to the door. "You always act like this!"

"Your brother is a leach!"

"My brother is a genius!" Jamie retorted. "And
anyway, it isn't about money this time."

"Oh?" Brett strode up to her. "That's a new twist.
What does he want?"

"He's sick." Jamie fought to keep her voice level.
"His housekeeper called. He's really sick, Brett. I'm worried about
him."

"Have him check into a hospital then. New York's got
some great specialists."

Jamie shook her head and looked down at the carpet.
"He hates hospitals. He spent half his childhood in hospitals. And
besides, he's not in New York. He's up in Washington State working
on a project."

"Well, Washington has specialists, too."

Brett took a step toward the door but paused when he
realized she was not following him. He looked back, exasperated.
"Hon, just what are you trying to say?"

Jamie ran the tip of her tongue over her lips. Her
upper lip was full and did not dip down in the center. Someone had
told her once that she had the sexiest mouth he had ever seen. Then
he had come on to her too strong, claiming that she had asked for
it. After that incident, Jamie rarely wore lipstick and selected
clothes and hairstyles to downplay her femininity, such as her
conservative grey green suit and severe chignon. "I need to go to
him, Brett."

"You can't be serious!" Brett stared. "Not now!"

"I must!"

Brett grabbed her elbow again. "Listen, Jamie! You
can't go anywhere! Noel Condé likes you. He likes your work. He
likes the campaign. He'll love our ads. They'll be shown all over
the world. Intimacy perfume will put us on the map, Hon. This is
the big break for us!"

"I know, Brett, but I just have to go. Just for a few
days."

"Jamie, you can't!"

"I have to!" She shook off his hand and strode around
him to the doorway. "I've got tickets to fly out of LAX in an hour.
Now will you take me to the airport, or should I call a cab?"

"Call a cab," Brett growled, his lip curling. "Some
of us have work to do!"

*********

Later that day, Jamie drove up the bumpy ramp that
connected the ferry Klickitat to the Port Townsend, Washington
ferry terminal. When she reached the level ground of the terminal
parking lot, she switched on the car headlights. Dread washed over
Jamie as she drove under the floodlights of the terminal and headed
toward Water Street. She hadn't intended to face the MacAllister
House in the dark. But she had missed the earlier ferry that would
have arrived in the late afternoon. Now at nine-thirty at night,
the October sky above the bluff was black and forbidding.

Jamie was glad she had just got her Valium
prescription refilled. She would not be able to face the
MacAllister House with her nerves raw and exposed. As for sleeping
in the house, Jamie didn't know if she were capable of closing her
eyes in the old mansion, much less drifting off to sleep.

Jamie drove along the base of the bluff and then
climbed the narrow road that led to the upper section of Port
Townsend, a neighborhood of stately old Victorian homes built near
the turn of the century. The nagging feeling of dread increased as
she left the main road and headed down a lane that had no
streetlights. A cool sheen of perspiration broke out on her back
and forehead. Perhaps she should get a motel and go up to the house
in the morning when everything was light and safe.

"Coward!" she mumbled to herself.

She turned the wheel and eased around the corner onto
Polk Street. The headlights of her car traced the shrubbery along
the unlit street, drawing her attention to the buildings at the end
of the block.

There was her destination—the MacAllister
House—rising above the treetops as if straining on tiptoe to
monitor her approach. A cool thrill of fear rippled over her.
Slowly Jamie drove down the street. The trees and the house grew
larger and larger until they towered over her. Gravel crunched and
popped beneath the tires as she rolled to a stop. Trembling, Jamie
turned off the engine and switched off the lights. Then all was
still. And very dark.

Jamie pinched the bridge of her nose and leaned her
forehead on the cool rim of the steering wheel. Her skull was
splitting. Her temples throbbed. God, not a migraine now. Not when
I have to face that house.

She stuffed her hand into her purse, found her Valium
and popped the lid off the bottle. She took one of the tiny blue
tablets without benefit of water, fortifying herself in advance.
Then, reluctant to go in the house, she sat in the car to wait
until the drug took effect.

Jamie looked out the passenger window at the mansion.
It loomed before her in the darkness, all points and cupolas, three
stories of gingerbread and lathe work. The circular window in the
attic stared down at her like a big eye, watching her, waiting for
her. Though she had not set foot in the house for twenty years, she
knew every railing, every windowpane by heart. Twenty years ago she
had left the house, but the house had never left her. It was the
feature attraction of her nightmares.

The porch light blinked on, startling her from her
fearful surveillance. The Valium had not begun to dull her nerves
yet, but she could not stay in the car now that her arrival had
been observed. Jamie opened the car door. A blast of damp air off
Puget Sound blew back her ash-blonde hair and pierced through her
jacket. Jamie held back her shoulder length curls as she reached
behind the driver's seat. Why hadn't she brought something warmer
to wear? She had forgotten how cold and dank the Northwest could be
in October.

Wrapping her jacket around her spare frame with one
hand, Jamie clutched her purse and camera case with the other. Then
she walked up the ancient narrow sidewalk to the front steps while
the wind blew curling tendrils of her hair across her cheeks and
mouth. An elderly woman opened the door as Jamie stepped onto the
porch.

"Mrs. Gipson?" Jamie asked.

"Yes. And you must be Miss Kent."

"Please, call me Jamie." She flashed a quick smile at
the housekeeper and then glanced over the woman's shoulder to the
main hall. Nothing had changed. The same busy green and gold
wallpaper danced along the wainscoting. The same Persian carpets
swirled on the hardwood floors. Even her grandmother's furniture,
hard uncomfortable pieces of brocade and walnut, squatted in dimly
lit alcoves. The familiar trappings should have made her feel at
home. But Jamie, sick with apprehension, had to force herself to
cross the threshold.

Mrs. Gipson held the door open even wider for her.
"Come in, dear. You must be very tired."

"Yes..." Jamie's voice trailed off as she sidled into
the main hall. The staircase in front of her curved up the far wall
and disappeared into the shadows two stories above her. The stairs
had always seemed huge and gloomy to Jamie as a child. She had run
down them in terror of unseen monsters in the attic for as long as
she could remember. Now that she was an adult she expected the
staircase to appear less imposing. But her age made no difference.
The stairs were still huge and the gloom at the top was blacker
than ever.

Quickly Jamie diverted her gaze to the kind face of
the graying housekeeper. "I hope I didn't wake you, Mrs.
Gipson."

"Heavens, no. I was doing a crossword."

"I missed the earlier ferry." Jamie pinched the
bridge of her nose again. I'm going to throw up. Another whiff of
these musty old things and I'm going to throw up!

"Are you feeling all right, dear?"

Jamie opened her eyes. "I just have a headache."

"Would you like an aspirin?"

"No thanks. I've got my pills in my—-" Jamie said,
frowning. "Oh, I need to get my suitcase out of the car." She
dropped her purse and camera case onto a nearby settee. "I'll be
right back."

When she returned she found Mrs. Gipson in the parlor
picking up her magazine and pencil. Jamie stood between her leather
suitcase and her flat, black portfolio. "Is Mark up?"

"No. He retires early these days."

"Is he any better since you called?"

"Not much. He looks thinner every day. And his cough
is getting worse. If he would just check himself into the
hospital—"

"Mark hates hospitals."

"I know. But he's very sick. That's why I finally
called you. Maybe you can convince him that he needs help."

"I'll try." Jamie lifted her heavy cases. "Do you
have a room I can stay in?"

"The bedroom down the hall from Mark—you know, the
one with the bay window? Mark said it was your old room. It's all
ready for you. Clean towels are in the bathroom."

"Thank you." Jamie grabbed her purse and camera while
Mrs. Gipson followed her to the bottom of the stairs.

"Would you like anything? A snack? Something to
drink?"

"No thanks, Mrs. Gipson. I'm going straight to bed.
I'll see you in the morning."

Jamie climbed to the second floor while the stairs
creaked beneath her feet. She tried to avoid looking at the dark
corners and doorways. When she walked past Mark's room, she noticed
the door was ajar. Carefully Jamie put down her bags and slipped
into the bedroom, tip-toeing to the bedside of her brother. His
lamp was still on and Jamie saw that he was awake.

"Hey, big bully," she called out softly.

"Hey, brat," came the reply.

"What're you doing here?"

In answer, Jamie flung her arms around her brother.
Mark was her only sibling, her only living relative, and she adored
him. He had been the only one to take her seriously when she had
suffered her period of hysteria as a child. Jamie loved him for
trusting her in one of her darkest hours and for giving her a
Brownie camera to take pictures of what she had seen. Though the
photographs had proved nothing, she had kept the Brownie,
exchanging it for an Instamatic and then a Pentax, and finally for
the Hasselblad out in the hall. Her brother had been responsible
for her interest in photography, an interest that had blossomed
into a successful career.

As she hugged Mark, she grimaced. Mark was thinner
than she had remembered. His shoulder blades and spine stuck out
and his head seemed too large for his body. The Albert Einstein tee
shirt he wore did little to conceal his sunken chest and bony arms.
While Jamie embraced him, she wondered how she would convince him
to start taking better care of himself. Sometimes he forgot to eat
or sleep when he was immersed in a project. And to be sick on top
of it had put his health in double jeopardy.

"What brings you here?" he repeated.

"Just a visit." Jamie sat back and gave a
half-hearted smile while her gaze darted over the face of her
brother. The planes of his square face were more pronounced than
ever because of his recent drop in weight, and the line of his jaw
flared out in sharp angles near his ears. "I thought you might like
some company for awhile. So I decided to visit."

"You? Come to this house for a visit?" As Mark spoke,
his Adam's apple bobbed up and down in his skinny neck. "That I
don't buy. Not for a nanosecond."

Jamie reached out and brushed his lank brown hair off
his forehead. "Never could fool you, big brother."

"Did that nosy Mrs. Gipson call you?"

"Mark, Mrs. Gipson is a nice old woman who cares
about you."

"She's nosy." He set his computer magazine on the
nightstand. "Well, did she call?"

"Yes. She thinks you should be in the hospital. Mark,
what's wrong with you? It isn't your hemophilia, is it?"

"No." Mark adjusted a blanket. "It's just a chest
cold." Then he brightened. "I'm glad you came, though. You can help
me in the lab. Remember that project I told you about a few months
ago?"

"When you were still in New York? That hologram
project?"

He nodded. "I'm nearly finished with it. I can't wait
until you see it in action!"

"Mark, I think you'd better take it easy for awhile.
You don't look so great."

"Ah, it's nothing. Besides, what I do in the lab
isn't strenuous. And now that you're here, you can do all the heavy
lifting."

"Thanks a lot!"

Mark laid a bony hand over hers. "Just kidding."

He chuckled and their gazes met. For a moment Jamie
looked into his eyes, slanted slightly above his cheekbones like
her own. They had both inherited the features of their mother,
especially in the eyes. Yet Jamie knew the sharp aggressive green
of Mark's eyes was totally dissimilar to the reserved hazel color
she saw each morning in the mirror.

As Jamie gazed at Mark, she framed the image of his
face with her photographers' eye, noting the play of lamp light
along his upper lip and the rim of his ear, the highlights of his
hair glinting gold against the shadows of the room beyond his
shoulder. He was a study in contrasts of lights and darks, much
like a painting by Caravaggio.

"It's good to see you, brat," he murmured and
squeezed her hand. "Glad you came."

"So am I," she lied, rising from the bed.

**********

Jamie would have felt much safer sleeping in the same
room with Mark. Yet grown women did not sleep in the bedrooms of
their brothers. After saying goodnight to Mark, she dragged her
belongings down the hall to the room with the bay window. Jamie
strolled to the casement and rubbed her neck. Far below the bluff
she could see the streets of Port Townsend, the tiny headlights of
cars winding along Water Street, the blazing windows of the Town
Tavern, the Lido Restaurant, and the floodlights of the new ferry
terminal at the south end of town.

She glanced over the water to the black hills across
the bay where lights were scarce. Stars twinkled above the low
mountains. In wonder, Jamie gazed at a sky that contained no
artificial lights—no television towers, no satellites, no jets, no
helicopters. Then she became aware of the silence, the blessed
absence of traffic congestion, sirens, people yelling in the
street, and unsolicited music and telephone calls. Nothing but
silence.

Suddenly a moth collided with the glass directly in
front of her. The sudden smacking noise startled her. Jamie reared
back in surprise, her heart in her throat. Then in chagrin she
realized the sound had come from a harmless moth.

The damage had been done, however. The tattered rag
of her nerves frayed even more. Jamie let the drapery fall back
while a wistful sigh brought her shoulders down. For a moment she
had forgotten her fear of the house. For a moment she had escaped
the stress of her life in Los Angeles. For a moment she had known
peace. But only for a moment. Her headache roared back in full
force.

By the time Jamie slipped under the comforter it was
midnight. Jamie shivered. She disliked retiring at midnight. Ever
since she was a child she had expected something nefarious to
happen at midnight. And in this house she knew that anything could
happen. Outside the wind gusted over the rooftop and through the
gingerbread, whining and moaning, adding the finishing touch that
put her completely ill at ease. She bunched up the comforter around
her ears, trying to get warm. How long would it take until the
sleeping pills kicked in? A few minutes? An hour? Maybe I'm too
tense. Maybe I've developed an intolerance. Maybe I should get the
prescription changed.

She looked for faces in the texture of the plaster on
the ceiling, trying to distract her mind from thinking about ghosts
and haunted houses. She dreaded sleep almost as much as being in
this house because her dreams frightened her. Her dreams were
always vivid and full of terror. Her therapist had told her she
experienced the typical dreams of anyone who was particularly
intelligent and creative. But Jamie did not believe her
psychoanalyst. No normal human being could spend as much time as
she did in a netherworld of fright.

That night was no exception. Jamie tossed and turned,
sweating until her sheets grew damp. Only this time it wasn't a
dream about the MacAllister House, but of a woman in a blue dress,
a long blue dress with an old-fashioned bustle. The woman beckoned
to Jamie, motioning for her to follow. Jamie ran and ran but never
quite caught up with the woman. Jamie's legs felt as heavy as
stumps, her vision was clouded and patchy as if her eyes were
partially covered with duct tape.

Jamie followed the woman across the lawn of a
house—the MacAllister House—down a street full of an incongruous
assemblage of horses and carriages and Volkswagen vans. Finally the
woman stopped on the edge of the bluff and looked back at Jamie.
The wind blew back her hair. The woman had no face. Terrified, but
unable to move, Jamie watched the woman point over the bluff. Wind
sucked at Jamie's clothing, pulling her to the edge, dragging her
so close she knew she would fall. She looked down, her blue gown
flapping around her shoes, to the roof of a building a hundred feet
below. The wind pulled her closer. Tree of Heaven, the woman said.
Jamie fought to keep her balance. Her gown tangled around her
knees. Tree of Heaven. Jamie couldn't save herself. Oh God, she was
falling! Falling down, falling—-

Jamie sat up with a start, wet with sweat. She
brushed back her damp hair and glanced around, confused at her
surroundings. Where was she? She blinked. Then she remembered. She
was in the MacAllister House. She was trying to get a decent
night's sleep in the MacAllister House—a contradiction in
terms.

With a sigh, Jamie lay back on her pillow and stared
at the ceiling. She did not sleep again for hours.

**********

In the morning Jamie made a huge omelet and took a
breakfast tray to her brother. She hoped the food might tempt him
to eat, perhaps put a bit of meat back on his bones. She joined him
at the morning meal and sat cross-legged at the foot of his bed,
balancing a plate on her left knee.

"Great omelet, Sis," Mark commented. But Jamie
observed that he mostly moved the bite-sized pieces around and
didn't consume more than the orange juice.

As Jamie lifted her fork, the sunlight glanced off
her ring, catching the attention of her brother. He set his tray
aside.

"What's the ring for?" he inquired, craning his neck
to see the large diamond.

"It's what most people call an engagement ring."

"What do you call it?"

"It's kind of an engagement ring." Jamie gazed at the
glittering ring, too large and ornate for her taste. She preferred
small simple pieces of jewelry or none at all. "But I haven't
really said yes yet."

"Then why are you wearing it?"

"Brett insisted I take it, even though I haven't
given him an answer yet. I thought I'd wait until I talked to
you."

"Good. Say no."

"I really didn't want to take the ring, not like
that. But he just wouldn't take it back."

"Typical Brett," Mark snorted.

"No strings attached," Jamie put in.

"I'll bet." Mark shook his head. "I'm surprised he
didn't ask you to move in with him and skip marriage
altogether."

He had, but Jamie didn't want to admit that to her
brother. Mark didn't need another reason to hate Brett.

"Christ." Mark lifted her left hand. "Look at the
size of it. You could feed the third world for a year with this.
Doesn't he have a brain in his head? Or a conscience?"

Jamie snatched back her hand. "I think he was trying
to express his affection."

"Don't be so naive, Sis. Brett doesn't do anything
for anyone but himself. He wants something from you."

"That's not true!" Jamie scrambled to her feet. "Why
must you think the worst? Why can't you accept him?"

"Because he's a phony. Bad media."

"Mark, why don't you speak English for a change!"

"Just trying to be as clear as I can." Mark shrugged.
"When I think of Brett, I see that little bomb icon you get when
your system crashes on a Macintosh computer."

"I don't know why." Jamie put a hand on her hip.
"Brett's always been nice to me. He's done a lot for me!"

"Sure, for now." Mark smoothed the comforter over his
chest. "Everything's going his way. He has you right where he wants
you—making money for him. Brett Johansen's little photo whore!"

"Whore!" Jamie paled.

"Yeah! You're prostituting your talent making
commercials when you should be doing something more
meaningful."

"Oh?" Jamie clamped her hands to her hips in anger.
"My commercials pay for your research—or have you forgotten!"

"I haven't forgotten," Mark retorted. "Brett never
lets me forget how I waste your money. But don't let my projects be
your excuse to stay in Los Angeles. And don't let Brett become your
excuse either. I know you, Jamie. You won't be satisfied settling
for second best."

"What do you mean, second best?"

"Jamie, you've always excelled. At school. In your
work. I keep telling you—you have rare artistic vision. And yet you
will settle for Brett Johansen? It doesn't figure!"

Jamie glared at him in exasperation and then strode
to the window. She drew back the curtain and stared out at the
grayness of the morning as the sun slowly burned through the layers
of mist and fog.

"Things are changing," she said simply.

"What things?" Mark turned on his side so he could
see her better.

"Well—me." Jamie ran her finger along a fold of the
drapery fabric. "I used to be satisfied with my work. It kept me
alive, interested. But not anymore. I don't know what it is—I feel
this compelling need to do something else."

"To marry Brett?" Mark snorted. "That does sound
compelling!"

Jamie ignored his remark. "Maybe it's my biological
clock ticking away. Maybe it's a pipe dream. But I want to have
children, Mark. And Brett can give me children."

"Hell, any man can give you children."

Jamie no longer saw the mist and fog burning away
outside. All she was aware of was a burning sensation deep within
her, eating away at her, draining her heart. She let the curtain
fall.

"I don't expect you to understand, Mark. You've got
your projects, your computers, your logic." She faced him. "But I'm
lonely. I'm so lonely I'm growing black and hollow inside."

"And marriage to Brett will help?"

Jamie shrugged. "I don't know. I've never found a man
to fill the void. So maybe it's a maternal need I'm going through.
That's all I can think of. And Brett's steady. We work well
together. He's the only one I'd even consider."

"So you asked him to marry you?"

"No. He asked me."

"Why?" Mark questioned. "He must have had a
reason."

Jamie frowned. "Maybe he cares about me."

"No, nothing that simple." Mark shook his head and
held up his hand. "Wait a minute. Let me think. Ah, yes. He asked
you to marry him on—let's see—October 9th."

"How did you know?" Jamie gasped.

"Wasn't October 8th the day you found out that the
gallery in New York was interested in your work?"

"Yes, but—"

"Well, just take that date and add one day for Brett
to do some serious consideration."

Jamie paused, searching her mind, hoping to prove
Mark wrong. But oddly enough, Brett had proposed to her the day
after she received the call from the gallery. She had been so happy
that day. She remembered taking Brett's hands and swinging around
in delight, a wild departure from her usual reserved behavior.

Jamie shrugged. "That's just coincidence."

"I don't think so. Brett can see you slipping away
from him, trying something on your own. That makes him
nervous."

"Why should it?"

"Because you are the genius behind JK Productions and
Brett knows it."

Jamie strode away from the bed, uncomfortable with
the topic of conversation. "I'm only half of JK Productions.
Brett's the business part of the team. Without him, I'd be a
starving artist living in a garret somewhere." As she talked, she
folded Mark's jeans and set them on a chair by the window.

She heard Mark snort in disgust. "Brett is nothing
without your talent, Jamie. He knows it. Everyone knows it.
Everyone except you, that is."

"I wouldn't be what I am without Brett. We need each
other. I just wish you could see that, Mark, and accept him!"

Jamie turned and glared at Mark.

He pointed to his chest with both forefingers. "Me
accept him? Hey, I'm not the one who'll have to live with the
guy."

"Yes, but he'll be part of the family. And it's
important that you like him."

"What's more important is whether you like him,
Jamie. In fact, you should even love him. And you don't, do
you?"

Did she? Jamie regarded the cold fire of the diamond,
so like her fiancé. On the surface Brett was the perfect
man—handsome, well-groomed and well-dressed. He played tennis with
all the right people, attended charity functions and the opera,
both which he disliked, and was invited to all the right parties.
But underneath Brett's polished facade was a stranger. He never
talked about his feelings. Had Brett even mentioned that he loved
her? She couldn't remember.

Jamie slowly raised her head. "I suppose I love
Brett. In a way."

"In a way? That doesn't sound very convincing."

Jamie glanced away from her brother and stared at the
clock on his nightstand. "I never felt that bolt out of the blue,
that zap, that zing—-"

"You sound like Mel Tormé. God, I'm hallucinating!"
Mark fell back, writhing. "My sister has transformed into Mel
Tormé! Shoot me! Put me out of my misery!"

Jamie dove upon her brother, throwing a pillow over
his face. They convulsed into laughter until Mark started to cough.
After a minute he gained control over his wheezing and managed to
smile weakly. Jamie hovered over him, worried that she had gone too
far. Finally he caught his breath. "I'm okay," he whispered. I'm
okay."

"You sure?"

"Yeah."

"Mark, you should see a doctor. You might have
pneumonia or something. Why don't I call a doctor for you?"

"I don't need a doctor. I just need some rest."

"Are you sure, Mark?"

"Yeah."

Jamie gathered up the dishes and put them on the
tray. "Can I get you something at least?" she asked, lingering at
his bedside.

He shook his head. "I'll take it easy this morning.
Then this afternoon we can go to the lab."

Jamie smiled at him and turned away.

"And brat?"

Jamie stopped. "Yes?"

"Don't marry Brett if you don't love him. I'm
serious."

Jamie tried to disregard Mark's remarks, but all the
way down the stairs she heard his voice in her thoughts. Don't
marry Brett if you don't love him. Don't marry Brett if you don't
love him.

Jamie deposited the tray of dishes in the kitchen
sink and walked back to the main hall to go upstairs. Before she
ascended, she paused at the foot of the staircase and glanced down
the dark hall toward the study. She had done the same thing a
thousand times in her nightmares. A chill raced down the back of
Jamie's neck and made the hair prickle on her scalp, as if she wore
a swimming cap stuck full of pins. In her dreams she could never
resist walking to the study where she would relive the horror over
and over again.

Jamie's hand slid off the newel post. She was not in
her dream now. She was fully awake. It was broad daylight. Nothing
could hurt her. And she knew that facing the study was imperative
if she were to ever escape her nightmares. She took a step toward
the shadowed hallway.

Tree of Heaven.

Jamie glanced over her shoulder. Who had spoken to
her? She peered up the stairs. Down the hallway. No one was there.
Yet where had the voice come from? It sounded so real! Wary and
unnerved, she sidled toward the study door.

 



Chapter Two

As Jamie stumbled down the hall, the doorknob on the
door of the study seemed to grow larger and larger. A strain of Joy
to the World welled up on the fringes of her consciousness, a faint
sound from the depths of her memory. Then a child's scream pierced
through the music, a cry from the past that sent Jamie reeling. The
child screamed and screamed, until Jamie became one with the
hysterical ten-year old girl she had once been. Panic locked Jamie
in a familiar trance and swept her into the past, even though she
knew she was awake.

"No!" she cried, running toward the door. "No!" She
careened down the hall, trying to block out the stark fear that
still gripped her after twenty years. By the time she threw open
the study door, her breath came in heavy pants and she was
perspiring even though the house was chilly.

"Leave me be!" she whimpered. "Oh, God, just leave me
be!"

After her outburst she hung in the doorway of the
study, with her hands covering her ears. She could still hear the
Christmas music, overlapping in a monstrous cacophony of
harpsichords and chimes, Barbra Streisand and Perry Como all
jumbled together. The music alone was enough to drive her crazy.
But there were also the candles, hundreds of them—red and white,
blazing, sputtering, flickering—throwing bizarre shadows on the
walls and ceiling. She would go blind with all the candles.

Jamie squeezed her eyes shut to block out the vision.
She was in an empty study, just a plain old study full of musty
books and leather upholstery. It wasn't Christmas 1970. It was
October 1990. She wasn't a ten-year old child who had just lost her
parents to a drunk on the highway. She was a full-grown woman. I'm
a big girl now. A big girl.

Gradually Jamie opened her eyes. The music was only a
faint sound, humming softly in the background. She could cope with
that. And there were no candles, just wind and sunlight playing in
the bare branches of the sycamore tree outside. I'm a big girl. A
big girl.

Slowly she let her hands slide from her ears. Then
she forced herself to look to the side where French doors opened to
the overgrown garden. That's where she had seen the ghost. That's
where the spirit had materialized on Christmas Eve so long ago, a
creature of candlelight and a child's wild imagination.

At first she had believed it to be the spirit of her
father, come to haunt her. That she should fear her father's ghost
was hard to imagine. But she had been only ten years old, and the
thought of her dead parent making a visit had terrified her.
However, the shape that had flickered and taken form was not her
father or her mother, but a man dressed in a strange-looking black
suit and old-fashioned necktie with a stickpin.

Jamie's skin erupted in goose pimples as she
remembered the way the vision had called her name. She could still
see those ashen lips forming her name, that hand raising to reach
out to her. "Ja—mie, Ja—mie!" She had known with implacable
certainty that the vision was Hazard MacAllister, the ghost that
supposedly haunted the MacAllister mansion. Her grandmother had
told her all about MacAllister, how he had built the mansion and
then murdered two people in the study. Her brother had teased her
about the ghost, frightening her with declarations that Hazard
MacAllister was waiting for her in the closet. Hazard MacAllister
would get her if she went to the bathroom at midnight. Hazard
MacAllister could seep under her bedroom door, even if it was
locked. Jamie, always one to feel drafts and hear noises, believed
her brother's stories and spent most nights at her grandmother's
house in a state of panic.

The music swelled full force—Little Town of Bethlehem
and Jingle Bell Rock, Roy Clark and Tony Bennett. The child was
screaming again—no, it was her screaming. The candles, the music,
the candles, the music.

Jamie fell backward against the bookshelves. Her
grandmother was calling her name, patting her face, urging her to
tell her what had happened. She couldn't speak. She couldn't stop
screaming.

"Dear, whatever is wrong?"

Jamie jerked to her senses and whirled around. There
stood Mrs. Gipson with a towel in her hand.

"I heard you screaming. What happened?"

Jamie licked her lips. What could she tell the
housekeeper? That she had seen a ghost when she was ten years old
and that she had been emotionally disturbed ever since, mostly
because no one had believed her—not her grandmother, not the
doctors, not the child psychologists. Instead of listening to her,
they had shot her full of sedatives and sent her to countless
therapists who tried to twist her experience into a dysfunctional
family/grief problem.

The therapy sessions made Jamie lose faith in her
judgment of what was real and what wasn't. None of the adults
believed her story. She must have been mistaken, they told her.
There were no such things as ghosts. She was just a hysterical
child. Surely she had seen something else—a reflection perhaps.
Jamie heard the arguments so many times that she began to doubt
what she had seen. And whenever her judgment was questioned in the
ensuing years, she faltered in the face of confrontation, never
quite sure of herself.

Even now, she wasn't certain what she had really seen
or heard, what was real and what was a dream. "Sorry, Mrs. Gipson,
I—-" her voice trailed off as she was caught up by memories of her
disastrous childhood.

After The Incident, she was sent to live with her
aunt in Santa Barbara, California. Mark, gifted and preoccupied
with his solar cells and computer components, was shipped off to a
preparatory school in New York.

At first Jamie thought Aunt Evelyn the best aunt a
girl could have. She was a successful lawyer, beautiful and
unmarried, which Jamie found unusual and admirable. When she
arrived in California she was shown her new bedroom, decorated in
lavender and mint, crammed with stuffed animals and dolls. Her
closet was filled with expensive dresses and slacks, and her
dresser was brimming with lacy underclothes, gorgeous sweaters and
the latest sportswear. She even sent her to an elite private school
that had a equestrian program, something Jamie had always
wanted.

But the glamour soon faded. Jamie soon realized she
was Aunt Evelyn's pampered prisoner. When she asked to have some of
her old clothes back—her jeans were much more comfortable than
fully-lined wool slacks—her Aunt Evelyn said, "Oh, don't be silly,
Jamie. Those clothes just won't do!" When she tried to tell her
aunt that she didn't like playing with Barbie dolls, her Aunt
Evelyn said, "Oh, don't be silly, Jamie! All your little friends
like Barbie dolls!" Soon Jamie quit making requests, because Aunt
Evelyn never really listened to her. Aunt Evelyn was a woman who
knew her own mind and obviously everyone else's, too.

In retrospect, Jamie realized her aunt had been too
busy with her career to devote much time to her lonely little
niece. And Aunt Evelyn did not possess an understanding nature. In
fact she was convinced that Jamie's dreams were simply an
attention-getting device, and she punished Jamie for running from
her bedroom, screaming because of a nightmare. There were times
when it would have been embarrassing to have a raving ten-year old
girl show up in the master bedroom. Would Mrs. Gipson be any more
understanding?

Abandoned emotionally, Jamie grew up alone, stifling
her wants, her needs and her fears. She studied hard and did well
in school, and spent most of her free time alone, biking around
Santa Barbara and taking pictures. She didn't have many friends,
not because she was unpopular, but because she worried what the
other girls might think if they ever found out she was
half-crazy.

College was a lonely experience, too. Jamie blossomed
for a time when she entered the arts program where she specialized
in photography. She loved the time spent immersed in her studies.
But all through college she harbored a secret crush for a sculpture
professor. The crush kept her from dating boys her own age. It was
easier to fantasize about the older man who would never make an
advance than to have to contend with the romantic overtures of
acquaintances in class. Though young men badgered her through her
school years, Jamie held out for her professor, dreaming of the day
he would come to her and confess his love. Of course he never
did.

So what should she tell Mrs. Gipson? The truth?
Hardly!

"I—I saw something—a mouse—It ran right over the
carpet and into that bookcase." She pointed to the shelf and
couldn't keep her arm from trembling.

Mrs. Gipson shook her head. "Those mice. I've set
traps everywhere. They always come in for the winter about this
time of year."

"I have a phobia of mice. They scare me to
death."

"Me too," Mrs. Gipson patted her arm. "If one ever
ran over my shoe I'd have a heart attack."

***********


Hazard MacAllister. Jamie pinched the bridge of her
nose and reached into her open suitcase to retrieve two volumes on
Washington State history and her spiral bound notebook. She put the
books on her desk and then opened the spiral bound notebook,
staring at the name of her nemesis written in her crabbed
handwriting. Hazard MacAllister. The name blurred as a shooting
pain seared through her eyes. After her incident in the study, she
had taken some pills, but her headache hadn't abated. She
sighed.

What had made Hazard MacAllister brutally murder his
intended bride and his business partner? He had abused Nelle
McMurray, gunned her down in cold blood, shot his long-time
associate and then disappeared off the face of the earth, along
with a considerable amount of the townspeople's money.

Jamie picked up one of her history books and opened
it to the photograph of MacAllister, the only photo she had managed
to find. He stared back at her with his flat colorless eyes. He
didn't look that murderous. In fact, he appeared rather stuffy in
his pomaded hair, handlebar moustache, and black suit with the
wrinkled lapels. But then, appearances could be deceiving.

Jamie sat down at her desk and picked up a pen. She
had come up with an idea for her own therapy a few weeks ago. Once
and for all she planned to rid herself of Hazard MacAllister, not
by denying his existence as recommended by the doctors, but by
writing his biography. She was certain if she got to know the
criminal and really faced him, she could put the experience behind
her. Then at last she would be free to create a normal life for
herself with Brett. If children were the answer to her loneliness,
she had to deal with her past before she became a parent. She could
never be a decent mother until she put her own lonely and
terrifying childhood behind her.

Jamie glanced back at the overexposed photograph.
What little she had found regarding MacAllister was fascinating. He
had been born sometime during the mid 1800s in Scotland, to a clan
still proud but declining financially each generation. With no hope
of a decent education or inheritance, Hazard had run away to sea.
By his early twenties he was captain of his own schooner, running
the San Francisco-Seattle-Alaska route. By his thirties he owned an
entire fleet of steamships and was quickly becoming one of the
richest men on the West Coast. In 1888 he built the MacAllister
House on the bluff and asked beautiful Nelle McMurray to share his
wealth and happiness.

Then something went wrong with the fairy tale.
Something had snapped in Hazard MacAllister. In 1889 on Christmas
Eve he blew the brains out of Nelle and his business partner
William Bennett and left them in the study downstairs. Was it a
love triangle gone bad? No one knew.

At the thought of the study, Jamie's skin crawled.
Hazard had come for her, too, on Christmas Eve. She clenched her
teeth together, trying not to remember how his colorless face had
frightened her. Yet she could not escape him. Hazard looked up at
her from the page beneath her fingers. She slammed the book shut.
I'm a big girl now. A big girl, Hazard MacAllister. You can't scare
me anymore.

But she couldn't resist looking over her shoulder at
the bedroom door and the dark hallway beyond it. Had something
moved in the shadows? Cool air seeped through the old glazing of
the windowpane near her desk. Jamie hugged her arms.

***********

"Jamie, watch this." Mark turned in his chair before
his Macintosh computer and held up a videotape. "On this
videocassette is a short clip I took of Mrs. Gipson the other
day."

"Sounds interesting," Jamie drawled as she idly
inspected the array of equipment that stuffed the large master
bedroom on the second floor. From what she could tell, Mark had
hooked up homemade computer components, a videocassette player, a
strange-looking camera on a tripod, mirrors, lasers, and prisms,
all connected with a jumble of cables and aluminum duct tape.

"Observe," Mark instructed, pushing the cassette into
the videocassette machine. He rose and adjusted a laser, and then
used a remote control to start the tape.

"Where's the TV?" Jamie asked.

"No TV. Look right there." Mark pointed to a spot
central to the lasers just as Mrs. Gipson appeared, cleaning the
tops of the dining room chairs with a fluorescent pink feather
duster. She looked so lifelike that Jamie gasped in wonder.

"That's a hologram?" she sputtered. "It looks so
real."

Mark nodded. He could hardly contain his excitement,
and hugged his thin chest with his bony arms as if to keep from
bursting.

"Aren't holograms supposed to be a weird green
color?"

"Not my holograms."

Mrs. Gipson leaned over to pick a penny off the
floor. She looked at the date and then shrugged and put it in her
apron. Jamie stared, dumbfounded.

"Touch her," Mark said.

Jamie shot him a questioning glance. She suspected
another of her brother's pranks. Jamie knew she couldn't touch a
hologram. Her hand would pass right through. Even though the image
might appear three dimensional, there was no substance to it.
Holograms were a trick of crystals and laser beams, and virtually
done with mirrors.

"Go ahead. Touch her." He couldn't suppress a
grin.

Hesitantly, Jamie reached for Mrs. Gipson. She tapped
her on the shoulder and felt flesh beneath her fingers. Jamie
snatched back her hand as if she had been burned.

"Mark! She's—-Mark, I touched her!"

Mark nodded. His eyes blazed. "She's three
dimensional. She is displayed in two hundred and fifty-six glorious
colors. She has mass. She has a 98.6 degree body temperature. And
she takes up a helluva lot of memory."

Jamie could only stare. Her power of speech had
disappeared in a flash of awe.

"Mrs. Gipson the Hologram could give you a glass of
milk and cookies if she thought about it. She could actually pick
up a glass of milk and hand it to you. I haven't worked that bug
out yet—how to direct the hologram to perform tasks—but it's
coming."

"Mark—I never dreamed—this is unbelievable!"

He clicked the remote and shut off the video player
and Mrs. Gipson vanished. Jamie stared at her brother.

"How does he do it, she wonders," Mark remarked,
stepping up to the camera on the tripod and smiling at his
overwhelmed sister. "God, I love computers! Don't you love
computers?"

"Mark—"

"Actually, the secret lies in this camera. This is
one special Brownie, Sis."

Jamie moved closer to the tripod. "What does it
do?"

"This camera records three things—any energy emission
no matter how small or how insignificant, how far away from the
camera that energy is, and how much heat is being radiated. That
was easy. I simply incorporated infrared technology."

"Mark, I knew you were a genius, but this is—" She
shook her head, lost for the right word.

"This is radical," he interjected. "As they say in
L.A., this is fresh! One-hundred-percent outer limit stuff. Want to
try it?"

She gaped at him, dying of curiosity about the
camera. "Can I?"

"Soitainly
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