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Chapter 1

For a moment after the attacker banged her head against the ground, Pauline Rondell forgot where she was.  The sensation of his gloved hands pressing harshly against her throat brought her back to reality fast enough...

The campus security escort had never showed up after her night class.  Pauline had decided it was safer to dash across the campus at night than to wait in a deserted building.

She heard the footsteps behind her.  Then she felt his hands grip her waist and throw her to the ground.  Now, his heavy body towered over her from his kneeling position.  She was flat on her back looking up at him.  The ski mask obscuring his identity filled her field of vision.

She swiped at him again, but she missed his face by quite a distance.  Her hands swept across his clothing, causing no damage or distress.

"Die already, bitch," he growled.  His hands tightened around her throat even more.

Pauline thought his voice sounded vaguely familiar.  The sound of her own heartbeat pounding in her ears, as well as the sheer terror of imminent death, made it difficult to be sure.

If only she could free herself from his crushing grip, she thought.  There was no way that Pauline could knock him off her with her arms.  His superior strength ruled that out.  

Pauline's fingers crept along the ground, hoping for a stick or rock within reach.  Perhaps a makeshift weapon would give her a slight advantage, even for just a split second.

Her fingers groped aimlessly in the dirt.  Mother nature offered no help.

Pauline felt the strength draining from her body.  The reduced oxygen made her feel like she was floating.  She knew she had, at best, a second or two more before she lost consciousness.  Then she, or what was left of her, would be at the mercy of this merciless killer.

Pauline's eyes closed.  She heard her wedding vows echo through her mind.  "In sickness and in health...until death do us part..."  She remembered Scott's smiling face and his kind eyes looking into hers...

With her last bit of strength, Pauline slapped her knees together.  She brought them up as fast as possible, slamming them into the killer's ass.

The jolt surprised him enough to make him loosen his tight choke hold on her neck.  Pauline gasped as an unexpected rush of air filled her burning lungs.

Pauline made a fist.  She punched sideways and upwards with all her might towards his crotch.  Her fist plowed directly into his most vulnerable area.  He screamed out in pain as he tumbled off her.

From his new position on the ground next to her, he swung his own fist directly for her face.  One well placed hit and he knew he could knock her unconscious.

Pauline rolled out of the way.  His clenched hand landed on the empty ground in the exact spot her face had been only a fraction of a second earlier.

Pauline's throat ached, but she forced herself to take deep breaths.  Her body needed every bit of oxygen it could get.  She scrambled to her feet and took a step forward.

The killer swung around on the ground effortlessly as if he were on a child's spinning toy.  His long legs clipped her ankles.  She tripped over them.

Pauline took several wobbly steps forward.  They were literally the difference between life and death.

If she could somehow manage to stay on her feet, maybe she could keep going and escape in a frantic sprint.  If she fell again, she'd end up face down in the dirt and have no chance of fighting back or surviving another round with him.

Pauline started to lose her balance.  She did the only thing possible.  She forced her short legs to just keep moving.  She didn't know if they would propel her forward or towards the ground.

She suddenly realized she was still moving.  She'd regained her balance!  Pauline ran like she never ran in all her life.

* * *
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Detective Diana Ramirez entered the University of Southern New England Security Office minutes after the Northbridge PD received the call.

She immediately went over to Pauline who sat at a desk in the cramped office.  She thought Pauline looked like she'd gone a few rounds in a boxing ring.

"Thank goodness, you're here," said the campus security officer.  "Pauline won't talk to anyone else.  She said she wasn't going to repeat the story over and over."

"I don't blame her.  That's an understandable reaction," Diana said to both Pauline and the officer.  Diana sat down next to Pauline.  "Can you tell me what happened?" she asked calmly.

Pauline broke her silence.  The words tumbled out all at once.  "He almost...I mean, the way he grabbed me, he actually told me to die while he choked me!"

"You're safe now."  Diana put a reassuring arm on Pauline's shoulder.

Diana looked across the room at the half-empty coffee pot sitting on a file cabinet. The mismatched mugs, which were obviously unwanted refugees from home that various employees had brought in and left there over the years, were scattered around the base of the coffee pot.

An empty tray with crumbs about a week old completed the picture.  Diana couldn't believe it actually looked sadder than the coffee area at the station.

Diana turned to the campus security officer. "Get Pauline a cup of whatever passes for coffee in this place," she ordered.

The detective turned back to Pauline.  "Let's start at the beginning and go over everything slowly.  Don't leave anything out.  Some little detail may help us get this sick bastard."

Pauline recounted the attack and Diana took copious notes.  At one point, Diana interrupted.  "So, you're sure your hands never made direct contact with his skin?"

"No, I tried to scratch him, thinking it would really hurt with these nails, but I wasn't able to do anymore than run them over his clothes."

Diana perked up.  "May I see your hands?"

Pauline reluctantly showed her how dirty they were.  "I really should go wash up," she commented.

"No!" Diana said more forcefully than she meant to.  "I'm sorry.  It's just that, your hands might be our best chance of finding him."

"Huh?"

"I'm going to call forensics.  You might still have fiber samples from his clothing under your nails.  If so, I can get a search warrant and search each suspect's place of residence.  If we find a match, we'll have the USNE rapist and killer!"

Chapter 2

Professor Patrick Peterson finished up his English lecture.  He couldn't help but notice Pauline Rondell's empty seat.  He hoped that he hadn't paused too long in mid-sentence to make his other students wonder what had interrupted his train of thought.

"So we'll pick up the discussion next class on All's Well That Ends Well.  In the meantime, I have a general favor to ask.  Most of you know I own Sneaky Pete's, the billiards club in downtown Northbridge.  Business has really been picking up this semester and the staff is getting a little overwhelmed.  Is anyone here looking for a job as a waiter or waitress?  Anyone have a friend looking for a job?  I'd appreciate it if you see me after class."

April Pereira approached the lectern as the other students filed out of the room.

"Are you looking for a job, April?"

"No, but I'm also taking a marketing class this semester and we've been talking a lot about online advertising lately.  I just wondered if you planned on putting up a notice on the college social networking pages and the electronic bulletin boards that students use."

"That sounds great.  I wouldn't know where to start, though."

"Do you have a minute now?" she asked.

"Sure."

April retrieved her tablet from its carrying case.  She tapped and swiped the screen.  She poised her fingers over the onscreen keyboard.  "You talk.  I'll type."

Professor Peterson dictated, "How would you like to work at the best billiards club in Northbridge?"

April waited.  She thought Professor Peterson was suddenly and surprisingly ineloquent for an English professor.

"Perhaps you could add some of your marketing class expertise," he urged.

"Sure," April agreed.  She talked aloud as she typed.  "Make money and have fun at the same time!  You can be in the center of the action where all the cool kids from USNE hang out."

"Thank you, April, that sounds perfect."

April smiled.  "I'll just post this message and in two seconds, I guarantee that it will be available to anyone with even the slightest interest in USNE."

Chapter 3

Scott Rondell knew he needed to be more patient.  After all, his wife had suffered more than one traumatic experience in recent weeks.  Then again, so had he.  He was the one she shot after all, albeit accidentally!

Despite his logical analysis, he still felt frustrated that Pauline had slept in the guest room for the past three nights since the attack on campus.  He wanted his wife in their bed – in more ways than one.

Scott reclined shirtless on the bed with his still-recovering arm propped up on a pillow.  At least it showed off his bicep.

Maybe that would catch his wife's attention.  He remembered that in high school, the girls always got turned on whenever he had a sports injury.

He'd once asked his brother why girls reacted this way.  Ken had responded, "Chicks dig scars and sports injuries.  It makes them see you as all manly and shit."  Reflecting on that comment now, several years later, Scott observed that what Ken lacked in subtlety, he certainly made up for in accuracy.

Scott kicked his slippers off.  He crossed his legs, piling one bare foot on top of the other.  His loose boxers let his manhood fall freely to one side.

Pauline emerged from the bathroom wearing flannel pajamas.  They hardly screamed "sexy times are here again."  Really, she looked more like a buddy on a camping trip than a woman who could make him all hot and bothered just at the thought of the way she-"  Scott stopped himself.  If he got too excited, he would be forced to take matters into his own hands again – literally.

Scott patted the empty pillow next to him, beckoning his wife to take her rightful place on their bed.

Pauline didn't hesitate.  She shook her head back and forth negatively.

"Pauline!"  He raised his voice more than he meant to.  This was not going to end well!

"Scott, we've been through this already," she said while refusing to come any closer to the bed.

"I forgive you for shooting me.  Do you need to hear that again?  Several times a day before you believe it?"

"I believe it," she insisted.

"Good," he said, relieved.

"But I don't feel it."

"And we're back at square one!' Scott complained.

"I'm sorry, Scott.  I just need more time.  Besides the shooting, I was stalked and attacked.  By someone who is still out there, I might add.  I'm sorry if getting you off isn't on the top of my priority list!  I'm going to the guest room."

Pauline slammed the bedroom door on her way out.

Scott punched the pillow with his good arm.  He was glad he had held his tongue.  He couldn't imagine the hell he would have had to pay if he had said what he was thinking – if Pauline wasn't interested in being intimate with him, plenty of other women would be.

* * *
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The next afternoon, Sarah Wilkens dropped by the house to check on Scott.  Pauline led Sarah into the home office while she returned to the kitchen to work on lunch.

Sarah placed a big binder down on the edge of the desk.  "I can't believe nobody could find an electronic copy of this so I could email it to you."

"I'm sorry you had to come all the way over here," Scott said.

"Oh, no, I didn't mean it like that.  I'm glad to come over and check on you in person.  I just meant that somebody in the office must have been incompetent to either erase or lose the e-version.  Besides, I wanted to give you this."

Sarah looked over her shoulder at the door.  She reached into her bag and produced a cookie from the bakery in downtown Northbridge.

"If Pauline sees this, you're going to have to get me a divorce lawyer next," Scott joked.

Sarah laughed, but, oh, how she would love to see that happen!  She refrained from mentioning that she was sincerely working on it!

"Eat it really fast right now and I'll take the bag back.  The warden will never know!"  Sarah's teeth gleamed when she smiled wickedly.

Scott scarfed the cookie down like a dying man in the desert on a drop of water.  

Sarah smiled again.  She loved seeing Scott do something he enjoyed.  "Luckily, you're able to work from home while you recuperate so you won't feel like you're behind when you get back to the office.  How's it going?  Are you tired or anything?"

"No, not at all.  In fact, Pauline thinks I have too much energy!"  Scott didn't elaborate or explain that he was talking about sexual energy.

"I'll bring lunch in a minute," Pauline called from the kitchen.

Sarah stuffed the empty cookie bag into her purse.  "You clean up the crumbs and I'll go distract her in the kitchen," Sarah winked.

Sarah entered the room just as Pauline put the dish on the third tray.  "That was so nice of you to bring Scott's paperwork over.  I fixed an extra tray for you.  I hope you'll join us for lunch."

Sarah looked down at the massive salad.  There were several greens she didn't recognize.  It's what her father would have referred to as "rabbit food" if her mother had ever served that when she was a child.  Her father insisted that every meal include some kind of meat and potatoes as well as a sweet dessert.

"Thank you so much.  It looks delicious," Sarah lied.  "I'm sorry.  I already ate at campus before I came here."

"What a pity.  I've got kale, chards, escarole, mizuna – a virtual cornucopia of health on a plate!"

Sarah honestly couldn't decide if she wanted to laugh at or slap Pauline.  She settled on neither.  Instead, she politely said, "Let me help you with those trays."  Sarah was really no help at all as she just rearranged the plates, napkins, and silverware.  "So, I know Scott is doing well, but how are you, Pauline?"

Sarah's sincerity would have turned Pauline's stomach if she knew how phony it was.  Unfortunately, Pauline fell for it.  She had gotten over her earlier insecurity about Scott and Sarah.  She'd convinced herself that it was all in her head.

"I'm trying to hold it together, but I'm not doing a very good job of that, I'm afraid," Pauline confided.

Sarah provided her best imitation of sympathy by offering a supportive pat on the shoulder.

"Woman to woman, you know how men are.  One thing on their mind all the time.  But I just can't bring myself to sleep with Scott after everything that happened," Pauline blurted out unexpectedly.

Sarah's genuine look of surprise filled her face.

Seeing it, Pauline added hastily.  "I'm so sorry. I've been under so much stress and I've been keeping everything inside.  It just came out.  That was totally inappropriate.  I shouldn't have burdened you with that."

Sarah instinctively hugged her.  Although Pauline thought otherwise, the hug didn't initiate in a place of compassion.  It came from Sarah's need to shield Pauline from the smile that had developed on Sarah's face.  Pauline was basically handing her everything she needed on a silver platter!  She couldn't have planned it better herself!

"Don't worry," Sarah said soothingly.  "Scott will have everything he needs real soon.  I'm sure of it."

Chapter 4

Hardly anybody paid any attention to the young woman skulking around the USNE campus.

Thousands of students, faculty members, and staff came and went from the campus every day.  Certain areas required special access encoded onto the campus ID badges.  Other than that, anyone could freely move around most of the buildings.

The campus itself was completely open as well.  There were no guards at the gates or special permits that had to be displayed to drive into the campus or around the campus.  Some of the parking areas did require a special sticker, but even those had designated visitor spots as well.

That's why it was so simple for the young lady with brown bobbed hair to observe people all around the campus as well as to listen in on their conversations while she pretended to do something else.

The ubiquity of cell phones and other personal electronic devices was a godsend in that regard.  People constantly had their noses and thumbs buried in phones and tablet screens, even among people they should have been paying attention to.  Therefore, who would even notice or think twice about a stranger who seemed occupied with a phone or headset in her ear?

Occasionally, though, someone is a little more observant than most people.  Pam Rennek and her mother, Elise Conrad, walked into the building that housed the Psychology Department.  On the way in, Pam noticed the woman nonchalantly standing by a group of professors who were outside taking a smoking break.

"Mom, did you recognize that woman standing there by your colleagues at the door, kind of on the periphery of the group?"  

"I didn't even notice who you're talking about," Elise said as they climbed the stairs to the second floor.  "Why?"

"I think I saw her in the library the other day.  I know it's silly, but after what happened in there that night with us and Elizabeth, I just feel like I'm on high alert when I'm in there.  I notice what everyone is doing, where they're going, who they're with.  Sometimes, I forget why I went in there in the first place."

"I'm glad you told me about that.  That sounds like a mild form of post traumatic stress disorder.  Let's sit down in my office and talk.  If you don't feel comfortable talking to me, I'll refer you to someone else."

Pam agreed and forgot about the woman outside.

Chapter 5

Ted Rennek and Jerry Rodowicz walked away from the homeless shelter in downtown Northbridge towards the park.

In his often blunt fashion, Ted said, "It's cool to see you, but did my sister send you down here to check on me?  Or my mother?"

Jerry half-laughed.  "I came to see you on my own because I was worried about you.  I only wish Pam or your mom had sent me!  Pam won't even talk to me.  I can just imagine what your mother and stepfather must think of me if Pam has been telling them what's been going on between us."

"I seriously doubt my sister would give them any info about her love life!  Besides, who cares what they think?  My sister will get over it.  She always does.  What did you do, anyway?"

"You don't want to know, kid," Jerry sighed.

Ted shrugged.  He was curious, but not nosy enough to pursue it further.

They walked a little farther in silence.  Jerry could tell that Ted had something on his mind.  He was even mopier being his usual teenage self would account for.  "Something you want to talk about, Ted?"

"My sister has such a big mouth!" Ted exploded.  "She told you what I said the night I left the house, right?"  Before Jerry could respond, Ted continued, "Figures, too.  She wasn't even there.  I bet my mother and James couldn't wait to fill her ears with the whole thing the minute she walked through the door."

"Whoa, man, I don't know where all this anger and emotion is coming from.  All Pam told me was that you and your parents had a big fight that night."

"Oh," Ted said in a relieved voice.  They entered the park through the main entrance with the big stone and wrought iron gates that were permanently in the open position.  Ted picked up a branch and banged it lightly along the ground as they walked.  It gave his hands something to do with his nervous energy.

Jerry decided not to say anything else.  He figured Ted would continue in his own good time.

Ted broke the stick in half and tossed it aside.  "Ever since you started dating my sister, I always looked up to you, like a big brother.  You never treated me like a kid, like every one else did.  You just treated me like another person."

"Sometimes it's hard for someone whose known you your whole life to see you as a grown up," Jerry pointed out.

"Yeah," Ted agreed reluctantly since admitting that kind of let the others off the hook.  "Anyway, you once told me I could tell you anything, right?"

"Sure..."

"Well this is a biggie!"  Ted took a deep breath.  His mind flashbacked to the night he had the big fight with his stepfather.  He remembered his parting words to James. "Do you just hate me because I'm your stepson?  Or did you finally figure out that I'm gay?"

Ted faced Jerry directly.  "The thing is, I'm gay!"  He let his breath out.  He'd said it out loud for only the second time in his life.  Last time, he hadn't stuck around for a reaction.  With everything else going on, James and his mother miraculously hadn't mentioned it since.

"I have to say I'm surprised," Jerry admitted.

"Man, I never should have told anyone.  I knew it would ruin my life.  I knew you would hate me, too."  Ted took off across the park.

Jerry's superior athletic ability allowed him to easily catch up to Ted.  He grabbed Ted's arm and forced him to look at him.  "First, don't put words in my mouth.  You're telling me how you think I feel about something instead of letting me tell you.  That sounds like something your sister would do."

"Great, now you're accusing me of acting like a woman," Ted complained.  "Is that some kind of gay joke?"

"Don't be a smartass!" Jerry replied.

"Is that a gay joke?"

"If you keep interpreting everything everybody says to you as a gay joke, you'll be in danger of becoming one yourself."

Ted laughed despite his best effort not to.  "You win.  Sorry.  Go ahead."

"Thank you.  As I was trying to say, give me some credit.  I like you for who you are, not who you sleep with.  Besides, you're not the first person who ever confided in me about being gay, you know."

"I'm not?" Ted asked incredulously.

"Dude, come on.  You don't think every single one of those guys I work with on the construction sites is as straight as the two-by-fours we lug around all day, do you?"

Ted shrugged.  "I was so worried about me being gay, I never gave that much thought to who else was."

"I predict that will change," Jerry observed with a sly smile.  "You're still the same old Ted to me.  Pam's lazy brother with the fresh mouth and the bad attitude.  The one who loves to antagonize his family, but doesn't want anyone to know that underneath it all, he's really a good guy."

"Thank you," Ted responded simply.

Jerry gave Ted a playful punch on the arm and they walked back towards the shelter.

Chapter 6

Elise Conrad entered her kitchen.  She tossed her briefcase on the counter.  She kicked off her high heels and left them in the boot tray by the door.

Her last counseling patient had canceled so she was home earlier than she'd expected.  She was glad though because it had been a long day.  She was looking forward to relaxing.

She knew James was working the night shift so she didn't expect him to be home.  Ted, of course, insisted on staying at the homeless shelter.  What about Pam and Jimmy?

Elise looked at the clock.  On a school night like this, Jimmy should have been sitting right there at the kitchen table doing his homework.  "If he's playing those damn computer games..." Elise said aloud as she crossed the kitchen.  She leaned on the door frame of the living room.  It was empty.

Elise walked over the stairs and yelled upwards, "Jimmy, come down here, please."  She received no response.  She heard no music or sounds coming from his room.

As a responsible young adult, Pam was no longer required to account for every second of her time, but she was quite conscientious about letting her mother know when she would be out late or not home for meals, etc.  Pam hadn't said anything about being out tonight when she saw her on campus earlier in the day.

Elise scanned the kitchen counter for a note.  Nothing.  She pulled her phone out of her pocketbook to check for a text.  Nothing there either.  Where were her children?

Elise went back to her cell phone.  She dialed James number.  She heard the cell phone ring – both in her ear through the phone and in her other ear – from the kitchen table!

James always kept his cell phone with him when he rode in the ambulance so he could keep in contact with Elise if necessary.  Why would he go to work without it on this particular evening?

Elise looked out the kitchen window.  Just as she thought when she came in, her husband's car wasn't in the driveway.  He couldn't be home.  Something was seriously not right!

She heard a noise from upstairs.  It sounded like a footstep.  She froze in place and listened.  She held her breath.  Her heart and mind both raced.

Elise knew logically that she should leave the house and call the police from outside.  She'd seen it a hundred times in movies.  The smart women who survive are the ones who leave the house.  The dumb ones go to check out a noise and end up getting hacked to pieces.

She glanced around the kitchen.  She noticed Jimmy's school paper on the refrigerator.  That sight trumped the rest of her thinking.  The decision was made.

If the USNE rapist and killer had broken into the house to go after her, but instead had taken her family hostage, she might lose valuable time going outside and waiting for the police to arrive.  If the police came roaring down Maplewood Drive with sirens blazing, the killer might panic and harm one of them.

Elise looked for anything she could use a weapon.  Her eye settled on the knife rack on the counter by the stove.  She crept over to it.  She selected the longest and sharpest knife she could find.

She tiptoed up the stairs with the knife held firmly in her grasp.  When she got to the landing at the top, she looked at all the doors.  Only the bathroom had a trace of light coming from under the door.

With visions of her family locked in the bathroom with a madman, she slowly and silently made her way towards the door.  As she got closer, she heard movement within the room.  Someone was definitely in there!  It sounded like he was rummaging through the medicine cabinet.

Outside the bathroom door, Elise steadied herself with a deep breath,  She held the knife at chest level with one hand and carefully reached for the door knob with the other.

Elise pushed the door open with her foot.  She screamed, more to make herself feel better than as a result of any distinct plan to aide her in getting the upper hand against the attacker.

She charged into the bathroom wielding the knife, ready to strike anyone who dared to harm her family members.

Luckily, he was on the other side of the room.  Elise's screaming entrance startled him.  The glass shattered all over the bathroom floor.  It shone like scattered diamonds over the fallen roses.

"What on earth are you doing?" Elise said a she tried to catch her breath.

"I think you should answer that first," her shirtless husband said while pointing at the knife which she still held in a striking position.

"You scared me half to death," she said dropping the knife into the sink and leaning on its edge.

"Back at you!" James nervously
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