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Dedication

For my cousin, Sandy Karchella, and all the
other lost children.

May the Lord find them and bring them
home.

 


 


 


 


See that you do not despise one of these
little ones, for I say to you that their angels in heaven always
look upon the face of my heavenly Father…In just the same way, it
is not the will of your heavenly Father that one of these little
ones be lost.

Matthew 18:10 & 14 NAB

 


 


 


 



Chapter One

 


From the top step at the entrance to Holy
Redeemer Church, Samantha Lyons gazed out past the edge of town.
The tiny gray speck on the horizon that was Field Station Number
Thirty-Seven sat in the endless green of salt hay, a spot easy to
miss unless one knew where to look for it. Despite the lack of
conveniences, she had come to love the modest dwelling.

For two years Samantha had studied the
effects of a new pesticide on the salt marsh mosquito as the final
application of her doctoral thesis. The very real possibility that
she would not finish her work was bad enough, but the idea of
leaving her first real home tore at her. Sorrow welled up in her
throat, threatening to choke her.

Shading her eyes, she glanced up and down the
main street of Clam Creek, New Jersey. She doubted that she would
catch a glimpse of the college junior who had signed on to be her
assistant. Ginger Blaine had decided that the lonely life of a
research scientist on a salt marsh was no way to live and had
driven away, vowing never to return.

Lowering her hand, Samantha ambled slowly
down the church steps, forcing herself to rein in her emotions. The
humid air and searing morning sunshine of another steamy August day
did not bother her, but a sense of loss swept through her like a
black stone in the pit of her stomach. Without Ginger's help, she
would have to leave Clam Creek. She had guessed from the first that
Ginger wouldn't make a suitable assistant, but since nobody else
had applied for the position, she had been forced to hire the
flighty young woman.

Samantha walked toward her blue Chevy. Waves
of heat shimmered from the roof as she approached it. She had
parked her car in the brutal sunshine, but with the weather
forecast for clear skies, and sleepy Clam Creek's almost
nonexistent crime rate, she felt safe in leaving the windows open.
Nobody had to worry about anyone stealing anything in the tiny
town. So when she opened her car door and saw someone in her
vehicle, it startled her so badly she dropped the keys she held in
her hand.

A small boy holding a chocolate ice cream
cone sat on the passenger seat of her car. Melted brown ice cream
covered his chin and he looked at her with wide, round eyes as full
of fear as those of the timid deer that occasionally wandered into
the field station. The child’s straight, black hair fell into his
eyes, which were the same hazy blue as the summer sky. Samantha
didn't have any idea who he was.

She bent to pick up her keys, keeping her
gaze fixed on the child. “Hi. Where are your mom and dad?”

The little boy's face crumpled. At almost the
same moment, Samantha heard the frantic sound of a deep male voice
calling.

“James! James! Where are
you?”

Samantha rose, turned, and saw a man running
down the street toward her.

The boy wailed. “Daddy! Daddieeeeeee!” His
ice cream cone tilted and a large brown glob landed on the car
seat. The youngster screamed louder.

“I'm here,
James!”

As the man raced toward Samantha's car, she
noticed the ice cream shop owner following him in hot pursuit.

“Hey, Meester. You no pay
me!” The rotund ice cream entrepreneur shouted. The young boy's
father skidded to a stop when he reached Samantha's car. He yanked
open the passenger door, reached in, and quickly pulled his son
into his arms.

“What are you doing with my
kid?” he demanded.

“What's he doing in my car?”
Samantha asked.

The boy sobbed. “My ice cream, Daddy! My ice
cream!”

“Hey you! You owe me two
feefty!” the shop owner roared, creating more of a
ruckus.

“I told you I have the money
in my car!” the father growled back.

Samantha studied the father and son. The dad
hadn't shaved in a few days, though the stubble on his chin didn't
detract from his good looks. At some point in his life, he must
have lifted weights because he had wonderfully broad shoulders,
which his T-shirt only seemed to emphasize. A blush heated her
cheeks.

“Thees your car?” the angry
proprietor asked.

“No,” the father answered.
“Mine's blue....” His voice trailed off as he blinked in the bright
sunlight at the car's finish.

“Hey, thees one is blue,”
the shop owner pointed out.

“Yeah, well—mine's a
Chev...”

Samantha saw the puzzled frown cloud the
father's face.

He paused as his gaze moved from one end of
the car to the other.

“Okay,” he muttered. “This
car looks almost the same as mine. Is that what happened, James?
You thought this was our car?”

The boy nodded his head and took in a ragged
breath.

The father glared at Samantha. “You should
have rolled up your windows and locked your car.”

“You should have been
holding your son's hand.” Samantha reached under the seat for a
roll of paper towels to remove the brown glob of ice cream, which
spread out as it melted.

The shop owner boomed, “You shoulda keep the
money in your pocket, not in your car!”

“All right!” the father
grumbled. “Can't you be patient a minute? It's not like you have a
long line of customers in that shop.” He pointed to the deserted
ice cream parlor up the street.

“You gonna cheat me!” The
shop owner shook his fist in a threatening manner.

The harried father swore. “I'll see if I've
got any change.” He walked back up the street with his son sobbing
softly on his shoulder and the shop owner dogging his
footsteps.

Samantha tugged a few more towels off the
roll and dropped them on the chocolate goo. She glanced up and
couldn't help but notice how the father dragged his feet along the
street. It appeared he carried not only the weight of his son on
his shoulders but the crushing load of the world. An odd suspicion
set her nerves on edge. Maybe the father really didn't have the
money in his car.

She swiped once more at the mess on her front
seat. She couldn't ignore the lost look in the child's eyes. She
thought of herself at the same age. A small chill wound its way up
her spine despite the heat of the day.

Suddenly, the father and the shop proprietor
commenced yelling at each other all over again, loud enough for the
entire town to hear.

“This is two dollars and ten
cents!” The shop owner had his teeth bared. “I told you it was
two-feefty!”

“So I'm a little short.” The
man clutched his son against him. “I really thought I had the exact
amount.”

Samantha dropped the messy paper towels in a
nearby garbage can. Without a moment's hesitation, she dug in her
handbag for some change and hurried up the street to the scene.

“I think you must have
dropped this when you bent over to take your son out of my car.”
She held out the coins in her hand.

“No ... I...” The father
shot her a wary look. “Uh. Yeah, that must be mine.” He reached out
and she dropped the change into his palm.

Samantha saw the relief break out on his face
as he stared at the coins.

“Thanks ... I...” His eyes
narrowed and he peered at her for a moment with such suspicion that
she took a step back. He turned to the shop owner and dropped the
money into the man's beefy paw.

“Well, that's all settled
then. Here's your forty cents, sir. No hard feelings.”

The shop owner carefully counted out the
coins and closed the money tightly in his fist before heading back
to his store, mumbling loud enough for everyone to hear. “Humph! I
know the minute I see him—he's a bum!”

“My ice cream fell,” the boy
whimpered.

“Yeah, sport.” The father
patted the child tenderly. “Sorry.”

His shoulders slumped in defeat as he began
to turn toward his own blue Chevy. Samantha followed him.

“There's plenty of doughnuts
and cider at Holy Redeemer,” she suggested.

“A church?” The father
turned a mocking smile toward her, marring his face. “I don't think
so.”

“I like doughnuts.” The
little boy looked ready to burst into tears again. “I'm hungry!
Doughnuts, Daddy. Doughnuts.”

The father muttered a curse and ran his hand
through his hair.

Samantha drew her mouth into a thin line and
tried to ignore the foul language. The child was hungry and should
be fed.

“Everyone at Holy Redeemer
is very friendly, and really, there's a ton of leftovers. They'll
just go stale if you don't eat them. They're homemade.”

“I don't want to listen to a
lot of Scripture verses while I'm eating.”

Samantha took a deep breath and glanced into
the interior of the man's car. Pillows, blankets, boxes and
clothing had been stuffed haphazardly inside. It seemed all too
obvious to her. The man and his son were living in that
automobile.

She made a mental note of the brand-name
labels on the clothes and shoes the two wore. They hadn't always
been destitute. While they could be moving, or vacationing on a
shoestring, they could be running, too. The very thought of her own
miserable youth made her ball her hands into fists.

She shrugged as casually as she could, trying
to push the bad memories to the back of her mind.

“Too bad about the
doughnuts, then. The members of Holy Redeemer do have a tendency to
sprinkle Bible verses and proverbs into everything they
say.”

“I want a doughnut!” James
voiced his opinion loudly.

The father stared down at the sidewalk for a
moment. Samantha saw his jaw clench.

“No one is going to tie you
up and force you to become a Christian.” She could not prevent the
touch of exasperation that edged into her voice.

The father narrowed his eyes and glared at
her, but then his son sobbed.

“Daddy, my belly
hurts.”

Samantha's heart squeezed painfully at the
boy's cry. She clutched at her waist and remembered the times she,
too, experienced that gnawing hunger. Her temper rose. How could
that man allow his son to go without food? But when she looked at
him again, she saw that his features had softened. He rubbed his
son's back to soothe the child.

“I'm not afraid of becoming
a believer any time soon,” he scoffed. “So lead us to those
doughnuts.”

 


* * * *

 


My name is not Alan Nugent! It is David
Halpern. Had he stuttered when he introduced himself? Yes. His face
grew hot despite the cooler air in the church basement. How could
he erase thirty years of being Alan Nugent? But he had to—for
Foster's—James' sake. He had created new identities to protect his
son and himself, but the boy seemed to have an easier time making
the adjustment than he did.

David Halpern. DAVID! David and James
Halpern. Alan Nugent must vanish.

He watched James down four doughnuts and at
least a half-quart of cider. Two elderly women in the kitchen
seemed delighted with his son's prowess in packing away the gooey
treats. After the second one, David tried to end James’ binge, but
the women would not hear of it.

“He's a growing boy!” they
scolded.

David ate two doughnuts. He didn't doubt that
he could have finished off an even dozen himself, but he didn't
want to appear desperate, even though it took every ounce of his
restraint to walk away from the platter.

The coffee helped. He closed his eyes and
smelled the heavenly aroma wafting out of the hot cup in his hands.
The caffeinated elixir restored some of the strength he lost
yesterday when he was robbed.

He covered his eyes with one hand as if that
would help shove the incident from his mind. It didn’t. He’d gone
through several terrible times in his life, but nothing frightened
him as much as looking at the wrong end of a gun barrel.

He thought he had parked in a safe place at a
rest stop along the highway. It was dark, but plenty of people
walked in and out of the main building. While James slept on the
back seat, David opened the trunk of the car. He kept a large
amount of cash under the spare tire. He figured he’d pull out a few
more twenties to put in his wallet.

Without any warning, a man suddenly stood
beside him holding a gun. David held a wad of cash in his hand. The
man told him to hand it over.

David went numb. In a panic, he thought only
of James. The boy needed him. He could not risk injury to himself
by fighting back or calling for help. And if he called for help,
the police would come.

He held out the money. The man grabbed it and
then demanded David’s phone. David complied.

Satisfied, the thief quickly ducked behind a
dumpster and vanished without a sound.

Shaking, David closed the trunk. On weak,
trembling knees, he got back into the car and drove to a small town
where he searched for a pay phone. When he called his lawyer, he'd
learned the counselor had gone on vacation. Leaving a message on
the answering machine had wasted most of his precious change. So
what now? He couldn't blow his cover, not when he was so close to
saving his son from Linda.

“Are you just passing
through?”

David opened his eyes warily and studied the
blond beauty who had introduced herself as Samantha Lyons. Her
light hair looked genuine, a shade more like honey. He didn't
detect any dark roots, so it couldn't be bleached as Linda's was.
It had to be real, he decided.

But that fact alone did not make her
trustworthy. He couldn't trust her. He couldn't trust anybody.

He didn't like the way she twisted a rubber
band around her fingers, over and over, staring at him in a most
expectant manner. He'd seen that look before from some of those
overly zealous Christians eager to bring him back to the fold.

“I wasn't planning to hang
around here,” he answered.

“It's a lovely town, very
quiet.”

He found himself staring at her lips.
Unadorned by any garish color, they were small but nicely shaped.
In fact, with her sandals, gauzy skirt, and sleeveless blouse she
radiated a sort of wholesomeness, reminding him of a television
commercial for an all-natural soap or herbal shampoo.

“Nothing happens here. Clam
Creek doesn't even have its own police force.” Her voice dropped to
a whisper.

An alarming suspicion swept through David. He
rubbed his neck to try and wipe away the prickles of
apprehension.

“You need cash and I need an
assistant,” she said softly.

The sudden proposition hit him with all the
force of a head-on collision. He choked on the coffee.

“W-what are you talking
about?” he sputtered.

“I'm doing research on
mosquitoes in the marsh,” she explained. “I need someone to catch
them.”

He drew his brows together. Was she some kind
of lunatic? “You shouldn't have a problem with that. There are
zillions of mosquitoes out there.”

“Yes, but there are other
insects, too.”

In a graceful movement, she pitched the
rubber band she had been toying with into a nearby garbage can and
then folded her arms across her chest. David watched the color of
her eyes harden to a steely gray.

“I need someone to catch
only mosquitoes. Once they are caught, I have to spray them with an
experimental pesticide and document the results.”

Okay, maybe she wasn't a nut case. Testing
pesticides sounded reasonable. David looked at James. His son
needed a roof over his head, clean clothes, and food. Since they'd
been on the road, David hadn't dared to use his credit card because
the purchases could be traced.

“What's the pay?” he
asked.

She turned her gaze to the floor and he
tensed. Her evasive body language meant she was hiding
something.

So what? He was a wanted man. The irony of
the situation might have struck him as comical, if he hadn't run
out of options.

“Well, there's plenty of
food, a clean room with bunk beds—”

“Bunk beds!” James picked up
on the word. “Kyle has bunk beds. I got to climb to the top. I
could touch the ceiling!” He smiled.

“Kyle?” David
asked.

A sudden look of fear widened James’ light
blue eyes. “My friend.”

David's jaw clenched. What kind of father had
he been? He didn't even know the names of his son's friends. A wave
of remorse washed over him for all the time he had wasted. Still,
he reminded himself that he hadn't really known. He hadn't truly
understood the kind of mother Linda had become. Thinking of her
sickened him and he nearly missed hearing Samantha softly mumble
her wage offer. David was shocked at the meager amount.

“Lady—I can make more than
that bagging fries and burgers.”

She stiffened. “But I won't ask for your
social security number. This will be strictly under the table.
Cash.”

Her remark knocked the wind right out of him.
She had a sharp mind, but was obviously as desperate as he was.

Which couldn't be good. He threw the paper
cup into a trashcan.

“Let's go, James,” he
ordered his son.

“Daddy! No!” James snatched
another doughnut and scurried under a table.

As David went after his son, Samantha darted
in front of him and blocked the way.

“Look, my assistant quit and
I just need someone for two weeks. That's all, I promise. I know
it's boring work, but it's really important.”

For a moment, the woman's gray eyes held him
entranced. He wanted to reach out to touch the delicate blond
tendrils that framed her face and quivered as she pleaded with
him.

Then he suddenly realized that the room had
become silent. The elderly ladies shot disapproving stares at him.
He cursed himself for being such a fool. He had known he would have
to pay a price for seeking sustenance in a church.

“James!” he rumbled. “Get
out from under that table, now. And you,” he growled at the woman
impeding his escape. “Get out of my way.”

She didn't flinch. She glared at him with
gunmetal gray eyes as unyielding as the barrel of the thief’s gun.
Sweat beaded up on his brow.

“How can you drag that child
around when he needs a roof over his head and food in his
stomach?”

Her cold voice sent a shaft of ice right
through David's heart. He wanted to shout at her, to tell her he
loved his son so much he had walked out of his job as
vice-president of a major insurance firm, leaving one day without
telling a soul in a frantic effort to save his son. However, the
lump in his throat prevented him from saying anything. If he hadn't
been robbed, if he hadn't been reduced to the status of a homeless
man, everything would have been fine.

“I could report you,” she
said.

At that threat, David swallowed hard and
found his voice. “Look lady—”

“Samantha,” she
reminded.

“It doesn't matter what your
name is,” he shot back. “I don't know anything about you. I don't
know whether this ‘study’ of yours is legitimate. Maybe this is
just some crazy scheme you dreamed up, maybe you intend to test the
pesticide on me and my son like some mad scientist...”

He ended his tirade when he saw her shake her
head. A sad smile touched her lips.

“I've been called dedicated
and crazy, but never mad.” A mist clouded her eyes into a gentle
soft fog. “For what it's worth, I can guarantee that you will not
be affected by the pesticide. You won't have any contact with it at
all.”

David stared at her with his heart hammering.
He felt like an idiot.

Her unhappy smile turned tight and brittle.
“If I don't finish this study, I will have wasted two years of my
life plus I lose my happy little home.”

Either she had the makings of an Academy
Award winning actress or she was telling the truth.

David thought about the weeks he and James
had already spent running: sleeping in a different motel room every
night, buying a different car once, reading the papers and watching
the television news, fearing they would be the subject of the
headlines. Living in a state of constant tension, hoping the sound
of a baying dog in the distance wouldn't be a bloodhound hot on
their trail.

Now, without any money, they could wind up
sleeping in the car every night, as they had done last night. With
empty pockets, he might have to resort to stealing food. He was in
enough trouble. Did he want to add burglary to his record? He
realized he had no choice but to accept her offer.

“Okay, I'll catch some of
your mosquitoes,” he conceded.

Her smile widened, reminding him of the
silver crescent moon that hung in the sky only last night when he
thought all his hope was gone.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Samantha's palms dripped with sweat as she
drove to the field station with David's car following along behind
her. Had she made one of the worst decisions of her life? Nobody
hired a total stranger. Until now, she would never have considered
it. It was bad enough she knew nothing of the man and his son. But
what would happen when her new male employee met Cassie? A tense
knot formed in her stomach.

Cassie would take an immediate dislike to
him. It was Samantha's own fault. She had no one to blame but
herself for Cassie's outrageous behavior. Though Cassie adored
women and children, men brought out her baser instincts. Still,
Samantha wouldn't have to worry about anyone in town starting any
slanderous rumors with Cassie on guard. But if David was frightened
away, all Samantha's hopes would disintegrate.

She carefully thought out her options and her
shoulders slumped. She really didn't have any alternatives. Her
grant ran out at the end of the month and without a documented
conclusion, she had no chance of getting another grant. She would
have to look for another job and leave her beloved home in the
marsh.

No. She sat up straight and squared her
shoulders. She would not quit. No matter what, she would struggle
to finish her research and remain in her home—with or without
David's help—even if it meant not sleeping for days on end.

She had prayed long and hard in church. David
Halpern's arrival in Clam Creek seemed to be the answer to her
petition, since the likelihood of anyone else breezing into the
backwater town was remote.

Besides, she couldn't possibly let young
James Halpern suffer. She sighed and the old pain stabbed at her
heart. Seeing that little boy started her mind whirling with
flashbacks of her own young life, which certainly hadn't dimmed
with the years. There had been very little joy in her
childhood.

She comforted herself with the idea that
maybe she could talk some sense into David's head, though
suspicions crowded her mind. Could the child be the prize in a
custody battle, just as she had been? Or was she merely assuming
that because she had been a victim herself? She intended to search
the Internet to see if she could find any information about the
pair, but she sincerely hoped her fears were way off track.

Then again, David could have committed some
other crime, something even more horrific.

No. She swept her hair off her shoulders and
cast her doubts to the back of her mind. David was the answer to
her prayers—a way out of her difficulty.

Samantha recalled a verse
and God's promise. God is faithful and
will not let you be tried beyond your strength…

As she drove over the rickety wooden bridge
that spanned the creek, the weight of her car on the old beams made
a series of familiar clunking sounds. She checked her rearview
mirror to be sure David didn't become unnerved by the archaic
crossing, which had no railing. He eased his car slowly over the
bridge, but did not stop or turn around. Samantha realized she had
been holding her breath as she watched him.

If he was brave enough to cross that bridge,
could he face Cassie without blinking an eye? She gritted her teeth
and prayed she could change Cassie's mind concerning men.

The field station came into full view as the
level of the dirt road rose another foot above sea level by a copse
of stunted cedars. The sight of the three gray buildings in the
afternoon light gave Samantha a catch in her throat. In only two
short years, that little cluster of simple shelters had become her
life. Two window boxes burst with the bright magenta of impatiens.
On the side of the cottage, tomato towers supported the lush
foliage and tempting fruit she had coaxed to grow from a small plot
of precious earth. White sheets fluttered in the breeze on a line
strung between the cottage and a stunted lone pine.

She pulled up beside the cottage with her
eyes growing misty. She had dared to put down roots here. Leaving
it would be too painful to bear. She closed her eyes briefly and
offered up another silent plea that David Halpern would help her
finish her research. When she got out of her car, she saw James
already scrambling across the yard.

“Daddy! I hear a dog
barking! And look! There's a boat! Can we go for a
ride?”

Samantha couldn't help smiling at the young
child's innocent delight, but her smile faded as David emerged from
his car and glanced around the small enclosure.

“This is a research
facility?”

Though he wore a vague look of confusion,
Samantha couldn't prevent the surge of anger rumbling through
her.

“Your tax dollars, or lack
thereof, at work.” A flush burned on her cheeks. “It's funny how
nobody wants to get bitten by a mosquito carrying a deadly virus,
but the good, hard-working citizens of this state don't want to
invest much money in preventive measures.”

“I don't live in this
state,” he grumbled in his defense.

Immediately, Samantha saw a look of
consternation steal across his features. It seemed obvious he
realized he made an error. He let slip one small detail, one
undisguised fact about his life.

She crossed her arms and studied him
carefully. “So, where are you from?”

“Kansas.”

She doubted the answer he blurted out, but
she didn't intend to press him now. That might scare him away, and
she didn't want to do that, although Cassie might.

“It looks like this is about
as far from civilization as you can get.”

His features relaxed into an easy grin,
successfully disarming Samantha. Until then, she hadn't known what
a smile would do to his face. It made him devastatingly
attractive.

“Mrs. Lyons,” James tugged
at her skirt. “Do you have a dog?”

Samantha’s heart sank as she gazed down at
the boy's eager face. The moment of truth had arrived, so she faced
it with a valiant smile and evaded the question.

“Why don't you call me Miss
Samantha? I'd like that.”

“Miss Samantha, don't you
have a dog?” he tugged at her skirt with both hands.

Samantha bent down to the child's level and
wiped her damp hands on her skirt carefully before answering.

“Yes, I do. I got her at the
animal shelter. Nobody wanted her, even though she is the sweetest,
most beautiful dog in the world. If you give her a hot dog, she'll
be your true friend forever.”

James’ face fell. “I don't have a hot
dog.”

“I have an
extra.”

James’ eyes opened wide. “You do?”

Samantha nodded. “But my dog will lick you
with her tongue. Do you think you will mind that?”

James shook his head vigorously from
side-to-side.

Samantha stood up and took James’ hand to
lead him to the cottage.

“You didn't tell me you had
a dog.” David fell into step behind them.

Samantha stopped and faced him with her mouth
feeling as dry as the marsh reeds in the summer sun. She decided
the way to begin would be to extol her dog's virtues.

“She's quite mild-mannered
with children,” Samantha emphasized. “She adores them. They can
even step on her and she won't complain. She absolutely loves
having kids annoy her. They can pull her tail and her ears and she
just laughs at them. She rolls on her back so they can pat her
tummy.”

David's right eyebrow shot upward. “So the
dog runs free?”

“Unless we have company,”
Samantha added hastily as a chill twisted around her heart. She
thought about losing the only extra pair of hands she would
probably get. Her tiny glimmer of hope evaporated.

“Daddy, Kyle's dog used to
lick me all the time, even if I didn't give him a hot
dog.”

Samantha prayed that the pure happiness
glowing on the child's face would convince his father to stay.

“I'll introduce James to the
dog first. She's old and I don't want to confuse her or wear her
out or ... well, you'll see, they'll get along fine.” She forced a
light note into her voice, though the tightness in her chest made
that difficult. “You'd best stay outside until I call
you.”

Leading James by the hand, she went up to the
cottage door and opened it. Cassie danced around them with happy
barks, wagging her entire tail end.

James laughed. “She's licking my hand!”

“Let's get a hot dog,”
Samantha said as she hurried into the kitchen and opened the
refrigerator. Cassie and James followed at her heels.

“Sit,” Samantha ordered.
Cassie obediently sat on her haunches and stared at her mistress
expectantly.

James patted the dog's forehead. “I'm going
to give her a hot dog now. Right?”

“Yes.” Samantha pulled out
her pet's favorite treat and handed it to James. “Hold it out to
her and she'll gobble it down in nothing flat.”

James squealed with glee as Cassie downed the
hot dog. Cassie then licked him, waiting for another treat while
raising her eyebrows inquiringly and wagging her tail the entire
time.

“No more,” Samantha told the
dog. “You don't want to spoil your supper.”

Cassie sighed as if she understood and lay
down on the floor. James knelt beside her and patted her
gently.

“I like Cassie,” he said.
“She's a good dog.”

Samantha found herself wringing her hands
repeatedly. How was she going to handle introducing David to
Cassie? Maybe she could skip it altogether.

“Have you ever seen guinea
pigs?” she asked James. The boy shook his head. “They're much
smaller than Cassie, but they're nice animals. I have four in the
lab.”

“Do they bite?” James asked
with a suddenly serious expression. His young face reminded her of
all the old anxieties and paranoia from her past. The unexpected
ache of it surged up from deep within her and nearly swamped her
while her heart thudded ominously in her chest. She reached for the
crucifix at her throat and held it. Lord,
let me help this child.

Fighting to remain calm, she replied. “They
only bite if you put your finger in front of their mouths. They
think it's a carrot and they love to eat carrots.”

James nodded. “Dogs don't like carrots.”

“True. They like meat,” she
admitted.

 


* * * *

 


David walked up to the screen door. His son
knelt on the floor, patting the dog's head. The animal appeared to
be a rather nondescript common mutt with a white and tan coat, thin
and scrawny without the classic form of any pedigree.

He shivered despite the sweltering
temperature as the old painful memories weighed down on his
shoulders. He and Linda had a dog, a magnificent Irish setter, when
they were first married. He had named it Blarney and had taught it
to sit and beg and roll over. But Linda had let it out one day,
because she couldn't be bothered walking it. Blarney got hit by a
car and died.

He should have known then that a woman as
irresponsible as Linda would never make a good mother.

David saw the back of Samantha's head from
where he stood. Her honey-blond hair, lush and thick, like molten
gold waves cascaded down her back. Samantha wasn't Linda. For a
moment, he pictured himself caressing the burnished ripples of
Samantha's hair before he thrust that dangerous image to the back
of his mind.

He reminded himself that Samantha was a
practicing Christian. With all their sanctimonious airs, they
couldn't be trusted. Hadn't the minister told him he shouldn't
divorce Linda? David rubbed his temples. He wished he could erase
all the bad memories.

He didn't have many choices at this point.
Food and a bed for James and himself for two weeks was a good deal.
He could have a bed and food in prison, but then James would be
back with Linda.

Bile rose in his throat as he thought of the
way she had abused and neglected James.

No. She would not get their child again.
Ever.

He reached for the doorknob. Immediately, the
dog jumped up and ran toward him, snarling and baring its
teeth.

Startled by such a vicious show, David held
the door shut as the dog threw itself against the screen.

Samantha rushed over and grabbed the dog's
collar.

“I'm sorry.” Her troubled
gray eyes met his only briefly. “Cassie doesn't like men. She's a
marshmallow for anyone else.”

David laughed. “You're telling me that dog
will chew me to bits because I happen to be male.”

“I would never allow her to
do such a thing.”

David found it amusing to watch Samantha
struggle with the scrawny mutt, trying to keep it in check while it
continued to growl and snap. He could swear the dog was
salivating.

“And how will you prevent
her from making mincemeat of me?”

“I'll put her in my
bedroom.”

With that, she dragged the dog away. A shiver
went through David at the irritating sound of nails screeching
along the tiled floor. Samantha shut the animal into a room and
closed the door. Returning to the porch with her face beautifully
flushed, she continued to apologize for her dog's antisocial
behavior.

“There's a room in the lab
building where you and James will sleep, but you have to eat here.
When you do, I'll keep Cassie locked up.”

David shrugged. “I understand. You need
protection out here, all by yourself.”

“So will you stay, even if
Cassie doesn't like you?” Her voice sounded strained and
anxious.

“I'll give it a
shot.”

He noticed her shoulders shake slightly as
her gaze went to the floor. David frowned. Was his help that
important?

“Daddy, come see the
television!” James shouted. David opened the screen door and
stepped inside.

Samantha wheeled around. “I don't have a
television in the lab, so you'll have to use the one in my living
room.” Though her voice was as soft as the breeze that blew against
the linens on the clothesline, David heard a slight tremor in it.
From the living room, they went to the kitchen and James skipped
along behind the woman as if she were some Pied Piper playing a
special tune that only children could hear.

David sighed deeply. He heard the tune
himself. Samantha Lyons had some mysterious quality about her that
made him want to know more about her—to spend time with her—to
touch her—to listen to her hypnotic voice. She was attractive, but
not gorgeous. She should have gotten braces on her teeth when she
was a kid, yet that didn't matter. David had dealt with enough
women to know that outer beauty didn't necessarily make for a nice
disposition. Linda had been a cover model for all of the most
prestigious magazines, but she had been impossible to live
with.

* * * *

 


Samantha's tour of the house turned out to be
rather brief.

David hadn't realized how small the cottage
really was with a kitchen, a pantry/utility room, a living room,
one bedroom, one bathroom, and a screened-in porch. No basement, no
den.

A cooling breath of air fanned David's face
as they stepped back out onto the porch, the best feature of the
tiny house. Four wicker chairs and a low table formed a cozy
seating arrangement.

Samantha sank down onto one of the chairs and
David did the same. James crawled into his lap.

“So how am I supposed to
catch the mosquitoes?” he asked.

“I have a
gentle vacuum device with a big tube and a cage
on the end that holds the mosquitoes.” She
gave him a tremulous smile and he blinked to prevent himself from
being mesmerized.

“What if some mosquito with
a virus bites me while I’m trying to catch it?” David
questioned.

“Before you go outside to
catch the mosquitoes, you should slather yourself with insect
repellent. I have plenty of it you can use.”

He watched her long, thin fingers smooth out
her gauzy skirt. Everything about her seemed so soft and feminine
that he almost felt he could relax. He wrapped his arms more
closely about James. No. He couldn't let down his guard. Not with
her. Not with anyone.

He glanced outside at the endless miles of
salt hay and at the blue water beyond that. It would be safe
enough, he guessed.

“Anyhow, then the live
mosquitoes—because, of course, they must be live to test the
pesticide—go into a large cage in the lab and I do all the rest. It
isn't difficult.”

“So I stand outside—catch a
few mosquitoes—”

“You have to catch a lot,”
she broke in. “This part of the study is very important. I have
been breeding mosquitoes in the lab and testing the pesticide on
them, but I need a control group, a totally unrelated batch of
mosquitoes.”

“Can't you just take your
vacuum cleaner outside and draw in a million of them?” Her gentle
vacuum method sounded ridiculous to David.

“You would hurt them.” She
frowned.

“Heaven forbid,” he stated
in a mocking tone.

Her eyes sparked flint at him. He leaned back
in the chair, feeling the heat from her searing gaze. James sighed
as his eyes began to close.

“It's extremely important
research,” she reminded him.

David didn't doubt that the earnestness in
her face could convince Congress to appropriate trillions of
dollars in funding for her cause. Then he reminded himself that
right now, he and James needed a safe haven, and this could be an
ideal situation.

“Okay, okay.” He tried to
sound apologetic. “There are nasty viruses and we must do something
about it. So when do I start trapping mosquitoes?”

“Tomorrow. Today is
Sunday...” Her voice trailed off and she glanced into the
distance.

Simply the thought of anything religious made
him defensive and he stiffened. He had seen nothing but hypocrisy
in his dealings with supposed “Christians".

“It doesn't matter to me
what day this is,” he said. “I don't believe there is a
God.”

She whipped her head around and stared at him
with such surprise in her expression that he had an urge to touch
the top of his head to make sure he hadn't sprouted horns.

“Not at all?”

With a voice that sounded hard and bitter,
even to his own ears, he gave her his version of the world.
“Everything that happens here on this earth is random. Good people
meet up with terrible tragedies and very evil people do remarkably
well during their lifetimes. Why would a god, who supposedly loved
his creations, treat them so cruelly? Why would he make them
suffer? The good guys don't win. Honesty is not the best policy.
The clever liar will always have a better life.”

He didn't add that women who are monsters get
custody of their children. He couldn't say it because he knew he
was guilty of not spending enough time with his own son. He should
have known, but he had been too busy.

“I can understand how you
might feel that way.” Her voice had such a tender quality to it
that for a fleeting second he actually believed her and thought she
might be capable of understanding his predicament. Then his better
judgment returned and he glared at her, fully expecting her to
clobber him with sermon number one, a compassionate plea aimed at
getting him to come back to the fold.

However, she surprised him by not saying
another word. The silence hung between them like the heavy
atmosphere on the muggy afternoon. She turned her head to stare off
into the distant, hazy horizon. He hesitated. She seemed so
vulnerable for a moment. He noticed her hands tremble slightly and
she bit her lip.

He shook himself mentally. She might be
regretting the fact that she had hired him. Sitting in such close
proximity with a heathen probably tainted her.

He glanced down at James. His son had fallen
fast asleep in his arms.

“I guess I better show you
to your room,” Samantha whispered.

Though he tried not to move suddenly, the
moment he got out of the chair, James woke up again.

“Put me down, Daddy,” James
insisted.

David sighed. From this point on, he knew
James would be completely wired and impossible to deal with unless
he got a nap.

Samantha led them across the yard to the lab
building, a low concrete structure. She ushered them into a small
hallway and then unlocked the door on the left. When she swung it
open, David sucked in his breath as an overwhelming sensation hit
him. The small, austere room reminded him of a cell—maybe it was
the color of the walls, a sickly, institutional green, or maybe it
was the cheap metal furniture. Or maybe it was a premonition. He
struggled to recover his regular breathing rate and force down his
fear.

Samantha crossed over to the small window and
opened it. “I'm sorry it's so stuffy in here. I have a fan in the
lab you can use.”

Meanwhile, of course, James bounced into the
room and opened the wardrobe along with every drawer. He lifted a
black book out of one.

“What's this?”

“A Bible.” Samantha
answered.

James opened it. “There aren't any
pictures.”

“No. But there are lots of
stories.”

James frowned at the dull-looking book and
dropped it back into the drawer.

“Bunk beds!” he squealed as
he clambered up the ladder. “Can I sleep on the top?”

“Sure,” David replied
hoarsely.

“Look, I can touch the
ceiling.” James reached up with just his index finger.

“You're taller than your
father, now.” Samantha smiled.

“I am!” James looked ready
to burst with delight.

David felt a painful squeeze around his heart
at the unbridled joy in his son's face.

When Samantha showed them the tiny bathroom,
James grabbed the faucet and turned it on full force. Water
splashed out over the sides of the small bowl.

“James! Stop it!” David
roared. He slapped at James’ hand and switched the faucet off.
James’ tiny shoulders shook and his face crumpled. David clamped
his jaw together. He knew James’ tears would be next. Would
Samantha decide she made a mistake in bringing him and his son
here? However, Samantha simply turned to a small closet
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