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Countdown to madness
Prologue
 
 
 
“Jury selection for the
trial of Olin Kemper, former managing partner of the Phoenix based accounting firm, Winscott & Associates, is scheduled to begin Monday at the Yarkema County Courthouse. Mr. Kemper is accused of the murder of Gina Milligan thirty-three years ago in Summerset. His arrest last year for this local, legendary case has catapulted Summerset into the national spotlight, filling the hotels and restaurants located in and around this tiny berg to well beyond their capacity, as news crews from all over the United States have descended upon this normally quiet town like a horde of hungry locusts. Roger Clanton and Nicolas Rancliff, lead attorneys of Mr. Kemper’s dream team of lawyers from Scottsdale, refused to answer reporters’ questions moments ago. They entered the courthouse in silence, but inside sources told us that Mr. Clanton and Mr. Rancliff filed a change of venue request, due to the notoriety of this case. Their concerns about obtaining a fair and impartial jury from the pool of local citizens could be valid.
National legal analysts are divided on their opinions. Will Judge Marshall Hall grant a change of venue? Will Mr. Kemper take the stand in his own defense? One thing is known for sure, and that is key prosecution witness, Mr. Robert Folton, will take the stand. Mr. Folton was originally charged as an accomplice with Mr. Kemper, and pled guilty in exchange for his testimony against Mr. Kemper. Mr. Folton was given five years’ probation for his part in the case.
The debates on these issues, along with Mr. Kemper’s guilt or innocence, are heated between lifelong residents of this close knit community. The case has caused an invisible line of stark contrasts separating, longtime friends and close family members.
Stay tuned for our continuing, live coverage of this trial, beginning Monday at eight a.m. This is Jan Patakee reporting for Channel Six News.”
“That’s a wrap guys. Make sure you include the video clips from Kemper’s bond hearing. And the security footage of the courthouse from this afternoon. Oh, and don’t forget that picture of Gina!” Jan barked the orders to her camera crew. She tossed her microphone over to her lead assistant, Tony, without a glance. She stomped in her four-inch stilettos back to the relative comfort of the news van and plopped down in the front seat, slamming the door quickly in her attempt to keep the fire-brick-oven air from sneaking inside with her. She flipped open her compact and assessed the damage the searing heat had done on her makeup. She cursed her decision, again, of taking the job in Arizona over the one offered to her in Mississippi. Then again, if she were in Mississippi right now, she would be a slimy pile of sweat, makeup, and hairspray. So maybe Arizona wasn’t too bad after all, since the dry heat only made her skin feel like dried out sandpaper.
 Jan had been an on-the-scene reporter for Channel Six for almost two years. During that time, she had begged, borrowed, and occasionally broken a small law or two, in her attempts to be the first to break a big story. When the news broke about Olin Kemper’s arrest and the huge shakeup at Winscott, she was thrilled. Jan feared she was doomed to cover the boring, blasé life of Phoenix and its abundantly rich and snooty citizens. Out of all the mundane reports she’d covered back then, the ones that were the worst involved the overly plasticized, hoity-toity society wives. Ones who perched themselves high upon their gilded thrones as they perused the lowly commoners beneath them. They stared with their Botox-frozen eyes, barely able to see over their inflated tire-lips. On more than one occasion, Jan had to force herself to walk away, rather than spend the night in jail for popping one of them in the face. The brutal comments about her ethnic heritage from a few of the nastier hags reached her burning ears. Of course, their faces were so full of injected chemicals she doubted they would have felt a thing anyway.
All of that changed the day she was the first one to hit the airwaves with the news of Olin’s arrest. She smiled at the thought of her drinking buddy, Tiffany Hemscott. Tiffany happened to work as a minority partner at Winscott.
Jan was savvy enough to understand, during the first few minutes of conversation with Tiffany, that it was going to be an explosive story. One she hoped would shove her into the national spotlight— and maybe the global one as well—if she played her cards right. Jan continued to stay one step ahead of the other reporters by becoming the new best friend, rather than just an occasional wine taster, with Tiffany. She knew her well enough to know that a few glasses of Pinot were enough to loosen Tiffany’s tongue. Jan made sure that they went out at least twice a week to the bar down the street from Channel Six. After a few drinks, Jan listened to the latest insider scoop on Winscott.
Jan finished her touch-up and snapped her compact shut. Glancing around, she realized neither Tony or her idiotic camera crew dorks had made it back in the van. She reached over and blared the horn several times. They needed to get moving to get the footage edited and ready for the evening news. After her last honk, Tony slid open the side door and everyone piled in—Tony jumping up front into the driver’s seat. He smiled over at her, his dark brown eyes dancing with feigned excitement. He did his best impression from Driving Miss Daisy: “Yes ma’am! We is ready!”
Jan cocked her head and released one of her trademark evil smirks at him, her overly bleached pearly whites shining in the sun, and said, “Let’s go boys. I have a national viewing audience that is just dying to see my smiling face as I report on this case!”
Tony fired up the van and the glorious cool air blew Jan’s thick, raven hair from her face. She picked up her cell to call their producer and let him know they were on their way back. Before she touched the screen, it lit up with an incoming call from him. “Okay, so Jason has E.S.P.,” Jan quipped to Tony as she answered. “Hey Jason, I was just about to call you. We’re on our way back.”
“Change of plans, J.P. Just have Tony upload what you have already and send to me. You won’t have time to make it back to the station before cutoff. You need to head up to Robert Folton’s ranch off of Highway 93. Now.”
The tone of Jason’s voice made the adrenaline immediately jolt through Jan’s system. She recognized it from numerous other occasions when a breaking story was about to unfold. She motioned for Tony to pull over. She put her phone on speaker and she set it down on the console. She grabbed her notebook then took a quiet breath. She was barely able to contain the excitement in her voice, “What’s the lead, Jason?”
“We just heard through our contact in Summerset. A search is currently underway for Robert. Apparently, he left Monday on horseback to survey his herd and hasn’t returned or contacted his family. He was supposed to return yesterday. His wife is frantic that he’s a day late and contacted the Summerset Police Department, which is now spearheading the mounted search and rescue.”
Jan could hardly write as Tony had immediately sped back up and headed down the rough road toward the outskirts of Summerset. Still trying to jostle words down while Tony drove, Jan asked, “Jason, who else knows this?” She hoped and prayed that the answer was what she wanted to hear.
“Only us, so let’s keep it that way. Get there as fast as you can, and set up for a live feed. This could be the story of the year,” Jason barked, then disconnected from the call. 
Jan let her huge, toothy grin spread across her darkly tanned face as she looked over at Tony and said, “Punch it!”
 





 
 
Audra:
Dreams Unleashed
Chapter One
 
 
 
Two Weeks Prior
 
I woke up from restless slumber, completely encased in a cold, damp sweat. It caused my thin silk nightgown to adhere to my soaked skin like wet tissue paper. I tried to recall whether or not I cranked the air conditioner down before I crawled into bed earlier, since my bedroom suddenly felt like a sweltering steam room. I glanced to my left to the nightstand to make sure my fan was still blowing on me, and to my surprise it was. Good grief, the middle of April and my body is acting like I just finished running a marathon in July. In some humidity-laced tropical jungle.
My eyes closed briefly while I listened for the slight noise of the air conditioner. I hoped it was just on the fritz, rather than my sudden combustion and subsequent meltdown stemming from internal sources. Unfortunately, I knew the latter was the answer as the air conditioner hummed quietly in the darkness around me.
A deep, heavy sigh escaped my lips into the lonely silence of my room. Purr Baby was curled into a tight little ball on the pillow next to me. He twitched and began to emit a low rumble from his furry white chest. A brief grin danced across my lips at the familiar sound, relishing the calming effect his presence. Even during my darkest moments over the years, my one constant was Purr-Baby. My grin became a full-fledged smile. I would have gone stark raving mad had it not been for my beloved cat. His presence next to me during the last tumultuous eight years of my life kept me sane. It was uncanny how at times he intuitively sensed my moods and would gently appear at my side. Soft purrs and gentle head rubs on my legs. It was almost as if he was letting me know that he was there for me when I felt so lost and alone.
Cat lover for life, no doubt about it.
Sweat dripped down me like I just sprayed myself with a water hose. I closed my eyes again and tried to steer my thoughts to all things cold—glaciers, ice cubes, the North Pole, ice skating—but to no avail. At the beginning of my sufferings from stifling explosions of body heat three weeks ago, I assumed I was in the early stages of menopause. I was pushing forty and the women in my family tended to go through the change early. I finally went to my gynecologist seeking relief of the annoying symptoms. 
Dr. Kidson called me back three days after my initial appointment and informed me in her best perky voice that my hormone levels were completely normal. Told me I had many child bearing years left and not to worry. After I hung up, I knew the cause. My vivid, ominous dreams, broken slumber, and sweat surges were brought on from external sources of stress. They weren't from a lack of hormonal balance.
Great.
My body wasn’t responding to thoughts of cold and continued to exude copious amounts of sticky liquid. The heavy pounding in my chest hurt, so I tried to focus my attention on the rhythmic breathing of Purr Baby. My mind refused to cooperate. It was like a racetrack, my thoughts careening around the corners like an Indy Car driver. One zooming around the tracks, high on cocaine. I gave up trying to corral them and just let them run wild as I stared in silence at the ceiling.
I was never a heavy sleeper, even in my youth. The subject of my sleep habits was a topic of discussion my mother loved to share with others. She would dramatically recall what a difficult child I had been to raise, and that my ridiculous slumber schedule was the reason her youth fled so quickly. “That girl never allowed me a full night’s rest until she was six,” she would say, her hands flitting about her head. That storyline usually segued into why she never bore any more children since her lack of rest would surely have pushed her into an early grave.
I finally reconnected with my parents after Gina’s funeral, following years of keeping them at arm’s length. Even before the loss of the baby and my promotion to equity partner, our relationship had dwindled. The downward spiral started when I entered college. Even though I was their only child, my parents tended to focus more upon their own agendas. 
My father’s medical practice grew by leaps and bounds and kept him away from home quite a bit. My mother spent her time split between shopping with her friends for their overpriced couture at Biltmore Fashion Park, or flying off to some luxurious vacation destination with them. I became nonexistent to my father when he realized my talents were miles away from anything to do with bodily functions or medicine. When I began to display a real knack for math and finances at an early age, it magically coincided with his longer work schedule. And my mother could not comprehend why I shunned participating in all the society events she loved so much. She never could grasp why I preferred to keep my head shoved in a book. 
To me, crunching numbers while my head was buried in a book, was Heaven. The thought of being underneath the bright lights of the local boutiques made me ill. That was my mom's thing, not mine. It was beyond her limited vision to understand why I wanted to work in a field mostly dominated by men. She thought I should focus on finding a rich, suitable husband to settle down with. 
By the time I was awarded a full scholarship to Arizona State to the highly coveted W.P. Carey School of Business, my parents were barely able to muster any excitement for me. Only sheer determination to put on a show for their friends allowed any sort of feigned enthusiasm. After I graduated with honors and was accepted to Harvard College of Business, I fled Arizona. When my mother spoke about me to her friends, and my decision to be a career-woman, I could tell it pained her.
For the first few weeks after our reunion, things were a bit strained between us all. It didn't help things the news stories went from being local to national. Reporters from around the country hounded them for interviews about me, the  Warrior of Winscott as one headline labeled me. Their aversion to talking about me ended up being a good thing during that time. They never once granted an interview with any media outlets. I knew, however, the reasons for their denial to all the vultures. It didn't stem from a familial protective vibe over me. It was the sense of shame from the fact I had been raped and kept it hidden from them for so long. Throw in the fact that they feared being asked, “Gee, Dr. and Mrs. Tanner, in five years you hadn’t physically seen your daughter, even though you only lived twenty miles away?” 
It didn’t really matter the reasoning behind their perpetual silence with the media. I was glad they kept quiet, and at least we were working on being a family once again. We did so in our own quiet, snail-paced way. I was just now coming to terms with certain things in my life. I had spent most of my adult life trying to excel and obtain accolades from my employer and my less than interested parents. That determination to succeed killed my child and almost cost me my life.
Staring at the empty space above my bed, I blinked twice as I tried to adjust my eyes to the darkness around me. Sleep would not descend upon me anytime soon. I was accustomed to waking up to uncontrolled images swirling through my head after I lost the baby years ago. Back then, my tendency to pop awake during the wee hours of the night began as I experienced unsettling dreams that centered on disjointed visions. Me, hovering over an empty crib, arms aching while in a frantic search through piles of blue blankets for my son. Or, shooting straight up out of bed to the haunting sounds of the muffled, distant cries of my unborn child, yet unable to find the location of his feeble voice. My hands would involuntarily caress my flat stomach while I sobbed.
The first few months after my miscarriage, I attempted to console my wounded mind and spirit. I told myself during the brightness of day that the nightmares would soon cease as time passed. All fresh wounds eventually heal after the gaping holes that caused them close, leaving only a jagged scar as a reminder of the incredible pain. I remembered just enough from psychology class years ago in college to comprehend the dreams were just my brain’s way of dealing with the physical trauma of losing the baby. The fluctuation of hormones wreaked havoc with my thoughts, and would end eventually if I just shoved the pain down further. 
I learned that lesson while still a small child: out of sight, out of mind. Looking back on that thought process now with a clearer head, I realize what a fool I'd been. Trying to bury my emotions in a cesspool already full of putrid waters from older, fetid thoughts, was not the answer.
When James left me not long after I lost our son, my mind spun into a deep, post-partum sinkhole. My nights became a jumbled dance of waking to find myself sobbing uncontrollably, hugging my pillow to my face, it’s soft, feathery fibers soaked with the tears of my devastation. My heart couldn’t contain the sorrow anymore and I turned into a pile of stone. Continual hours of zombie-like stares into the empty ceiling, my eyes refusing to stay shut. I assumed this was a mental safety valve to keep me from wading through the nightmarish dreams again. God, I had shed so many tears during that six-month time frame to fill up a small swimming pool.
All the crying stopped when rage overtook my soul. The heat of my anger seared my tear ducts dry for almost five years. My dreams shifted into vile, bloody images of retribution after the rape. The dreams of a despondent mother searching, longing for the child she would never really know, took a back seat. The feelings of alienation and wandering alone through a cold, harsh world all shifted into retaliatory nightmares. They bounced from overwhelming fear as I relived my trauma through disturbing memories, to vicious, animalistic scenes. Disturbing images of me hacking all of the people responsible into pieces.
Those years of burning, dry hell totally engulfed my damaged body and already weakened mind. The fury welled up inside me after that horrendous night completely immersed my psyche. I would lie awake planning for hours the downfall of them all. My demented thoughts floated around in my mind, stretched out in the same spot where I was now, staring at the same, boring ceiling. 
Those vengeance-fueled visuals then changed over into marathon nights of reading and studying every single thing I could. I delved into each partner’s own personal buried treasure trove of sins, once I had unlocked them. My sole focus was on making all of those slimy snakes accountable for their actions—and in some cases, inactions. My obsession became like a disease, slowly feeding upon my soul until not much but a hollow shell remained. 
Now, almost nine months after the explosive day in the conference room, things hadn't changed much. I was lying awake again, realizing how sick and darkly possessed I had been during those years. It was during those murky, revenge-filled years that I became the predator who stalked its prey. The irrepressible urges to obtain my own personal justice consumed my entire being. I buried myself in the deep, gloomy well of self-imposed exile. I had imprisoned myself as I sank further and further to the bottom. I had covered myself with the dirt of others as I went.
The dreams that jolted me from my sleep tonight, as well as ones that I had experienced during the last three weeks, were different. They weren't borne of fear, anger or intense sorrow. Instead, they were haunting scenarios. In one, I was traipsing through an eerie forest at night, full of a tangled mesh of barbed vines. They clung to my heavy legs as they ripped and pulled me down deeper into the darkened depths of the forest floor. In another, I ran through endless hallways, trying to find a way out, yet seemed doomed to trudge through them alone. Tripping and falling as I felt the walls around me close in and cut off my air supply.  Good Lord, would I ever be able to find the shut off valve to this rampant mind of mine?
I couldn’t help but crack a wicked grin at the incredible irony my life had evolved into. I spent so many years working myself to a complete frazzle, first through college and then at Winscott. Clearly, I was obsessed with showcasing my abilities and perfecting my work above all others. A sick, twisted way to gain the recognition and respect I craved from my parents. My overzealous ambition became an obsession. Succeeding was my guiding purpose and nothing else mattered. 
My goal, ever since I could recall being old enough to have one, was to be the head of a successful company. A businesswoman who was strong and capable, yet tough as nails when necessary. A powerful woman who had it all—career, spouse, children—and always seemed to be able to balance the three in perfect harmony. A polar opposite of my mother. A woman whose only sense of self-worth came from what designer she wore on her boney back, or the make of the car she drove. 
A partial tidbit of that goal had been obtained, yet I was still wide awake. Lost in the stillness of the night, drenched in my stress-induced sweat, unable to sleep uninterrupted for an entire evening. Maybe it was the knowledge of Olin’s upcoming trial that spurred my insomnia on. I had less than two weeks to mentally prep myself to open old wounds. I would be forced to sit in the same room with that lecherous reptile and watch him attempt to slither out of his punishment. Not only was I expected to testify, along with Robert and countless others, but I promised Mrs. Milligan I would be there by her side the entire time.
Mrs. Milligan. Just thinking about the sweet, strong lady made me immediately feel guilty for worrying about my own trivial thoughts and emotions. God only knows the emotional twister that she had ridden for over thirty years now. Her words Let it go would reverberate through my mind when I thought about her. I couldn’t bear the thought of letting her down, so I knew, for her sake, I must try harder to stay strong.
During the past few months, Mrs. Milligan had grown close. No longer were we strangers, united under the shadow of sadness. I wasn't the type of individual who would randomly pick up the phone and call my mother to share my day. Or, place a call just to hear her her her soothing voice, because, well, she didn't possess that quality. 
However, I found myself doing just that with Mrs. Milligan. At first, I told myself my conversations with her were just to check on her well-being. Politeness to an elderly woman who seemed to need checking up on. But the truth was, I was drawn to her maternal kindness. Strength and compassion were foreign emotions to me and things I had never experienced with my own mother. Mrs. Milligan was such an enigma. When I looked beyond the frail appearance and witnessed the stoicism and bravery she possessed, I also sensed the grace and sadness balanced inside her. 
To still be able to smile and enjoy life after living through the tragedy no mother should ever suffer, was far beyond my ability to comprehend. I still yearned for my son, and I never saw his face or held him in my arms. Mrs. Milligan had spent years with her daughter. The staggering sadness would have driven me over the brink into utter madness. 
The one thing that puzzled me the most about her was her unyielding faith in God. Mrs. Milligan had an unshakeable belief in not only the existence of a Heaven, but that Gina was there waiting for her, along with her deceased husband. Although she didn’t speak of those things often, when she did, I felt her devotion. Her face would become calm and serene, aglow with a youthful vigor. During those moments, her belief would wash away the ravages of time that had tromped without mercy across her face. Listening to her speak about those things would leave me with a strange sensation. Like I was missing something from my own life. Some intangible ideal my black and white brain found utterly ridiculous, yet my heart whispered I desperately needed.
Fully awake now, I let out my breath in a slow, controlled burst. I gave up trying to lie still and crept out of bed so I wouldn’t wake Purr Baby. I went to the bathroom to rinse my sticky forehead and guzzle some cold water. 
The water cooled my skin and calmed my nerves. I wondered if the stress was brought on from becoming new position and all the responsibilities that came with being the new managing partner. Or maybe how I had obtained the coveted title. All my years of plotting the downfall of everyone was as far as my late night planning sessions went. I never really gave much thought to, or made preparations for, how my life would change after those plans finally came to fruition.
The first few weeks after my takeover, and the rippling after effects of Olin’s arrest, were a blur now. The publicity nightmare of the fraudulent audit and bankruptcy of Sprigg Oil & Gas kept all of us hopping from one disaster to the next. The loss of numerous clients over the whole, sordid affair, kept my mind shifting from one fire to another. Then, two months after I took over, Eric announced his early retirement and left the firm. That abrupt decision really crippled the already hobbled horse. Most of his clients left soon after he did, and the loss of his clientele had a huge impact on our bottom line each month. 
To my surprise, Nicole stepped up to the plate. She attempted to convince some of Eric’s larger clients to stay. But, even with her staunch efforts, she could only procure a successful retention rate of about ten percent. Though appreciated, it wasn’t much help.
Tensions on the tax floor did not help matters out any either. After the flames died down from the volcanic eruption in the conference room, the rumors continued to spread like molten lava. The gossip grapevine trailed all the way to Kevin’s house. Crept right into the ears of his surprised, and horrified, wife. Divorce proceedings began, and Kevin didn’t stand a chance in Hell. Not only was his soon-to-be-ex a lawyer, but a scorned woman. 
There seemed to be a very distinct line drawn in the sand on the tax floor. It was the supporters of Kevin versus supporters of Miranda, and working conditions were strained. Then, the lawsuits began to roll in. Fifteen of them to date. This was not too surprising, considering what a monster Olin was, but the shocker was Kevin was involved in a few. Apparently, after experiencing Olin’s horrid behavior, a few women had sought solace and help from the quiet partner, Kevin. According to their affidavits, Kevin would comfort them and promise his help, bed them, and then act like nothing ever happened. 
If the cash flow was available, I would ask him to resign. It would be worth the cost of his buyout just to remove his smarmy presence from Winscott.
Our biggest bleeder was the tremendous loss of all of our oil and gas clients. They literally scattered like ashes in the wind. After the news broke about the Sprigg situation and then Olin’s arrest, they couldn't run fast enough. The media coverage spread like a summer wildfire, and soon, Winscott’s name was in the trenches of accounting Hell. I dawned on me, a bit too late, I failed to work out the intricate details of the domino effect of taking Olin down. I didn't consider the financial backlash. Out of Olin’s six-hundred-plus clients, less than a hundred opted to stay with the firm. The revenue stream loss was pumping out of our doors faster than a severed jugular vein.
Most of Robert’s clients decided to stay and were now in the capable hands of Carl. I could only assume they took Robert’s plight into consideration. Maybe even had some twisted sense of respect for him. He finally stood up and admitted his personal wrongdoing in not only his part of Gina’s death, but the whole Sprigg mess. 
All of these issues weighed on me each day. Add in the fact the air at work was thick with the underlying current of distrust from most of the partners and employees, each day was hell. This distrust caused our turnover ratio to spike dramatically. My stress level had been at its peak for the first three months after taking over. My inability to sleep was kept on the back burner, for it just seemed a natural response to all the pressing issues swirling around me on a daily basis.
About five months after my ascension, the roller coaster slowed down to a more reasonable teacup ride. The blood-thirsty media sniffed out fresher wounds from other bleeding corpses to swoop down and feed upon. Their departure allowed us to begin patching up our wounds. After the loss of over half of our clients and countless employees, the media attention slowed. Now, it was a steady drip rather than a gushing geyser.
Nicole’s business valuation niche was booming, which helped our profit and loss each month. Her new venture helped her attitude at work as well. After Eric left, it she buried herself deeper than normal under mounds and mounds of paperwork. It kept her occupied as she mourned the loss of her relationship with Eric. 
It was also keeping her bank account and her sanity afloat. She possessed nothing else now to occupy her time. Nicole seemed lost and alone, the sudden expulsion of Eric from her life had left her empty. Nicole never had children, and the only family I ever recalled her speaking about resided in eastern Georgia. 
Nicole was so much like me. I could not recall her mentioning any female friends, so she was pretty much alone now. Eric had been her life. They had been together for years. For him to just suddenly announce his retirement plans to travel around the world with his wife and grandchildren, almost destroyed Nicole. In some aspects, I did feel sorry for her, and I viewed her now in a different light than I had before. It finally dawned on me that day in the conference room, when I saw behind the makeup, high fashion couture, and foul-mouthed exterior, Nicole was just like any other woman. Under her carefully placed veneer, was a woman who actually possessed emotions other than the greed and anger she showed to the world. I watched her struggle to control her face from crumbling into a pile of sorrowful tears. When she realized she was not the apple of Eric’s eye like she had assumed she was. 
When confronted with the fact that he was just like the majority of other men—he followed his penis in whatever direction it pointed—Nicole change.,Almost overnight. She had shocked me even more when she stopped by my office a few months ago. As she spoke and offered to help in any way possible, I realized it was her version of an apology. She had some ideas to help stem the flow of money that was leaking out of every conceivable crack. When I agreed, she then went out and executed them as only she could. 
She hadn’t retained many of Eric and Olin’s clients, but the ones who stayed paid well, and Nicole actually began to soften up at work. I was getting reports back that she was seen every now and then smiling at other employees, which was a first. I found it fascinating to observe her stages of transformation into a real human being. I marveled at how she handled herself in the wake of it all. When her reality check hit her, she stood up, brushed herself off, and proceeded to pay the bill as only a strong, southern-bred woman could.
My nemesis was still in jail, which allowed my mind to begin to relax a bit. Olin's incarceration afforded me, at least for a glorious few months, to sleep uninterrupted for about four hours at a time.
Until three weeks ago.
I couldn’t quite grasp why I was suffering from such crushing dreams. Every time I awoke from one, the sensation of my chest being squeezed by some unseen vise was beginning to take its toll. I knew Steve was right. I needed to visit with, at the very least, a rape crisis counselor. Better yet, a therapist who could help me to work through all of the traumatic events I had endured alone in repressed silence. But, I was such a private person, I just couldn’t bring myself to plop down on some cold leather couch and spill out the most horrid details of my life. To a complete stranger. Hell, I hadn’t even been able to express my emotions to James during our marriage after the loss of our son, and we had been married for eight years. Of course, James never had been the type that could sit still for more than a few minutes and listen to a person talk about their feelings, much less comprehend the emotions of another.
James wasn't the sit-still type. He was a powder keg of adrenaline who raced through life at only one speed—supersonic. We met during a party at Harvard as he was finishing up his last semester of law school. I was drawn to his reckless pursuit of life, money, and excitement. His exuberance left me breathless at times while I tried to keep up with his breakneck speed. 
For the first few years, I rode the high. But once my own career took off, and my schedule put me far away from home almost three-quarters of the year, James’s enthusiasm for money began to wane. Soon, he decided he wanted to start a family with a wife who stayed home while the husband went out and earned all the bacon. Of course, that attitude and thought pattern won my parents over. Sometimes, I felt like the only reason they continued to have any type of a relationship with me was just so they could see James.
After the first six years, our relationship flipped flopped. I was the one running full bore and James wanted to slow things down and spend more time together. The sudden shift in priorities made me wonder what happened to the man I married. It was almost like he wanted to recreate the Cleavers.
And I was no June.
I made sure protection was a top priority for the short stretches I was home. I held off as long as I could without getting pregnant. I soon found out that nothing is one-hundred percent effective, except abstinence, when I found myself pregnant. My under-enthusiastic emotional response to this was soon boosted to happiness. James’s thrilled demeanor began to rub off on me. Unfortunately, our relationship was held together by the thin cord of expectant parents. His resentment of my devotion to work and my refusal to cut back on hours ate at him. The situation went from being a small curb we could step over, to a brick wall that separated us. The wall eventually became a prison neither of us could escape. It grew worse after I locked myself in mental solitary after the miscarriage.
Thinking about James now only left me with a small sense of melancholy for our eight years of marriage. If I broke our relationship down to the barest essentials, our connection with each other never passed the superficial stage. We were too young, and both of us lacked the insight and ability to share ourselves with each other on an emotional level. Of course, when both parties are traveling at the speed of light in different directions, opportunities for the linking of two souls tend to pass by in a blurred frenzy. Soul-searching conversations never materialized, and it left our connection tenuous, and easily broken.
Steve Ronson was the complete opposite. He possessed the uncanny ability to listen, and really hear, the undertones of what was said. Plus, he had the almost freaky sense of perceiving what was behind the words. Those attributes, most likely, were what made him such a great detective. 
At dinner earlier tonight, the subject of my inability to sleep came up again. With a casual tone, he suggested I needed to see someone about it. When I reiterated how I wasn’t comfortable doing so with someone I didn’t know, he seemed a bit puzzled. His gorgeous face had been overshadowed by concern. He questioned why I had been able to tell him, when he had been a complete stranger at the time, but couldn’t talk to a professional. One better trained to handle the delicate nature of my issues.
Right now, as I stared at my pathetic and tired reflection in the mirror, I wished I could answer his question. I wasn't any closer to an answer now than I had been when he posed it. 
The rest of our conversation burst into my head. Steve reminded me I was going to have to split open my life, splayed out for the world to see, during Olin’s upcoming trial. The judge in the case had already determined cameras would be allowed in the courtroom. If I couldn’t handle a one-on-one couch session with a shrink, how would I handle the national exposure?
I honestly had no idea.
With a shake of my head, I peeled off my damp gown and padded over to my dresser to retrieve a dry one, and then I headed to the kitchen. As I rounded the corner, I glanced at the microwave. It was 3:45 in the morning. I chuckled and thought about the crazed father in The Amityville Horror who always woke up at 3:15, so at least I needn’t worry about my house being haunted. Or me slipping into murderous insanity, since it was past that time. It seemed that my brain just seemed programmed to wake up about this time. It overflowed with too many thoughts and shook me up. I decided I would at least put it to good use and get some work done.
Minutes later, coffee started and computer booting up, I sat down at the kitchen table. I yearned for Steve’s strong arms around me. I wanted to kick myself for not letting him spend the night after dinner earlier. I felt the warm sensation of desire weave through my body just at the mere mention of his name, yet I was still unable to succumb to my longing for him. 
In the past two months since we officially began dating, Steve had been so kind, patient, and tender with me. He let me be the one who reached out for his hand first. The one who initiated our first tender kiss. But, I was unable to allow things to move any further. Each time Steve got too close, my stomach knotted up so tight that the sensation of being punched would overwhelm me. It closed the valve tight on any amorous intentions.
God, I really did need therapy if I was ever going to be able to work through my angst and fear. Learn how to allow myself to have a normal relationship with a man again. The look in Steve’s eyes, as he left me standing in my doorway earlier, was a mixture of sadness and disappointment. I wasn’t being fair to this wonderful man, and that knowledge caused me to feel even more anxious, which then just compounded my issues further. It was a vicious cycle that I knew only I could end.
 A heavy sigh left me as I filled my coffee cup up with the steamy, robust liquid. I decided right then that I wasn’t going to let Steve’s glorious presence slip through my grasp. My marriage to James crumbled due to our inability to cope with feelings, and I was determined not to let that happen again.
I walked over to my purse and dug through it. I found the card Steve gave me months ago. It was for the rape crisis counselor/therapist he'd suggested. I turned and sat back down in front of the computer. I quickly typed out, then sent, the counselor an email. I requested a call back to discuss my situation and available appointment times. 
I smiled a bit. I had just taken another first step down my long road to rebuilding a new life. One that would be full of possibilities and excitement rather than fear, anger, and remorse. That idyllic vision was going to be a difficult one for me to attain. I had spent so many years focusing on nothing but revenge. My tunnel vision became black and clouded. Almost as if I had been locked in a dark cave for years. Now that I had been released into the blinding sun for the first time in ages, I felt out of sorts. I knew that it was going to take time for the eyes of my soul to be become accustomed to the light of day once again.
I sat and contemplated all the rambling thoughts about redemption, recovery, reconciliation, and my potential romantic interludes with Steve. In the pre-dawn hours of the morning, my mind fully alert, I was determined to make changes. The sound of an incoming Skype message pulled my attention back to the computer screen. The message was from Steve and simply said, “Go back to sleep.” 
I laughed out loud and began typing a message back to him, relishing his online presence and obvious watchful eye over me. I smiled as I thought I can do this.
 



 
 
Piper:
Executing the Plan
Chapter Two
 
 
 
One Week Prior -
Monday
 
Males. They are rather easy targets to manipulate, if you lower yourself to their sensory levels. Prey upon one of their three basic needs: food, ego stroking, or sex. I have used all three tricks in a variety of combinations over the years. I discovered that sex—or the tantalizing lure of potential intercourse—is the best tool to wield for the quickest results.
I finished applying the final touches of mascara and smiled at the results. The fake contact lenses had converted my eyes to a light green eyes, and I almost didn't recognize myself. I stood up and walked over to my closet. Pushing the hidden button, I stood back as it recessed into the room that housed my various props. The lights came on and showcased my numerous costume options. I tried to decide which look would best suit the reclusive herpetologist I was meeting with this afternoon. Considering he spent most of his days either milking poisonous snakes, or staring through a microscope, I figured that a demure redhead would suit my purposes. I reached for the long mane of wavy copper and smiled.
Returning to my makeup table, I adjusted the wig. Its flowing waves cascaded down my shoulders and back. I slid on a pair of dainty eyeglasses, giving me the sexy reporter air I hoped would render Dr. Moore into pliable putty in my hands. 
I stood up and surveyed the entire ensemble. It needed something. The subdued black skirt and white shirt would need a bit of va-va-voom, so I crammed my feet into the highest black pumps I could find in my closet. I looked again. I needed just one more little morsel. I unbuttoned my shirt to just above my décolleté. With just a small dab of perfume placed behind my ears and between my breasts, I was ready. 
It was time to play my part of interviewer to my interviewee, Dr. Moore. I grabbed my black leather satchel and double checked it. Sure enough, it contained empty syringes and the full syringe of liquefied Ambien. They were tucked safely away in the side pocket, right next to the small insulated lunch sack. I tottered downstairs and out the door. The thrill of the hunt made my heart pound a bit faster than normal.
Irritated at the Monday morning rush hour traffic, I finagled my way through the hordes of sheep. Fools on their way to their pathetic jobs, in their pathetic little cars, their pathetic little lives just plodding along. Normally, it was a two-hour drive to the tiny field office in McNeal that Dr. Moore worked at, so I had plenty of time to rehearse every possible scenario that might occur during our meeting. Considering the ridiculous congestion, I knew I would be a bit late if I didn’t step on it.
My initial contact with Dr, Moore was a week ago, under the guise of Bridgette Summers, reporter for a start-up magazine entitled Reptiles Today. When I explained Arizona was next on the list of states the magazine was interested in, he was beyond thrilled. I told him the two-part series would showcase the venomous snakes of the United States. I could almost feel his excitement projecting through the phone lines. My research led me to pick Dr. Moore as my prey for several reasons. His remote location in the desert of Southeastern Arizona was the first part. The fact that his specialty was producing anti-venom was a strong points as well. But, his bland biography I found online was the clincher. It was obvious Dr. Moore was a loner who enjoyed the company of scaly creatures rather than humans.
In other words, he would be an easy target.
I wound my way through the endless twists and turns of dusty back roads. I drove over a small rise and found the research lab. I gave a quick glance of the area and only noticed one other vehicle. Luck was with me. I let the grimy dust settle around my car while I checked my reflection in the mirror one last time. Everything had to be in place. I dabbed a bit more shine to my lips then stepped out of the car. 
Before I could even take three steps toward the front entrance, the heavy steel door opened and the silver-colored head of Dr. Moore popped out. “Welcome, welcome, Ms. Summers. Right on time, yes, right on time. My directions were on the button, were they not?” he stammered, unable to take his beady little eyes off my chest. 
I knew then that this would be a piece of cake. “Dr. Moore, I presume?” I asked with a hint of coyness in my voice. I batted my fake lashes at him then extended my hand. He nodded his head in agreement, his wire-rimmed glasses lightly bouncing on his protruding nose. I flashed him my best smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Dr. Moore released my hand and stepped back, holding the door open for me. I walked inside, immediately accosted by a smell that overwhelmed my nostrils. Years of smelling horrid stenches at Haven Hills allowed me to keep my composure. I didn't react to the reeking odor, even though it pounded my olfactory senses. Instead, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the sudden change in light.
Dr. Moore’s biography failed to mention he looked exactly like a hobbit. The only difference was he didn't have the pointy ears and clothes. I surmised this was the reason he decided to spend his life as a recluse in the desert. Why he chose to work around fanged creatures that could kill him in a matter of seconds was beyond me. He could have been a desert dwelling hermit without keeping company with vipers. 
It was obvious he did not often entertain females here by the way his ravenous eyes
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