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Chapter One




Lightning streaked through the late
afternoon sky, followed by ear splitting cracks of thunder. Rain
pelted the lifeless form lying on the sodden ground.

“Trevors, get over
here!”

Daniel Trevors moved away from the crowd of
curious onlookers that had gathered, at the same time wondering
what it was about tragedies that brought people out. He motioned to
two officers to relieve him, and then rushed to his partner Ben
Wilson’s side.

“Look at this.” Ben
pointed at the corpse lying face down.

Daniel squinted, and then focused to where
Ben was pointing. He examined the puncture wounds in the man’s
jacket. “He must have been stabbed twenty times!” He looked at his
partner. “You don’t think this is connected with the other three,
do you, Ben?”

Wilson shrugged. “What do you think?”

“I think we have a serial
killer on our hands.”

****

Zoey Davis stared at the cloudburst from the
window of her dance studio. Lightning streaked through the darkened
sky. She hoped the storm would let up before her class ended, and
at the same time wondered if her students for the next class would
show up. She didn’t want to reschedule if she could help it,
because it would mean giving up a day she had planned for something
else.

She felt a tug at her arm and turned away
from the window. “What is it, Jessi?” she asked with a smile,
looking into the child’s frightened eyes.

“I’m afraid of the storm,”
Jessi answered in a quivering voice. “The lightning scares
me.”

“It’ll soon be over,” she
said soothingly. “Go back to the bar and work on your stretching
exercises with the other girls. I’ll be there in a minute.” She
patted the child’s shoulder, and then watched as the six year old
cautiously made her way over to the bar.

Zoey turned back to the window, staring
again at the raging storm. Her mood suddenly became as black as the
sky. Her life was a mess, and she had no one to blame but herself.
Her life could have been perfect, but she’d selfishly thrown it all
away. Her eyes narrowed. She had to make some hard decisions about
her life. No matter what she did, there would be harsh
consequences.

****

Daniel Trevors opened the door to the Davis
Dance Studio. He walked inside the lobby and removed his raincoat.
He heard music coming from a closed door and quietly opened it and
peeked inside. He smiled at the group of young dancers as they
twisted and turned their bodies in an attempt to imitate their
teacher.

Zoey caught his eye and nodded at him.
“Okay, young ladies, that’s it for today. I’ll see you on
Thursday.” She picked up a towel and mopped her forehead as she
made her way over to where he stood.

“Hi, Daniel. Has the rain
stopped?”

“Almost. That was quite a
storm.”

“It was.” Her eyebrows
knitted together. “What brings you here, Daniel?”

“I was in the
neighborhood, so I thought I’d drop in for a minute to say hello.”
His eyes swept around the studio. “You’ve done a great job with
this place. I still can’t believe the transformation.”

“Thank you. At times I
wondered if I’d made the biggest mistake of my life. We’re only a
half hour from Philadelphia, and I was afraid potential students
would rather go there than take a chance on me.”

“No. I think they wanted
something closer to home. After all, Vickville isn’t exactly a
little rinky dink town.”

“I know. It’s just that it
made me wonder why the former studios couldn’t make a go of it
here.”

“They didn’t have your
drive. It was just a hobby to them. Look at you today.”

“It was really a mess,
wasn’t it?” she said with a laugh, tossing her pretty blonde
head.

“Yeah, it was.” He
grinned. He remembered only too well how deplorable this property
had been when she’d excitedly showed it to him, seeing the
possibilities that he hadn’t been able to see. Even though he’d
thought it was a vast waste of her time and money, he had admired
Zoey’s vision of what it could be with a little hard work. Her
energy and enthusiasm had known no bounds, and her endless hours
spent scrubbing, painting, and refinishing every inch of her studio
resulted in a bright and cheerful room, which she had proudly
opened to the public less than a year later. It wasn’t long until
the studio was filled to capacity with students. “I still can’t
believe that this is the same property.”

She smiled. “As I recall, you weren’t very
supportive in the beginning.”

“I tried to be, but I was
afraid it wouldn’t work out and I didn’t want to see your dreams go
up in smoke.”

“Neither did I,” she
admitted, “since I put every dime I had into the place.” She threw
her towel on a chair. “I’ve got a few minutes until my next class.
Can I get you anything?”

“No, thanks,” he
answered.

She looked curiously at him. “Daniel, your
eyes always give you away. When they’re dark and brooding like they
are now, I know something’s wrong. Quit trying to hide behind a
smile.” She frowned. “What is it, Daniel? I know this isn’t a
social call. Is Taylor okay?”

“Taylor’s fine.” He looked
at Zoey for a long minute. “I don’t want to alarm you, Zoey, but
there’s been another murder…a few doors down from here.”

She stared wide-eyed at him. “That’s four in
the past month! What’s going on?” she asked, her voice becoming
high-pitched.

He drew her into his arms, hoping to calm
her trembling body. “Please be careful, Zoey,” he said softly,
gently running a hand over her shoulder. He felt her stiffen.
“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

She pulled away from him. “I told you how I
feel.”

His eyes narrowed. “You did. You made it
perfectly clear.”

“Daniel, we’ll never be
more than friends. What we had before is over. Please don’t expect
anything else.” She picked up her ballet shoes. “I’ve got to get
ready for my next class.”

“I wasn’t expecting
anything.”

“Thanks for stopping
by.”

Daniel watched her closely as she changed
her shoes. His eyes traveled over the length of her body. Her
leotard clung to her shapely and fit figure. Her energy amazed him;
it always had. He often wondered how she built the stamina to
sustain the rigid demands her many classes put on her. She was one
hell of a woman. There was no doubt about that. And he wanted her
back.

He walked to the door, opened it, turned,
and looked at her again. She had such a powerful hold on him that
no matter how many months passed, he couldn’t rid his mind of her.
She consumed his thoughts day and night. He wanted her to love him
the way she used to. He would never understand why she’d abruptly
ended it with him. He hadn’t seen it coming and was completely
blindsided. They’d been happy, in love and making plans. He’d spent
many lonely nights racking his brain trying to come up with a
possible reason for their break up, but there was none. He’d picked
himself up and thrown himself into his work, but still he couldn’t
get her out of his system.

She waved to him. He smiled, waved goodbye,
and then slowly left the studio.

He had a long night ahead of him, and he
wasn’t looking forward to it. A cold-blooded killer lurked
somewhere in the shadows, and his instincts told him that it was
only a matter of time before the murderer would strike again.

****

Zoey walked the six blocks to her apartment
enjoying the freshness of the evening after the earlier heavy rain.
Bright stars lit the sky, and a light breeze made it a perfect
night for a walk. She wished her mind was as clear as the night,
but Daniel invaded her thoughts. He wanted something from her that
she was incapable of giving to him or any other man. If things were
different, she knew he would have her heart. In a way he still did.
She loved everything about him…his warm smile, the laugh lines
around his beautiful dark eyes, his slim, but firm build. But most
of all, she loved his genuine compassion for others. She admired
him for the way he raised his daughter, and still gave his all to
his work. He seemed to have an endless reserve of energy. When he
said he was available day or night, he really meant it.

Zoey reached her apartment building, slipped
inside, and slammed the heavy security door shut. She pulled the
mail from her box, and then by-passed the elevator and walked the
three flights to her apartment. Once inside, she slipped off her
shoes and carried them to her bedroom. She was tired, but knew that
going to bed now would only mean hours of tossing and turning, so
she grabbed a book from the nightstand table, walked to the
bathroom, and drew a bubble bath.

****

Daniel sat at his cluttered desk with his
eyes focused on a stack of files, all needing his attention. He
rubbed his jaw. The murders plaguing Vickville made the other cases
seem trivial by comparison. Four murders with no clues or possible
motives. The killer was slick, but somewhere, somehow, he’d slip
up. Someone knew something. He gulped his coffee and signed a few
reports.

“Ready to call it a
night?” Ben called to him from his desk.

Daniel closed a folder and stood. “Yeah, the
rest of these can wait until tomorrow. Lately I’ve been spending
more time here than at home. When I am home I’m only there long
enough to grab a few hours of sleep, and I’m back here again.” He
stretched.

Ben grinned. “So what else is new? But all
work and no play makes Ben a dull boy. I think I’ll go to Vito’s
for a couple. Care to join me?” he asked, pulling on his
jacket.

Daniel glanced at his wristwatch. “Not
tonight, Ben. Thanks anyway.”

“Got a hot date?” Ben
teased.

“Don’t I wish? Nah, I’ve
got to get home. I need to touch base with Taylor.”

“Such are the demands of
single parenthood. But you’re lucky. Taylor’s a good kid. She’s not
running the streets like half the teens around here.”

He nodded. “I’m very fortunate. I just wish
I could figure out a way to spend more time with her. I was
thinking about taking her to New York for a weekend next month. She
loves musicals.”

“Sounds like a plan.
That’s if we ever get a weekend off again.” Ben cocked an eye. “I’d
love to drive to the city myself. It’s been a while. Only a couple
of hours away, but it feels like it’s across the
country.”

“I know.” Daniel scratched
his chin. “So close and yet so far away.”

Ben slapped him on the back. “Well, I’m
going to run, then. See you tomorrow.”

Daniel watched Ben as he exited the office.
Ben was a couple of years older than Daniel, but acted like he was
ten years younger. He was good looking and had an animal magnetism
that drew women to him. He’d recently been through a bitter divorce
following ten years of a stormy marriage, which Daniel knew was in
part because of Ben’s infidelity. He partied every night with a
different woman, and loved telling Daniel of his escapades. On more
than one occasion he’d tried to set Daniel up, but each time Daniel
had firmly refused.

Ben was a good cop and his instincts were
sharp, but Daniel saw the loneliness etched on Ben’s face every
year as the holidays drew near. Ben’s ex, Clare, had moved across
the country, making it impossible for Ben to have much of a
relationship with his only child, Josh. Josh was the only good
thing the marriage had produced, and Daniel knew that Ben would do
anything for his son. Daniel had, on several occasions, tried to
reach out to Ben, but Ben had shrugged him off, telling him he was
fine. But Daniel knew differently. On the outside Ben appeared
fine, but on the inside he was broken. Daniel knew what that felt
like…he’d been there himself.

Daniel set his coffee cup next to the coffee
pot and then grabbed his jacket. Half an hour later, he pulled into
his garage. After locking the garage, he walked up the front
sidewalk of his comfortable home, making a mental list of chores to
do around the house when time permitted. He noticed that every
light in the house was on. He smiled, as he was certain the
electric company did every month when they sent him his bill.
Taylor always left every light burning until he was safely
home.

“Hi, Dad,” his fourteen
year old daughter greeted him as he opened the door.

“Hello, honey,” he
answered, throwing his keys on the entrance hall table. He walked
into the living room and sat in his easy chair, then pulled off his
shoes, wriggling his toes. “Is your homework finished?” he
asked.

“Yeah, I didn’t have too
much.” Taylor sat on the sofa. “I cleaned the house, Dad, and I
have your dinner warming in the oven…meat loaf.”

He smiled. “Taylor, you don’t have to clean
and cook all the time. I’ll look into hiring a housekeeper. I want
you to have some fun.”

“I don’t mind, Dad.
Honest. Besides, we had a housekeeper up until a year ago. Why
spend money when I can do the chores myself? Besides, I love
cooking. You don’t like it?”

“I love your cooking. I
just don’t want you to spend all of your free time cooking and
cleaning. You need to spend more time with your friends and your
activities.”

“I do, Dad. And don’t
forget I take dance classes.” She stood up. “Do you want me to get
your dinner?”

“I’ll get it in a few
minutes. I just want to unwind first.” He stretched his
legs.

“I guess I’ll go to bed,
then. I have a science test tomorrow,” she said, making a
face.

“You’ll do fine as usual,
honey,” he said confidently.

After she left the room, he picked up the
evening paper. After glancing at it for a few minutes, he tossed it
aside, then leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. His mind
drifted through the dark recesses of his memories to a place he
kept hidden from the world, but which still managed to creep out of
the silence to haunt him from time to time. Back then he thought
the world was his for the taking. He had everything he wanted and
was happy and very contented.

His wife Becky and he had just purchased
this house, and were comfortably settling in with their new baby
daughter Taylor. He still couldn’t remember when Becky had begun to
change. It had happened so subtly. After a while, little things
that bothered her grew into mountains. When he suggested having
another child, she had put him off repeatedly with the same answer:
One is enough. Today, looking back, he knew that was the best
choice considering what Taylor had endured the first ten years of
her life. He would always feel guilty for the abuse his child had
suffered at the hands of her own mother. He’d been so wrapped up in
his career that he hadn’t noticed what was going on under his own
roof.

Daniel looked at a framed photo of Taylor.
He’d taken the photo last spring, and it now had a prominent spot
on the wall. How she resembled Becky. Looking at the photo reminded
him of all his child had silently endured. How had he missed all
the warning signs? They’d been there, and he’d missed every one.
Becky had sunk into a deep depression, and he’d desperately tried
to pull her out of it. He’d cut back some of his hours and lavished
her with gifts, flowers, candy, nights out on the town, but nothing
worked. He couldn’t make her happy. He began to think that the
problem was him, not Becky. Her depression deepened when he was
around, and seemed to lesson when she was alone with their
daughter. Becky was a model mother, loving and attentive. Taylor
appeared happy and normal. Daniel decided the best thing he could
do was to throw himself even deeper into his career, and hope that
in time whatever was bothering Becky she would share with him. He
wanted his marriage to work, and he would do everything humanly
possible to save it. He’d give Becky the space she needed.

He never saw the signs that his bubbly
daughter was slowly withdrawing from activities, friends, and even
him. She was like a vibrant spring flower that had withered and
died once the first sharp bite of autumn had covered it. Most
nights she was already tucked into bed when he came home from work.
On the days he didn’t go in to work early, Taylor had left for
school by the time he got up. On his days off, he tried to spend
quality time with her, but it wasn’t enough to notice that she,
too, was withdrawing.

On a bright and sunny day, reality hit him
between the eyes when he received an emergency call to come to
Taylor’s elementary school. He had no inkling that within minutes
his life would be drastically changed forever. He was ushered into
the principal’s office, where Taylor sat huddled in a chair with
her head bowed.

He rushed over to her, gathering her into
his arms. “Don’t you feel well, honey?” he asked softly.

Slowly she lifted her head. Her eyes held no
emotion and appeared to stare through him. But Daniel was more
concerned with what he saw. “My God!” he choked. “Who did this to
her? What kind of school are you running here? She’s only ten years
old!” His stomach churned as his facial muscles tightened. His eyes
were wide as he stared in disbelief at his daughter’s bruised cheek
and swollen eye.

“This didn’t happen here,
Mr. Trevors,” the principal, Joe Johnson, answered. “Her teacher
sent her to me when Taylor arrived at school this morning.” His
thin face was rigid.

“Then who did this?” he
demanded.

“She refuses to say.
Someone from Child Protective Services will be here
shortly.”

Daniel stiffened. “CPS? Are you accusing me,
Mr. Johnson?” He eyed him coldly.

“No one is accusing you,
Mr. Trevors. This is standard procedure,” Johnson answered. “Since
Taylor refuses to tell us what happened, maybe she’ll tell
you.”

“Taylor, who did this to
you, baby?” he asked, turning his attention back to his
daughter.

Taylor lowered her head. “I’m okay,
Daddy.”

“Please tell us who did
this. Did this happen on the bus?”

“I can’t tell,
Daddy.”

“Did you call my wife?”
Daniel asked the principal.

“There was no
answer.”

Daniel’s jaw tightened. Where the hell was
Becky? She didn’t mention any appointments this morning. Taylor
needed her mother.

“Did you try her cell
phone?” Daniel looked pointedly at Johnson.

“Yes, several times, but
it went to voicemail.”

Daniel clenched his fists into tight balls.
Why the hell did she have a cell phone if she wasn’t going to
answer it? Normally he might have been alarmed, but from past
experience he knew that Becky had a habit of not answering the
phone. Shortly after their marriage, he’d rushed home after trying
in vain to reach her, only to be greeted by her sitting serenely on
the sofa reading a book. She often times turned off the ringer when
she didn’t want to be disturbed. No matter how many times he warned
her that she shouldn’t turn off the ringer, especially when Taylor
started school, she blew it off, insisting if the school couldn’t
reach her then they would contact him.

If it wasn’t for the loving maternal way she
interacted with Taylor, he might have been concerned. He was
determined to have it out with Becky once and for all, and insist
that the ringers never again be turned off on the landline or her
cell phone. His eyes narrowed. But that would have to wait. Their
daughter had been brutally assaulted, and he intended to get to the
bottom of it. He forced himself to control the rage boiling to the
surface. Someone would pay for harming his child. He looked at
Principal Johnson. From his body language, Daniel surmised that
Johnson knew more than he was saying.

The door opened and Johnson’s secretary
escorted a young, attractive woman and two police officers inside
the room. Daniel walked over to the officers, both of whom he knew
well. “Look at my kid! I want some answers, now!”

“So do we,” Officer Brian
Milborn replied.

The woman instantly turned her attention to
Daniel. “Mr. Trevors, I’m Johanna Mason.” She showed him her
credentials. “May I question your daughter?”

Daniel glared coldly at her. “What the hell
is going on?” he demanded. “Why won’t anyone tell me what happened
to my daughter?”

Officer Dale Cohen laid a hand on Daniel’s
arm. “We’ll get to the bottom of it, Daniel. In this type of case,
you know the procedure,” he answered sympathetically.

Daniel shook his head, and then threw up his
hands. “All right,” he said as calmly as he could. “Will someone
please tell me what is going on?”

“That’s what we intend to
find out, Mr. Trevors,” Johanna answered. “I need to ask Taylor
some questions.”

“Ask her what you need
to,” he said.

She walked over to Taylor. “Hi, Taylor.” She
seated herself in a chair facing the child.

Taylor shyly raised her eyes. “Hi,” she
answered in a barely audible voice.

Daniel took several deep breaths and slowly
let them out. He felt like he was suffocating in the small office.
The woman started her questioning by getting Taylor to talk about
her friends, school, and then her home life. He thought the
questions would never end, but when they did, he knew that he would
never be the same. And neither would his daughter.

“Taylor, will you tell me
who did this to you?” Johanna asked gently.

Taylor’s eyes grew wide with fear. She bit
her trembling bottom lip.

“Was it one of your
friends?” the social worker coaxed.

The child shook her blonde head.

“Did it happen at school?”
the social worker prodded gently.

She shrugged her shoulders.

Daniel was rapidly losing his patience.
“Honey, please tell us what happened,” he demanded. “You need to
tell us so whoever did this to you can be stopped from hurting you
again.” His words came out soft and soothing, but inside he knew
what he would like to do to the person who had attacked his
child.

Taylor looked into her father’s eyes.

“Come on, honey. Please
tell us.”

Her eyes brimmed with tears, then spilled
over. “Mommy,” she whispered.

“Mommy will be here soon,
baby,” Daniel said, as he protectively put an arm around her. Her
small body stiffened. “What’s the matter? What are you afraid of?
Mommy and Daddy will protect you.” He wished Becky would answer her
damned phone. He would have gone home and dragged her here, but
there was no way in hell he would leave his child. He nodded to the
officers. “Will one of you drive over to my house to see if my wife
is there? If she is, bring her down here.”

“I’ll go,” Officer Cohen
replied.

Johanna studied Taylor. “Did your mother do
this to you?”

“Oh, come on,” Daniel said
angrily. “Her mother would never—”

“Yes,” Taylor choked.
“Yes. Mommy hit me.” Her body trembled.

Daniel’s eyes grew wide. “What?”

“Can you tell us why she
did this, Taylor?” Johanna continued.

Taylor nodded.

“Was this the first time
your Mommy hit you?”

She shook her head. “I’m bad a lot.”

Daniel felt like he’d been punched in the
stomach. He couldn’t comprehend how this could have been going on
right in front of him without a clue. Or were there clues that he
had failed to act upon? He’d never seen that side of his wife.

“What happened this
morning?” Johanna asked softly.

Taylor sniffed. “I wasn’t careful.”

“Can you tell me about it,
Taylor?”

She looked into the woman’s eyes. “I spilled
my milk.”

Daniel’s jaw clenched.

“Honey, everybody has
accidents.” She smiled. “I’m always spilling something.”

“But Mommy gets mad.” Her
voice was low. “Only bad kids make messes.”

“Taylor, that’s not true,”
Johanna answered. “Did she punish you every time you spilled
something?”

She nodded. “If I tell, then I’ll get locked
up.”

Daniel became nauseous. “What do you mean,
baby?” he asked in a cracked voice. “Who’s going to lock you
up?”

She reached her arms out to her father.
“Daddy, don’t send me away,” she whimpered. “I’m trying to be good.
Don’t tell Mommy I told you.”

Daniel gathered her in his arms and held her
close. “Taylor, Daddy would never send you away. Did Mommy tell you
that I would?”

“Yes,” she said in a
barely audible voice.

Daniel looked at Johanna and saw the
sympathy in her eyes. “Tell us what Mommy told you. Please?”

Taylor shuddered as she took a deep breath.
“Mommy said you wouldn’t believe me. If I was bad you would send me
to a place where all bad boys and girls go, and you and her would
never see me again,” she cried. “You would get a new little girl
who wouldn’t make messes.”

“I would never send you
away, honey. I love you.” His voice cracked as he choked out the
words. “I’ll never let anyone hurt you again.”

“I don’t need to ask her
any further questions,” Johanna said.

Daniel held Taylor for a few minutes until
she’d calmed down a little. “What now?” he asked, turning his
attention to the social worker.

“We’ll wait until your
wife gets here.”

“Any word on my wife?”
Daniel asked Officer Milborn.

“Yes. Officer Cohen found
her at home and is driving her here.”

Ten minutes later, as Daniel sat with Taylor
cradled in his arms, Becky burst into the room, followed by Officer
Cohen. She was dressed to perfection, with every hair on her blonde
head in place.

All eyes turned to her. If she noticed, she
didn’t seem to care. Daniel wondered if she was even aware.

Becky rushed over to Daniel and Taylor.

“Don’t come near us!”
Daniel shouted.

She stopped in her tracks. “What did you
say?”

Daniel saw the confusion in her eyes and
heard it in her voice, but he didn’t care. “You heard me, Becky.
Stay away from us.”

“I…I don’t understand,
Daniel.” She reached out to touch his arm.

He pushed her hand aside. “I said get away
from us.”

“I want my daughter!” she
cried. “What happened to my baby?”

Taylor lifted her head from her father’s
shoulder. She stared at her mother. “Don’t make me go with her,
Daddy,” she whispered in Daniel’s ear. “She’ll be mad that I
told.”

“Oh, no! Who did this to
my baby?” Becky screamed. “Tell me!”

Daniel was stunned. How could she stand
there and deny abusing her own child? He stared in disbelief at
her.

Becky began ranting, raving, and threatening
to sue the school if they didn’t tell her who had abused her
child.

Could she possibly not know that the abuse
Taylor suffered was from her own hands? If not, she was putting on
one hell of a good act. He didn’t know what to do. So many emotions
flooded through him at once. He despised her for what she had done
to their daughter, but at the same time pitied her if she honestly
had no comprehension of committing these vile acts against her own
child...a child she had nurtured in her womb. His eyes
narrowed.

Carrying Taylor safely in his arms, he
walked over to the officers, principal, and Johanna Mason. The
group stood looking at Becky.

“Taylor, let’s go out to
lunch,” Becky was saying. “Maybe Daddy can get away from work to
join us.” She looked hopefully at Daniel. “What do you say,
honey?”

Taylor grabbed Daniel’s hand. “No,
Daddy...please! Don’t make me go with her.”

“It’s okay, baby,” he
whispered. “I won’t let her hurt you ever again.”

“Taylor, do as I said!”
Becky shouted. “You don’t want to upset Mommy, now do
you?”

“Don’t hit me again,
Mommy!”

“What did you tell them,
Taylor?” Her eyes blazed. “You know what’s going to happen now,
don’t you?”

Daniel’s blood ran cold at the shrill voice.
This was not the woman he knew. He glanced at Johanna. “She’s not
in her right mind.”

Johanna nodded. “Let me take Taylor to
another room.”

“Okay.” He set his
daughter down and she clung to him.

“It’s okay, honey. Go with
Ms. Mason. I’ll come get you in a little while.”

“Is there an office I can
take Taylor to?” Johanna asked the principal.

“Of course,” Mr. Johnson
replied. “Go through this door.” He pointed to a door behind
Daniel.

Johanna took Taylor’s hand. “It’s okay,
honey,” she whispered as she led Taylor from the room.

“Where are you taking my
daughter?” Becky screamed. “Bring her back, you bitch!” She lunged
toward Johanna, but the officers stepped in front of her,
restraining her arms. “Daniel, do something! Why are you just
standing there like an idiot?” She pursed her lips. “I’ll have all
of you brought up on charges.”

Daniel stood looking in disbelief at his
wife as she continued spewing her threats laced with language he’d
never before heard her utter. He wished he could look deep inside
her mind to gain some understanding of what was happening to
her.

She suddenly stopped her ranting. Her
forehead furrowed and she looked confused.

“Daniel, what’s
happening?” she asked softly. “Why am I here? What happened to
Taylor?” She tried to free herself from the officers, who still
held her arms. “Please let go of me.” Tears spilled from her eyes.
“Daniel, please hold me. I’m frightened.” She shuddered. “Please,
Daniel.”

He pitied her, but knew what he had to
do.

When the ambulance arrived, she didn’t put
up a fight. Daniel looked into her eyes and knew that the lost look
in them would haunt him for the rest of his life. The light had
gone out of her. The woman he once knew was gone, and would never
return.

The next two years were a nightmare. Becky’s
mental health deteriorated rapidly, and eventually she had no
recollection of Taylor or him. One crisp spring morning, she
peacefully died in her sleep. Daniel wondered if at the moment of
death she had remembered him or the child they had brought into the
world. If she had, did she think he had deserted her and left her
to die alone? That was what had disturbed him the most. He mourned
the once loving, vibrant woman he’d known. Part of him was relieved
that her suffering was finally over, but another part of him
yearned for something—anything—that would explain what had happened
to her. He would never know when Becky had begun to lose her mind,
or if she had always been this way and he’d missed the signs. He’d
also wonder whether he could have helped her if he had known. Could
he have made a difference?

He ran a hand through his tousled dark brown
hair, stood up, and stretched. He walked upstairs to Taylor’s room,
opened the door, and stood watching her for a few minutes as she
slept. A faint smile crossed her lips, and then disappeared as
quickly as it had come. He tiptoed over to her and kissed her
cheek, then walked back downstairs and into the kitchen to eat the
dinner she had prepared.


Chapter Two


The bright morning light cast a glimmering
ray over Zoey as she lay sprawled on her back in bed. Squinting
against the bright light peeping through the partially opened slats
in her window blind, she wanted to sleep a little longer, but knew
that she had to get up and prepare for her morning classes. She
willed her body to move and then finally rolled to her side and
laid there for a few seconds before getting out of bed. The first
thing she did was to turn the ringer back on her phone. Last night
she had turned it off so she could get some much needed sleep
without any distractions. Almost instantaneously, the phone rang.
For the first time, Zoey realized how shrill and demanding the
sound was to her ears. It rang a second time. She grabbed it before
it could assault her senses for the third time.

“Hello,” she answered
breathlessly.

“Thank God, I finally
reached you. Do you know I’ve been trying to call you since last
night? I was worried sick about you. You didn’t answer your cell
phone or home phone. If you didn’t answer this morning I was going
to come over to make sure you were okay.”

Zoey still wasn’t quite awake, and tried to
focus on the caller. “Oh, Bella, I’m sorry. I was so tired last
night that I just collapsed when I got home. I don’t think a bomb
could
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