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			CHAPTER 1

			The Handlers had relented. At last, they gave in, and they would let the Predator have her. He couldn’t function if he couldn’t have her. He couldn’t carry out his mission if he wasn’t allowed to dream about her. She had taken over his fantasies. She had come to possess him, to take over and control his thoughts as much as he needed to take over the thoughts of his targets tonight.

			But the Predator’s Handlers had given in. They, too, after all, were in his head. They understood the condition he was in. They understood his need. If the Handlers wanted the Predator to kill the two men sitting across the restaurant, they had to let him take the payment he demanded.

			Jessica.

			Her name rang through the chambers of the Predator’s mind. He was picking up flashes of her, images of her, the closer he got to his targets.

			He needed Jessica.

			If they wanted the Predator to go through with it, they had to let him take Jessica.

			Sure, the Predator realized they could just as well kill him and find someone else to carry out the hit, but that would take too long. They needed the Predator for his very special qualities. They needed him for his very special modus operandi. They couldn’t let all of his previous work go to waste. It would take too long to set up another assassin to take his place.

			For now, the Predator had the upper hand. The Handlers needed those two men—sitting there and drinking, discussing science and philosophy, teaching methods, the price of South Illinois real estate—dead as quickly as possible. They especially needed Dr. Nelson Danziger dead. His companion, Dr. Brock Randall, was merely a secondary target. The Handlers hadn’t cared about Randall originally. Or rather, they didn’t care about him enough to want him dead just now. But the Predator had the power to force Randall’s execution. If the Handlers wanted Danziger eliminated, they had to let him go after Randall too.

			Brock Randall had to die because of what the Predator had discovered in his mind. When he read Randall’s thoughts, the Predator found Jessica. From the moment he found her, everything changed.

			Jessica. Brock Randall’s beautiful daughter. Randall and his estranged daughter had started talking to each other again. The Predator knew because he scanned Randall’s mind every day. He could see Randall looking at Jessica’s pictures when he was on the phone with her. The Predator saw her exquisite photo sitting on the desk in Randall’s office. When the Predator shared Brock Randall’s vision, when he intruded into his thoughts, he saw Jessica, he heard Jessica, he saw her photos all over Randall’s house. 

			But Jessica was so far away. The Predator had to get to her. He needed to bring her to Cedar Valley right now. She had become his addiction, his madness. He knew that Randall’s sudden tragic death would bring Jessica to town.

			The Handlers wanted Danziger dead, and the Predator was going to kill him before the night was through. But Brock Randall would die at the same time. The Predator would not be denied. Not even the Handlers could stop him now.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			“Brock, to tell you the truth…,” Nelson Danziger said, and looked Randall square in the eyes. He paused, raised his snifter of scotch, and smiled affably. “The impression Cedar Valley State has made on me is really great….”

			Brock Randall swirled the rum around the bottom of his glass. He thought he heard a “but” about to be tagged onto the end of Danziger’s remark. Of course, Randall wasn’t supposed to be the one apprehensive about what Danziger was about to say. Randall, a representative of Cedar Valley State University, was supposed to have been the one with the upper hand here. They were the ones about to offer Danziger a job.

			Except the truth was that Danziger, no doubt, had several other offers waiting for him. He wasn’t a desperate new Ph.D., fresh out of grad school with a few years of adjunct teaching, a pile of student loans, and maybe one or two conference presentations under his belt. Nelson Danziger’s CV read like a novella. He already had five books published, two of them with commercial houses in New York. And, despite the subject matter he wrote about, his mainstream success only stood to help the school, to boost enrollment. That success was the reason a small school like CVSU was willing to spend as much money on Danziger as had been allocated for him in the hiring budget.

			“Glad to hear that, Nelson,” Randall replied, but paused quietly. He could sense Danziger had more to say.

			“So now I wait and hope for the best. I hope the search committee’s been impressed,” Danziger said.

			“Oh, I’m sure about that.”

			Although Randall had been asked to take Danziger out for his farewell dinner, he wasn’t actually sitting on Danziger’s search committee. Danziger was interviewing for one of the rare full-professor openings in the psychology department. Randall was an interpersonal communication specialist. Cedar Valley State being so small, however, almost made the school a big family. Every department took an interest in every single full-time faculty hire. Danziger’s guest lectures, his research presentation, and discussions with the psychology department’s search committee had been observed by representatives from every other department. 

			Now that Danziger was about to go home to Tampa while the search committee deliberated, Randall had been asked to take him out for a farewell dinner.

			“You have to admit, though…,” Danziger said and paused.

			Here comes the “but,” Randall thought. He was annoyed by how much trepidation he felt, but the fact was that this entire interview process had been a seller’s market. And Danziger was the seller. The college needed him desperately.

			Randall just raised his eyebrows and waited for Danziger to complete his thought.

			“They did ask a lot of nervous questions,” Danziger said.

			“Nervous?” Randall asked, sipping some rum.

			“I think they’re asking themselves if they’re hiring a psychologist or a writer from a supermarket tabloid.”

			“That’s not the case at all,” Randall said and chuckled, regretting the words the moment they came out of this mouth. He’d made himself sound defensive. The key to this entire hiring process was not to make Danziger feel too powerful, too needed.

			“Well, how do you think they feel about my work?” Danziger asked bluntly. “I’m sure my books have impressed the school to a certain degree, and I guess at this point it’s up to the psych department’s search committee to make its final decision, but they take input from all the faculty members who’ve observed me.”

			“I think they’re trying to figure out how to deal with…with the implication that you don’t seem to think people who’ve experienced the….”

			“The unexplained?” Danziger asked, and drank some scotch. “That they’re not all insane?”

			“Well, you’ve got to admit that your arguments for the objective reality of parallel worlds and the spirit world are fairly radical,” Randall said.

			“Yes, I suppose they are,” Danziger said, and stared off into some distant corner of the nearly empty restaurant past Randall’s head. Then his focus came back to Randall. “I suppose they really are,” he reiterated. “But I don’t necessarily think it’s a bad idea. Do you?”

			“What do you mean?” Randall chose to evade Danziger’s question.

			“Our line of work. Research, higher education, isn’t it supposed to be a battlefield of ideas? Nothing is supposed to be too radical. We’re supposed to throw all ideas out there and see how they can be defended.”

			Randall shrugged. “Well, you don’t really have a hostile audience here, you know. My department has a couple of committed post-modernists.”

			“Aha, the post-modernists,” Danziger said, and chuckled. “Nothing exists, nothing is real, we can’t trust any rules and any reality. So my candidacy’s not entirely a lost cause.”

			“It’s the people in your own hard-sciences you have to watch out for,” Randall said, and finished the rest of his rum.

			“Should I be very worried?” Danziger asked, and smiled lightly.

			Randall thought he smiled a little bit too lightly. There was a cockiness emerging from this guy now. 

			“You must have met Tom Lancaster from the physics department, right?” Randall asked.

			“Can’t recall his face.”

			“Tall, dark-haired, good looking….”

			“Snappy suits, right?”

			“Yeah, break those scientist stereotypes. No pocket protectors on that one.”

			Danziger laughed. “Looks like a yuppie stockbroker.”

			“Yeah, that’s the one,” Randall said, and guessed that Danziger must have been wondering how many students Lancaster was sleeping with. Randall, though, was certain that the answer was none. Lancaster was a real stand up guy, he had to admit. He always pegged him as highly ethical, if not a bit stiff. He was, of course, a zealot when it came to certain aspects of his work, but he was a straight shooter, nonetheless. Maybe that’s why Randall thought he would have been happy setting him up with Jessica.

			“But anyway,” Randall continued, “he wrote a book a while ago called The Naked Ghost.”

			“Yes, of course,” Danziger said with a knowing smile. “Now, I remember.”

			“Well, he’s still trying to save the world. Shining the light of science.”

			“Yes, he’s the one,” Danziger said quietly. “Good for him if he’s trying to save the world, though. Even if sometimes he writes outside of his area of expertise.”

			“He would probably take issue with some of your ideas.”

			“Who knows?” Danziger said, and shrugged lightly.

			Randall thought he could sense that cockiness again.

			“Maybe he, too, believes in that battlefield of ideas,” Danziger said.

			“I’m sure he probably does.”

			“Yeah,” Danziger said slowly, and drained the last of his scotch. “I remember the reviews of his book. Very zealous guy, indeed. His book was pretty successful.”

			“Not as successful as your books,” Randall said.

			Danziger returned a humble smile. “Well, whatever differences I might have with someone like Tom Lancaster, I hope CVSU will decide it’s a big enough place for a diversity of opinions,” he said diplomatically, leaning back in his chair.

			It was time to wrap up this farewell dinner, Randall realized, glancing at his watch. He still had to drive Danziger to Cedar Valley Municipal Airport, from where he would take a commuter flight to Chicago and catch his connection down to Tampa.

			After settling the bill to be placed on the school’s account, Randall and Danziger left the nearly empty restaurant.

			Only one other patron haunted Bertucci’s Tratoria this late at night, Randall noted as they headed for the front door. A man sitting in the farthest, darkest corner of the restaurant seemed to be staring at a barely-touched plate of pasta in front of him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Cassie Brynner leaned toward her microphone upon getting the first cue from her producer in the control booth. When the second cue came, it was time to get back to the show.

			“Welcome back to The Facts of Love, syndicated nationwide on the Superior Broadcasting Network. And we have Jessica Lafayette in our studios once again. Real advice for real relationships, ladies.” Cassie glanced at Jessica, ensconced behind her own microphone. “So, we’ll take one more call then, Jess?”

			Might as well, Jessica thought. The show had gone well enough, and she was feeling less self-conscious by now, sitting under the gaze of her own enormous, overbearing photo framed on the wall in the corridor outside the studio, “staring” onto the proceedings in the studio through one of the sound-proof windows. Cassie, Jessica noted, was lucky enough—in case she was bothered by these things—to be sitting at such an angle as not to be watched by her own photo from the “Wall of KBLA Stars” lining the corridor outside. Jessica had originally liked the photo of herself, but after sitting through her first guest appearance on The Facts of Love, the slightly over-glamorized picture had started to make her feel off-kilter. She could hardly have been able—or would even care to—keep her blonde locks so dramatically wavy all the time, for instance. That toothy, perky, life-loving smile had been captured after some thirty shots, and it was somehow unnerving how the computerized manipulation of her eyes seemed to give them such an other-worldly glitter. 

			“Oh, absolutely,” Jessica spoke into the microphone, replying to Cassie’s question. “Let’s try and squeeze as many in as we can. I love to talk to your listeners.”

			“All right!” Cassie said. “How about that, ladies? What a trouper. So, Johnny, who’s our next caller?” She glanced at the computer screen next to the microphone. “All right. Johnny, the intern, tells us it’s Annie from Sacramento. Annie, you’re on the air with Jessica Lafayette. What’s the real relationship problem you have?”

			“Hi, Jessica,” a woman’s voice came through the headphones. “I just wanted to tell you how much I love all your appearances on Cassie’s show!”

			“Thank you, Annie.”

			“I mean, Cassie, you’re just so great and everything,” Annie tagged on breathlessly, obviously nervous and flustered by her first opportunity to have a call placed on the air. “But when Jessica’s on, it’s like a special treat.”

			“Thanks, Annie…I guess,” Cassie said with a mock annoyance.

			“For real, Cassie!” Annie blurted across the line from Sacramento.

			Jessica saw Cassie grinning at her.

			“I know,” Cassie said. “And I’m glad I’m appreciated, Annie.”

			“I mean, sometimes I just feel like you’re my big sister and stuff,” Annie continued complimenting, still sounding overwhelmed. “There’s just so much…. God, you can’t believe how many crazy times I made it through by listening to your show, Cassie.”

			“Thanks a million, Annie. So what’s your question for Jessica?”

			Annie took an audible breath, her gasp susurrating through the headphones. “Okay…Jessica! What I have a question about is how you’re telling us that we have to keep our relationships real.”

			“Uh huh.”

			“So now what I wanted to ask you about…aren’t relationships supposed to be, like, about give and take? That both you and your lover have to give, and then you have expectations in return.”

			“Sure,” Jessica said.

			“But it sounded to me before like you were saying that a woman should have her list of expectations and never compromise. I mean, I don’t really understand how you can get what you want if you’re going into a relationship just making demands and never being ready to please your man. Because a guy’s just gonna leave at that point, or you know what else he’s gonna do, right? And then you’re alone.” Annie paused for a breath. “I just thought it sounds like you’re taking a real radical turn on us here when we’re supposed to be all about keeping it real and real solutions to real relationships.”

			When the silence after Annie’s litany seemed to be stretching, Jessica realized the caller was through. “Well, Annie,” she said at length.” I think you just tossed more than one really complicated problem out there.”

			Cassie chimed in with a friendly chuckle. “She certainly said a mouthful, Jess.”

			“First of all, Annie,” Jessica said. “I do believe that a real relationship is something both people need to work on, and it definitely is a case of some major give and take.”

			“Yes?” Annie asked simply.

			“However, what I was saying is that I’m afraid too many women, especially too many young women, let the balance in the give and take relationship tilt against them. We need to understand and prioritize what we can compromise and negotiate on, and where we need to hold the line in a healthy relationship. So, for example, you need to know whether it’s your career, education, children, or whatever those things that are important to you, how do those things rate, and once you decide what’s on top of that list of priorities, you have to commit to it. And yes, there are some things I would urge you not to compromise on. I think you owe yourself that much. There will be many issues in a healthy relationship, a real relationship, that are definitely a matter of give and take, but you need to have a clear idea of boundaries and what you have to do on your own terms.”

			“Thank you, Jessica,” Cassie suddenly exclaimed as Jessica wrapped up her monologue. The signal had come from the control booth that they were running out of time. “And thank you, Annie. And Annie, we will send you a copy of Jessica’s new book, Jessica’s More Real Advice for Real Relationships. That will have to wrap it up for us tonight, but I will see you…I guess hear you, tomorrow night at the same time, same bat-channel. I’ll give you all the details on getting involved with this year’s Wings of Angels walk across America for breast cancer programs, and one of the sizzling topics for tomorrow’s guest panelists will be…bedroom games! The Facts of Love, ladies. KBLA Radio, San Diego.”

			Cassie’s producer gave them a thumbs up from the control booth. The show had gone well, but it was over.

			“And that’s a wrap,” Cassie said, pushing away the microphone and pulling off her headphones.

			And none too soon, Jessica thought, removing her own headphones. “That’s a wrap,” she exhaled. “What a day.” She was glad her status at the station was still that of a regular guest star on Cassie’s Facts of Love. It was thrilling to hear the progress coming along in the development of her own show, but Cassie’s nightly schedule still looked like a killer. 

			“Exhausted?” Cassie asked, running her fingers through her long mane of bright red hair and massaging her neck.

			“Yeah. Just some crazy feedback from my publisher,” was all Jessica chose to say at this point. Cassie had been listening to people’s problems for the past two hours. Jessica figured she didn’t need any more right now. And Jessica didn’t particularly feel like talking about her own issues in too much detail right now.

			“You look like you need a strong one.”

			“Probably do,” Jessica said. Despite trying to be reticent, she thought her walls were about to crumble, and she would unload a speech as strung-out as Annie’s had been.

			“Join the gang for drinks over at Fred’s Place?”

			Jessica thought about that one, but the cracks in that wall had run too deep. “Yeah, I probably need to join you for a strong one.”

			“Are you seeing Dave afterward?” Cassie asked. “Maybe you shouldn’t join us at all—”

			But Jessica cut her off. Not only were the cracks deep, but now the dam collapsed. “No!” she blurted out vehemently. “Definitely not.”

			Cassie arched an eyebrow. “Wow. That doesn’t sound good.”

			“No, it’s not good,” Jessica understated, but her tone told most of the story of her disaster area of a relationship with David Holloman. 

			“Is the bad news really from your publisher?”

			“Yeah, that too. But the real issue is….”

			“Yeah,” Cassie said with a rueful grimace and a shake of her head. “The real issue is Dave. It figures.”

			“No!” Jessica said strongly. “It’s not an issue, okay, Cassie? Dave is no longer an issue for me. Our issues have been settled for good.”

			“Is it over?”

			“Yeah,” Jessica said, and waved her papers outlining tonight’s show at Cassie. “You know, some things in a relationship we can not compromise on,” she said, mocking her own clinical, professional voice.

			“Like what? Oh, wait a minute, let me guess…?”

			“This is one issue I’m not capable of compromising on. Unless I decide to be understanding and patient about this so-called sex addiction problem he developed all of a sudden now that his ex from New York lives just a two-hour drive away in L.A.”

			Cassie returned a disgusted look. “Sex addiction? Really? Does anyone still use that excuse?”

			“And he’s been dealing with anxiety since he didn’t get that role on that…. God, what is it called? That lawyer show with what’s his name playing the prosecutor.”

			Cassie nodded vigorously. “Oh, yeah, I know what you’re talking about.”

			“Yeah,” Jessica said, frustrated for a moment that her voice sounded more glum than agitated. She had every right to be angry over what she got back from Dave Holloman after all the work she had put into their relationship. “Dave was auditioning for that thing, and he was among the last three people being called back for something like the third reading. He thought he had it in the bag.”

			“So now he’s an unemployed actor again. And his ex is so understanding that he became a sex addict all of a sudden?”

			“It’s not like he’s an unemployed actor,” Jessica insisted, “because he can always do that gig at the La Jolla Dinner Theater. And it’s hardly like he has to starve. He can just go back to working for his father’s company any time he wants to. But, of course, he doesn’t want to do that, because that would be like selling out and admitting defeat.”

			Cassie rolled her eyes. “Well, then he should be glad he’s dating someone who just bagged a six-figure book deal,” she said with a flat, annoyed tone, and shook her head. “But of course, he can’t handle that either, now that he didn’t get his big break. Right? He can’t handle it, especially now.”

			“Nope,” Jessica said simply.

			From the look on her face, it appeared as if Cassie was about to blurt out something stinging about the oversized, yet pathetically fragile, male ego, but she was cut off when the studio door abruptly swung open. 

			Helen O’Brien, Cassie’s producer, barged in.

			“Jessica!” Helen gasped, wide eyed. “Jessica, you gotta take this call in the office.”

			“What is it?” Jessica asked. Almost in an instant, a cold, prickly sensation came alive on the back of her neck and seemed to sweep over her back. 

			“It’s your dad,” Helen said. “There’s been some kind of an accident.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			“Since Brock left us, not only is our school, our Cedar Valley State community, less of a place, but I believe this world has lost one of those people it needs the most,” Tom Lancaster recited. He had placed a sheet of paper in front of him on the lectern, but he’d barely glanced at it since taking his turn remembering Brock Randall. “He was a builder. Brock had dedicated his life to building connections, to bringing people together. He had the ability to connect with all points of view, to erase disagreements, to erase conflicts, and help everyone around him find our common strengths, our shared commitment to knowledge. I will miss Brock as a colleague and a friend.”

			After a solemn nod and a glance at the urn holding Brock Randall’s ashes on a podium at the front of the Benjamin-Mead Funeral Home chapel, Tom Lancaster returned to his seat among the mourners. 

			Jessica’s eyes swept the crowd as Lancaster, a surprisingly young-looking member of the Cedar Valley State University faculty, returned to his seat. She saw heads nodding slowly, distant, thoughtful glances appreciative of his words. It made Jessica’s impression of her father’s funeral service all the more bittersweet.

			These people were remembering Brock Randall with such shared affection for his skills as a facilitator of communication—”bridge-building,” as Tom Lancaster had said—as a man who brought others together. They were sincere about it, too, Jessica could tell. These words were more than just funereal platitudes. They had loved Jessica’s father for the way he could build connections between others, for all the skills he was somehow incapable of summoning in his own private life.

			Jessica’s unease haunted her all throughout the aftermath of the wake as the crowd, made up largely of CVSU faculty, staff, and a number of undergraduate and graduate students, headed over to the house of Murray Hamilton, Chair of the Communication Studies department. For appearances, this affair was something Jessica would have been unable to characterize as anything but a “good funeral.” This was the way anyone would wish to be sent off into the great beyond. 

			But it was something Jessica felt detached from because she hardly had the opportunity to be a part of what these people were celebrating. Having rarely seen her father while growing up, Jessica was incapable of feeling anything more than an empty, detached objectivity here. She wanted grief. She wanted to feel loss, but it just wasn’t real. She had made an obligatory appearance at the funeral of her father, her last living relative, yet, in truth, she had come to see a ceremony for a stranger.

			Unfortunately, the bittersweet emptiness of the wake then gave way to the claustrophobic, overpowering awkwardness of the reception. Since this had basically been an affair by and for the grieving members of Randall’s CVSU family, Jessica was an intruder strangers were obligated to talk to when they really didn’t want to.

			One of the professors—Jessica forgot her name—made a vague comment about her books. She admitted she hadn’t read any of Jessica’s work, but for some reason, she found them worthy of mentioning. 

			An actual pattern in the way Jessica was addressed by the locals emerged soon enough. First, the members of her father’s department greeted her. His closest colleagues came to shake hands, offer their condolences, recall outstanding memories, and tell her they were sorry they never got an opportunity to meet her before all this. So was she, Jessica had told them, curtly, politely. There was no need to discuss the bumpy details of her relationship with her father.

			Then Tom Lancaster, the youthful and final speaker at the wake, approached Jessica, and the impressions of this entire oppressive and surreal affair turned notably conflicted.

			“I never actually worked with your father,” a smooth, mellifluous voice caught Jessica’s attention, elegantly cutting through the din of the background noise in the reception room. “But I do miss him a lot.”

			Jessica turned to see Lancaster standing next to her. She, of course, had recognized his voice from the previous speech.

			“We got the chance to become good friends, though. This being a small school. Everybody knows everybody.”

			The youthful professor stuck out his hand, and Jessica shook it.

			Again, just like when seeing him deliver his recollections of Brock Randall, Jessica was taken by how much of a contradiction Tom Lancaster was to everything, everyone here. He was tall, fit, and remarkably handsome, whereas the other academics were a somewhat nondescript lot. His handshake was firm and muscular, hinting that the rest of his angular, big-boned physique underneath the well-cut dark suit must also have been this sturdy and athletic. 

			An uncomfortable feeling nagged Jessica again.

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” Lancaster said, giving Jessica’s hand another shake like he was reluctant to let it go.

			Jessica noticed that she didn’t mind.

			“This is certainly a great loss to our school. To his department,” Lancaster said, at last slowly releasing Jessica’s hand. His fingers glided over her skin like a quiet, clandestine caress.

			“Thank you,” Jessica said softly. “I appreciate it,” she found herself adding after a beat.

			She couldn’t help studying the rest of Lancaster’s features as he barely stood a foot away from her. His light grey eyes, fixed on her with a fascinated intensity, appeared friendly, gentle, while at the same time promising a powerful, uncompromising intelligence. There was a sturdy, self-assured calmness about this man, Jessica realized. It seemed to come from a strength that was not physical at all but psychic, cerebral. He must have been a man who commanded others’ respect by the weight of his ideas.

			Upon closer look, Jessica noticed other tiny details about Tom Lancaster that added to his overpowering charisma. She saw the white streaks in his dark brown hair and lines around his eyes, noticeable only in certain, correct angles and specific intensities of light, betraying his otherwise youthful appearance. If Jessica had to guess, she would have put him somewhere just past thirty-five. Tom Lancaster was a living example of why age was so much fairer to men. The white hairs and the lines on his face only made him look better. They gave him that proverbially distinguished appearance.

			“And I really appreciate everything you said about him before,” Jessica said at length.

			“When I started working for CVSU,” Lancaster said with a warm, wistful smile, “your father had to serve as a sort of faculty mentor for me. They would match up a new professor with a senior faculty member from another department to sort of show him the ropes and create those connections across the various curricula. He was always such a warm and generous man. We’ve stayed friends all these years….” Lancaster paused and chuckled affably. “Even if we hardly understood anything about each other’s work.”

			Jessica was moved by how much more natural charm and easy charisma Tom Lancaster had, how infinitely more appealing he was standing here talking about her dead father than all the scores of wannabe actors and future celebrities she always ran across in Southern California. The fact that he was above and beyond Dave Holloman in likeability just stunned Jessica. All the classes and acting coaches and technique couldn’t give Dave and his ilk an ounce of what Tom Lancaster, a college professor in a sleepy Southern Illinois town, had in abundance by just being simply honest and decent.

			“I would have liked to have been able to know more about this part of my father’s life,” Jessica said, sorry for all that had come between her and Brock Randall during the last several years.

			“I know,” Lancaster said evenly.

			Jessica couldn’t help but raise a quizzical eyebrow at that statement. There was something about its familiarity.

			“Somehow, I just feel awkward saying this,” Lancaster said, “but your father did tell me about you.”

			“Oh?” Jessica said simply. She felt surprised for a moment, but then realized it made sense. If this school, indeed, was the sort of close-knit family these people claimed, Randall was bound to have spoken to colleagues about his daughter.

			“He had your pictures all over his office, you know,” Lancaster said.

			Jessica smiled lightly. Again, she was somewhere between feeling touched by this revelation and troubled by a stranger’s familiarity with her history with Brock Randall.

			“He told me about his divorce and how he rarely got a chance to see you growing up,” Lancaster said. “That hurt him a lot. You know that, right?”

			Jessica nodded but wondered how much Tom Lancaster knew about everything else, the problems that kept father and daughter apart after Jessica had grown up.

			“Actually,” Lancaster added, “talk of his office just reminded me of something else.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Well, I guess you can call it part of his verbal last will and testament.”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“Your father had been gathering together several collections of books and papers in his office. He told me that he wanted you to have them from a lot of old junk he was preparing to get rid of….” Lancaster paused awkwardly.

			Yes, Jessica mused sadly, the ironic coincidences of life. Her father had been packing things up, and then he died. 

			“Let me give them to you, if that’s all right,” Lancaster said.

			Jessica nodded. “Okay. Sure.” She was taken, though, by a sort of abrupt end to Lancaster’s statement. It sounded like there was more information he would have liked to have added, but something held him back.

			“You will be staying at your father’s house?” he asked at length.

			“Yes, as a matter of fact, I am.”

			“It’s on my way to work. Let me meet you tomorrow morning. I’ll drive by the house, and you can follow me to campus. Is that all right?”

			“Sure. That would be perfect.”

			A none too faint smile crept onto the right side of Lancaster’s face. There was a warm yet somehow knowing look in his eyes for a moment. Jessica wondered if he was about to tell her whatever it was that he’d held back a minute ago. But they were interrupted when Tom’s name was called from across the room. He sought out the source of the voice, regret obvious in his eyes.

			And Jessica realized that she was glad to see that look. She was happy that he was reluctant to leave.

			“Tomorrow morning, okay?” Tom asked.

			“I’m looking forward to it,” Jessica said.

			“Let me just take care of this,” Tom said, and started toward the part of the crowd that beckoned him.

			But now she knew why she had originally felt a pang of discomfort when Tom Lancaster first came over to talk to her. It just wasn’t right that she should feel a strong, stoking attraction toward this man as she stood here among all these strangers, stood here dressed in mournful black at her father’s funeral.

			But then Jessica’s own name was called. It was called twice, once from seemingly right behind her, and then from further away.

			“Miss Lafayette,” the closer voice spoke again, quietly despite the noise. Almost…furtively, perhaps?

			Jessica turned to see who it was and found herself next to another young-looking man in a grey, somewhat wrinkled sport coat. The dark green shirt, minus tie, underneath gave him a sort of thrown-together, lived-in look. Jessica got as far as noticing his longish, dirty-blond hair and lean face before her name was called again, louder this time, from further in the crowd. She caught a glimpse of a man waving at her from about forty feet away. She recognized him as one of the professors from her father’s department. She couldn’t recall his name.

			“I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Lafayette,” the stranger told Jessica, then grabbed and shook her hand.

			His grip was much like Tom’s, Jessica noted, quite different from all the other hands around here used to lifting nothing heavier than pens or chalk. The stranger’s grip was strong and abrupt, though not as well-controlled, not as polite and subtle as Tom Lancaster’s.

			Jessica pulled away as the man relaxed his grip.

			“That was a tragic accident that took your father,” the man said in a voice that further disquieted Jessica. There was something conspiratorial, insinuating hiding among his words. “Did the police tell you it happened on a dangerous stretch of highway?”

			“No,” Jessica said, but before she could add anything more, the stranger spoke again.

			“Very dangerous,” he said. “Although there’s never been anything like this head-on collision that claimed your father and Dr. Danziger, his companion in the car.”

			Jessica almost recoiled from these blunt words. How insensitive could this man be?

			“You have to be very careful on those narrow country roads,” he added.

			“Jessica!” the professor with the forgotten name called again. Jessica saw that he was almost at her side.

			Thank God! she almost said aloud. She felt extremely uncomfortable with the man in the shabby grey suit.

			“My condolences again,” the stranger said. “Your father was a good man.”

			But the moment Professor Whatshisname arrived, the stranger turned and slinked away into the crowd.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Indeed, what a good man Brock Randall had been, the Predator mused, seeing how many people had come to his funeral. There were enough of them here, in fact, that no one noticed a stranger slip into the crowd.

			He could sit and watch Jessica. He could observe her, study her from afar.

			Actually, he could barely make it through the events. It had quickly become agony. He was barely capable of containing himself. To be so close to Jessica, to see her in the flesh…to see her…flesh….

			The Predator had to leave the events at one point. He had to take a walk to calm down. He always knew how special Jessica was, felt her power over him when he could only see her through Brock Randall’s thoughts. But the perfection, the beauty, the divinity he saw before him now was something he could never have been prepared for. His eyes had pored over her every line, her every detail. No matter how objectively he might have tried to assess her appearance, his only conclusion was that she was…perfect. Although she didn’t look anything like a willowy, high-cheekboned model, her realness gave her a much stronger allure, a sort of raw sensuality. Her blonde, girl-next-door looks, an appearance that was closer to the prettiest girl in your high school homeroom class than some exotic runway model, made her all the more magnetic. Her soft, oval face and her somewhat sturdy, curvy body made voluptuous by those extra ten pounds or so women always wanted to be rid of made her seem so much more immediately, tangibly erotic.

			But it would all be under control soon, the Predator knew. He had Jessica in his sights now.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			“Well, like any self-respecting academic’s office,” Tom Lancaster said after the communication department’s secretary let them into Brock Randall’s office and left them alone, “your father’s workspace used to look like an over-exhaustive library given too little space for all of its books.”

			Indeed, Jessica realized, what remained of her late father’s small office was a virtual maze of carton boxes stuffed by volumes of books and reams of paper sandwiched between flimsy file folders and into disintegrating interoffice manila envelopes.

			“Did you pack all this up?” Jessica asked, her senses assaulted by the sheer bulk of all the books, boxes, and paperwork.

			“Oh, no,” Tom said, and chuckled. “These people would never let me in here that long.”

			“What?”

			“Never mind,” Tom said. “Private joke.” After a pause, he added, “It’s just a difference we have in perceptions of reality.”

			Yes, Jessica thought, Tom’s comments certainly sounded like some esoteric academic joke, although the mildly condescending undertone was off-putting a bit. She, after all, did have a Master’s Degree in Interpersonal Communication. Tom knew that. He should have trusted her to understand his sophisticated jesting.

			“The hard science and…uh, soft science departments of this school can be funny,” Tom said at length.

			Jessica tested the weight of a box on top of the nearest pile. “And those special books my father wanted me to have are somewhere among all this?” she asked as she found the box to be quite light. She could hear loose objects rattling around inside. Maybe things from her father’s desk, she guessed. A pang of sadness coursed through her. She wondered if maybe one of those pictures Tom had mentioned was in there.

			“Well, all of these things are yours now,” Tom said gently. He must have caught a hint of her unease, Jessica guessed. 

			“Well, truth is, I’m not sure if I would really have use for a lot of this material. Even with my work.” Then she thought of something. “Show me what my father wanted me to have, and maybe I’ll just go through the other things later. Whatever books I can’t use, I’m sure some of his colleagues or students here might be able to do something with,” she said, then watched Tom test the weight of a large box. Almost immediately, the muscles across his wide, strong back strained and flexed from the bulk of the box. Wearing a casual, light blue short-sleeved knit shirt because of the relaxed dress codes for summer school, Tom Lancaster left enough of his impressive physique just slightly concealed.

			“Sounds like a plan,” Tom said, hoisting the box he was handling off a stack of similar containers.

			Eventually, they had come to realize that Brock Randall’s hand-picked items had been numerous enough to load both the back seat and trunk of Jessica’s rental Nissan Maxima. However, the trips back and forth between her late father’s office and the parking lot made Jessica think of the passage of time.

			“Tom, you’re teaching a class today, aren’t you?” she asked as he squeezed in the last box that could fit into the back seat of the car.

			Tom gently pressed the rear right side door of the Maxima closed. “Not until much later in the afternoon,” he said.

			“But, I’m probably keeping you from something important in your office.”

			“Actually, not really,” Tom said, and wiped some perspiration off his forehead. “I don’t even have office hours today. I’m free until four this afternoon.”

			“So, I made you go out of your way so early in the day just to help me with this?”

			Suddenly there was a sheepish look on Tom’s face, and he let an embarrassed, endearingly boyish smile sneak onto the right corner of his mouth. “Well, I really didn’t mind.”

			Tom paused, but Jessica could feel he wasn’t through. There was something else, something more serious on its way.

			“You know, this is quite awkward, but in a way, it’s also part of what your dad had asked me to do.”

			“What’s that?” Jessica asked when Tom paused again.

			“When your father would have invited you down here, he would have tried to set us up for a date. I know, it feels just a bit strange in the middle of everything that’s happening, but…I did want to do as he asked.”

			A surge of adrenaline stunned Jessica. Sure, she had sensed Tom’s interest ever since they touched hands last night—she wanted his interest—but, nevertheless, his words of clear intent sent her heartbeats hammering. 

			Tom quickly broke eye contact. “If you call me an insensitive jerk, I’ll understand completely, of course,” he said. Then his eyes found Jessica’s again, his glance eager, filled with anticipation.

			“No, I don’t think you’re insensitive at all,” Jessica replied at last. “And….” She paused, watching Tom hang on her words. She could see him, feel him wanting her. Her heartbeats raced out of control now. For a moment, she wondered if she would make a fool out of herself, stammering her next words, shaken by nerves, arousal, euphoria. “I know what my father wanted to do. He’d told me about it.”

			Tom chuckled at that.

			“He didn’t tell me who he wanted to set me up with, but….”

			“Well, do you accept?” Tom cut in.

			Maybe she was rambling after all, babbling foolishly, Jessica thought, but she welcomed Tom’s words. “Yes,” she said, grinning now. “Yes, of course, I accept.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			The Predator could barely split his concentration. In his hands he held the day’s copy of the Cedar Valley Journal, news of his handiwork splashed across the front page. The Journal, just like the two big Chicago papers, had started calling him the “Inquisitor” now for his immolation killings. He burned his victims at the stake after vicious torture, just like they had during the Inquisition’s reign of terror. The paper had meticulously detailed what he did to that girl in Carbondale, just like the way he killed the one in St. Louis and the two in Decatur and the one in Chicago. He would almost qualify as a particularly creative serial killer specializing in the Midwest, had he not done a few burnings in Idaho and Oregon as well. The Carbondale killing hadn’t been planned as the others, though. He just couldn’t resist this time. He had to do something before Jessica Lafayette arrived to be able to contain his excitement, his anticipation. But now here she was…there she was! The Predator watched her as she at across the street at the sidewalk café with the professor from Cedar Valley Sate.

			The professor—whatever the hell his name was…Lancaster—was the only thing disturbing this perfect setting, the Predator seethed. 

			He leaned back on the bus stop bench, crossed his legs, and glanced down at the paper again. The bus wasn’t due for another twenty minutes, so the Predator had a good vantage point for watching Jessica and her new friend across the street.

			Friend, my ass, he almost muttered to himself. The two looked like they were practically lovers already. Lancaster couldn’t get his mind off her crotch…and she didn’t want him to.

			The Predator looked at his newspaper again. He sulked and reread the best parts of the article. He was happy they got all the details correct. It reminded him how he imitated some of the ghastliest tortures of the Inquisition—and added a couple of original touches—once he took that girl to the decrepit warehouse so conveniently removed from the nearest sign of life on the farthest outskirts of Carbondale.

			The Predator had started with the Old Standard of medieval torture—he imitated the effects of the rack. He’d often laughed to himself at the thought of having an actual rack and how comical it might be to imagine a serial killer trying to transport, maintain, and efficiently set up such an unwieldy device when he constantly needed to be on the move. Funny! The Predator, though, was creative enough to find a way to improvise the effects of the rack. He usually tied his victims onto a girder or beam of some sort by their arms, then steadily tied heavier and heavier objects to their feet. In Carbondale, he used large chunks of concrete—the abandoned storage area, after all, had been littered with them—slowly dislocating shoulders, elbows, knees, hips, and tearing muscles and tendons, created indescribable pain.

			After stretching that little nightclub bimbo—the Journal said her name was Cecilia Monroe—until she nearly passed out, the Predator had removed the weights from her feet, but went about tearing up her skin. The coroner was commendable in deducing the exact order in which the tortures were applied, the Predator decided. In turn, the Journal didn’t seem to flinch in reporting every little grotesque detail. They wrote how the girl was nearly skinned alive by the whipping the Predator administered to her naked back.

			The paper, however, didn’t explain how things had slowed down after the whipping. For a moment, the Predator had thought she was dead. Luckily, he was able to revive her after cutting her down from the overhead beams. The Journal, of course, couldn’t have guessed that. In fact, he had revived her well enough to be able to administer even more arcane forms of torture afterwards.

			First, he ran a red hot spike through her tongue. That really seemed to revive her. Her convulsive, hysterical shrieking resumed at that point.

			Afterwards, letting no good hot iron go unused, he branded lines into both her cheeks. Much like the rack issue, the Predator reflected, something was just missing from that particular torture effort. He needed to be able to brand something more interesting onto his victims’ bodies than straight lines. That would go on his to-do list: some type of a customized branding iron.

			But the branding was followed by the grand finale, the pièce de résistance. Should those illiterate rubes in any of those hick towns where he was tasked with killing not be able to remember their history, he always finished the kill with a final move that quite obviously recalled the Inquisition. Or, perhaps, the Salem witch trials. It didn’t matter, of course, as long as the killings looked like they were committed by a religious yahoo. Cecilia Monroe was finally dispatched by getting slow-roasted at the stake.

			Before lighting the kindling, the Predator recalled with amusement, he made use of all that blood oozing from Cecilia’s wounds to leave a message on a wall. Gauche, he personally thought, but the Handlers insisted on it. “If a man abide not in me,” he wrote, quoting Scripture, “he is cast forth as a branch, and is withered; and men gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned.” 

			Then the Predator returned to Cecilia and used her blood for his own purposes. He licked her wounds, sucked on her cuts and abrasions, and drank her delicious, hot blood. The blood tied him to the Handlers. The blood let him read others’ thoughts. It fed the special powers that lay inside him, implanted by tiny droplets of the Handlers’ own life force when they chose to share their gifts with him. 

			Afterward, he tied Cecilia’s naked, scourged body to a stake and lit the fires around her. Just as witches or heretics had once been burned, so Cecilia was set to expire very slowly, the flames never big enough to consume her quickly and end her misery. 

			Holding the newspaper in his hands, the Predator almost forgot about Jessica. He was lost in his recollections, savoring the sounds of Cecilia’s screaming as they started echoing through his mind. His nostrils seemed to fill once again with the tang of her burning flesh. He remembered how the blood flowing from her wounds started steaming and boiling. Her screams had been squelched when her perforated tongue had swollen so much it rolled out of her mouth. Her lips had burned off, her skin blackening, shrinking until they receded over her gums, revealing a ghastly, toothy rictus of death.

			The paper mentioned something about the girl’s parents being under sedation since the discovery of the body. Sure, the Predator mused, taking into consideration how all the ancillary devastation each killing created was satisfying in its own way, but he never did think about all that too much. He was usually focused on a singular event, a singular stimulus. 

			Although one thing the Predator was not happy with was the name, the papers had taken to attaching to his handiwork. “The Inquisitor.” They had fallen for the religious façade, just like they were supposed to, just like the Handlers wanted. But it was all a lie. He wasn’t motivated by any sort of religious mania, and none of that Biblical shit the Handlers told him to write in blood held any meaning for him. This posing had robbed him of some experience, the full satisfaction. The Handlers, though, had to be obeyed.

			At least they let him have Jessica.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Fitzpatrick’s Refreshments was a peculiar but charming cross between a hip, modern café, and a quaint, old-world soda shop, Jessica thought. Maybe Fitzpatrick figured out that there was a market for both in Cedar Valley, but not enough investment capital, or imagination, in anyone else to specialize in just a trendy café or to compete with the Happy Days-style soda shop. Pictures on the walls inside revealed that the place had quite diligently maintained its “innocent middle America” image since its opening in 1954.

			As they sat at one of the outdoor tables, Jessica mused at how much this place, this street, looked like she had just landed in the middle of Norman Rockwell heaven. The tree-shaded street, especially now with a backdrop of blue skies getting invaded by several blossoming anvil-headed cloud banks, appeared to be begging for someone to whip out a camera and take some pictures.

			Jessica had opted for the café side of the menu, going for a cappuccino, while Tom ordered a tall chocolate milkshake.

			He must have had the metabolism of a racehorse, Jessica guessed, watching Tom enjoy the insanely high-calorie, high-sugar refreshment. He drank that rich concoction with the guiltless gusto of a little kid, all the while looking so annoyingly fit and perfect. Jessica thought she would need an entire week of her kickboxing classes to even think about taking a sip of a shake like that.

			“So tell me,” Jessica asked, “how does a college professor like you fit in with a town like this?”

			Tom cocked an eyebrow and smiled very coolly. “There are a lot of college professors here,” he said, his smile growing wider.

			Yeah, a lot of professors, Jessica thought to herself, and they wear suits with sweater vests and tennis shoes. “But you seem more cosmopolitan than most of them.”

			Tom laughed now, a hearty, full-throated, thoroughly masculine laugh. “Why, thank you, I guess. Our school is full of very hip faculty, though.”

			Jessica grinned and sipped her cappuccino. So in that big, happy family, she thought, they were the only ones who didn’t like my father and didn’t show up for his funeral.

			“In your father’s department, being cosmopolitan could be a strike against me, actually.”

			“How’s that?”

			“Long story,” Tom said, and shrugged lightly. “They’re just edgier than us science types.”

			Some more of that esoteric humor, Jessica thought. But somehow it didn’t seem to bother her this time.

			“But you,” Tom said and poked a playful finger in her direction, “are trying to avoid my questions.”

			Sure, she was, Jessica had to admit, but she was so taken by the urbane Dr. Lancaster that she would just as soon avoid revisiting her problems with her father.

			“I’m sorry if I’m being evasive,” she said at length after another sip of her cappuccino. “But there’s really not that much to tell.”

			“Or I guess I should be sorry if I’m prying into something that’s none of my business.”

			“No, don’t worry about it,” Jessica said, hoping her easy tone would help dispel the issue altogether.

			“It’s just that Brock…that you seemed to be so much a part of his life.”

			Jessica thought about what he’d said about all the pictures and mementos of her in his office. And, indeed, they were all over his house, too.

			“But not enough,” Jessica elaborated at last.

			Tom raised his eyebrows.

			“You noticed how your jokes about the contentious relationship between your departments go over my head.”

			“They’re dumb jokes, I know,” Tom said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

			“My father would have liked me to follow the same route into academia.”

			“Really?”

			“I grew up away from him, as you know. We only really reconnected when I was going to college, and he got a kick out of the fact that I was interested in communication studies and human behavior and psychology, just like he was. Well, okay, almost like he was. But anyway, when I went for my master’s, he was quite thrilled by it. He kept calling me the future Dr. Lafayette.”

			Tom smiled gently and nodded.

			“Although he wasn’t so thrilled when I decided against going for my Ph.D. and teaching.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“So was he,” Jessica said, and paused to finish the last swallow of her cappuccino. “I did an internship at a New York publishing company, and I was just completely hooked. Then, this editor I was working for thought my masters thesis had mainstream possibilities. She got me in touch with an agent, and the world of academia sort of disappeared in my rearview mirror after that. And so did my father. Five months later, I had a book contract. My father probably thought I had sold out. Took the easy money and ran.”

			“Well, if he really wasn’t a part of your life until that point, I don’t believe he could seriously expect to have the right to dictate how you should live your life.”

			Jessica was relieved to hear this. Tom’s perception and sensitivity just made her like him all the more.

			“Now, I liked your father,” Tom added. “Like I said, I think he was a good man, but he was just overstepping the boundaries of how much influence he had a right to exert on your life.”

			“Thanks,” Jessica said and paused, hoping Tom would just get off this topic.

			He, indeed, seemed to have no more desire to mine her past. He sipped some more of his chocolate shake instead.

			Jessica was glad. But she was also intrigued by him. The attraction she felt for him was the best kind, she thought. She wanted to know more about him. She wanted to know who he was, what he was all about, what were the things he believed in, things that made him who he was.

			Plus, she considered, turnabout was fair play. She wanted to mine some of his past.

			“So what’s life like in a town like this, anyway?” she asked.

			“It’s both peaceful and a bit boring at times,” Tom said.

			“Slow?”

			“Sometimes. Chicago, of course, is an option now and again.” Tom grinned and shook his head. “Well, okay, if you want to take a commuter flight up north.”

			“Peaceful’s nice, though.”

			“Well, there are some good people around here, too,” Tom said somewhat contemplatively. There was a glint in his eyes and a distant smile on his handsome mouth. “Except you have to be careful when they start talking to you about ghost lights and mystery beasts.”

			“How’s that?” Jessica asked, thinking his last sentence was the most remarkable non sequitur, if there ever was one.

			Tom let out a somewhat long, melodramatic sigh and took a healthy sip of his milkshake. “Well,” he said at length, drawing the word out, making it long and belabored, sounding like he was about to expound on the nature of that proverbial cross he was condemned to carry. “Let’s just say that Southern Illinois is very rich in folklore.”

			“How exciting,” Jessica said, thinking that she always loved a good mystery story, a good enigma that seemed to exist somewhere outside the box of conventional thinking.

			“If you remember that it’s all folklore and myth,” Tom said. Somewhat strongly, Jessica thought.

			“What? People around here don’t?”

			Tom chuckled. “No, unfortunately, they don’t. Or—let me be fair—a disturbingly large number of them don’t. So just be careful if any wide-eyed locals come up to you and try to convince you that they can help you solve all the mysteries of the universe by channeling Gandhi’s ghost through their crystal pyramids.”

			Jessica couldn’t help but laugh. Tom’s story sounded quite absurd, on the one hand—as hyperbolically absurd as he, no doubt, intended it. But, on the other hand, there was something of a frantic edge to his voice that made his recitation pricelessly funny.

			“All right,” Jessica said. “I’ll be sure and watch out for those folklore zealots.”

			Tom sighed. “But no, these locals are not all superstitious kooks, no.”

			“Actually, if you want to know something my father said about you…,” Jessica said, purposefully letting her voice trail off, teasing him.

			“Absolutely!”

			“Well,” Jessica said slowly, “he said he needed to rescue you from them.”

			“I’m not sure how that sounds, actually,” Tom said with a laugh and shook his head. But then he quickly added, “Although I’m really glad he chose you for the rescue operation.”

			“Thanks,” Jessica said, was surprised to feel her cheeks blush.

			“But it looks like your father had a mean, condescending streak, though. Well, truth be told, he did say to me at one point that a guy as young as I was when hired by CVSU shouldn’t have moved here.”

			“What? Are the local girls not to your liking?”

			Tom shrugged and smiled, but that smile was in no way condescending. “Maybe I wasn’t to their liking. But yes,” he laughed, amicably now. “I mean no, my relationships with the Cedar Valleyites just didn’t seem to be working out. I don’t think there’s a whole lot we have in common.” Tom paused and leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. 

			Jessica sensed he was about to turn the conversation around to her again.

			And Tom didn’t disappoint. “What about you, though?” he asked. “Your father said those books you wrote were very successful, and you were doing guest spots on a TV show down in California.”

			Yes, the success of her books, Jessica reflected sourly. The books were the issue at the core of her father’s constant criticism. Not only did he voice disapproval at Jessica’s abandoning higher education, but she also became a convenient target for his academic inverse snobbery, intellectual snobbery. No book the great unsophisticated, unwashed masses embraced could be of any serious merit.

			Or, Jessica preferred her father harboring that sort of animosity. She was fairly certain that academics hated all those books embraced by the great unwashed, not so much because of that work’s dumbed-down inferiority, but because said academics would have liked to have collected those same over-inflated, vulgarly extravagant advances and royalties for their own work. But they, of course, couldn’t. The green-eyed monster lived and breathed in the ivy-covered halls of higher education.

			Jessica, nevertheless, would still have preferred the green-eyed monster to another possible root of their conflict. Did she just remind Brock too much of her mother? she wondered. Jessica had often mused over that possibility, too, chewed over it sadly. Her parents’ marriage, Jessica found out eventually as she was growing up, had disintegrated for the basest reasons: money. Or, more precisely, because Brock Randall wasn’t making enough of it for his wife’s taste. Now Jessica would never know if that was at the core of their problems. Had she, in her father’s eyes, abandoned his world, his ideals, to cash in on superficial, best-selling relationship advice, just like her mother had left him? 

			“It’s radio, not TV,” Jessica said.

			“Fascinating,” Tom said. He sounded quite impressed and genuinely interested.

			“It is?” Jessica asked, just to make sure.

			“Absolutely,” Tom said eagerly. “How glamorous. Here I am on a date with a real radio star. This is exciting.”

			“Thanks,” Jessica said, feeling a bit self-conscious now by Tom’s attentions. 

			“And believe me, your father was very proud of what you did, too. I’m sure of it.”

			“In a way, I realize that. I just wish we could have had some more time to sort our problems out.”

			“Well,” Tom said with a cheerful, goofy grin, “at least it pays better than academia, I’m sure.”

			Jessica forced herself not to react to the sting of that comment
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