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CAST OF CHARACTERS


J. D. Hawken—Who was he out to protect, his sister, Amy, or his business?


Mari Sanchez—She would do anything to protect Amy. That’s why the police were looking for her.


Amy Hawken—She had two handicaps: she couldn’t hear, and a killer was stalking her.


Father Aragon—He needed a miracle to save his parish.


Lieutenant Colin Randall—The department’s image was everything to him. How much would he risk to keep it pristine?


Ruth Whitmore—She was in a position to know everything. But who was she telling?


Bruce Campbell—Only one thing stood in the way of his owning the business—his partner.


Al Stuart—He was an insurance agent. Was honesty his best policy?
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Prologue
Elizabeth Hawken walked across the sheriff’s department evidence room, hating the claustrophobic feel of the place. Huge gray metal shelves crammed with labeled boxes of evidence loomed ceiling high against the four walls. Long folding tables occupied the center, leaving almost no walking room. As far as she was concerned, there were only two bright spots here. One was the huge bin of donated toys, part of the Toys for Tykes Christmas drive she and her best friend, Mari, were sponsoring. Elizabeth placed her handwritten I.O.U. inside the large packing crate, then retrieved a small potbellied polar bear.

Holding the plush toy up at eye level before her, Elizabeth smiled. It was just like the one she’d had as a child, down to the red-and-green plaid bow. The bear would make a perfect gift for her eight-year-old daughter, Amy. Not that she intended to keep this particular one. The soft, cuddly fellow would go to some needy child who deserved the joy the stuffed animal would bring. Elizabeth was only going to borrow the bear long enough to stop by the toy store so they could order one just like it for her. Then, tomorrow morning, she’d return the borrowed bear to the bin.

Elizabeth was certain no one would mind. As she looked at the bear’s ever-cheerful grin, pleasant memories of long ago crowded her mind. At one time, the stuffed animal like this one had been her constant companion. Now she’d be able to share in the wonder and the fantasy a special friend like this one would bring Amy.

Elizabeth glanced across the room, her gaze resting on the small statue of the Madonna resting on a shelf between two small cardboard boxes. This figure was the second bright spot in the room. Its jewel-encrusted dress sparkled in the light of a single bulb directly overhead. The Madonna, a religious treasure over one hundred years old, belonged to a parish in one of the poorest communities of northern New Mexico. The statue was said to bring a special blessing to each child who worshiped at its church on Christmas Day. Elizabeth whispered a prayer of thanks. Perhaps heaven was working overtime. The blessing to her own child had come early.

Elizabeth walked toward the two-foot-tall figure, entranced as always by the very human features on the Virgin’s face. In order to publicize the much-needed toy drive, Father Aragon had reluctantly agreed to allow the Madonna out of the church. Every day, the Madonna was placed for public viewing in a special secure glass case behind the station’s front window. Afterward, she was returned to the evidence room, where she was kept under lock and key.

Mari Sanchez had spent a week assuring Father Aragon that the Madonna would be safe in Elizabeth’s care. The priest had even come to inspect the place where the Lady would be kept after hours. He hadn’t been thrilled with the bleak surroundings, but he’d finally acknowledged that she couldn’t be any safer, surrounded as she was by the police. Toy donations had in fact doubled since the Madonna’s arrival, which had helped ease the burden of his decision.

As Elizabeth stood before the statue, she suddenly noted something that made her blood run cold. Some dried paste edged the bloodred ruby that adorned the figure’s dress, and part of the fabric was damaged, as if cut by the silver circle that kept the jewel in place. Elizabeth’s heartbeat quickened. The cherished Madonna had somehow been damaged. She ran her fingers over the cloth, assessing the damage to the rest of the dress. Suddenly another problem caught her attention. The sapphires that formed the petals of a tiny flower in the back of the dress seemed too small for the setting. Elizabeth leaned forward for a closer look and saw the faint white of drying paste there also.

Elizabeth stepped back, a queasy feeling in her stomach. No such flaws had been there before. In fact, when the Madonna had first arrived, the priest had pointed out to everyone how extraordinary the workmanship was.

Elizabeth picked up an instant camera kept in the evidence room for official use, snapped a close-up photo and stuck it in her pocket. She had a feeling the picture would come in handy. She’d taken another snapshot as a souvenir weeks ago. She’d compare the two when she remembered where she’d put the first one. With one last worried look at the statue, she exited, closing the door behind her.

The clerk at the desk, Deputy Ken Gonzales, chuckled as he saw the bear in Elizabeth’s hand. “What’s this? Grand bear larceny?”

Elizabeth smiled and explained, “I left an I.O.U. Don’t try to stop me. I’m a desperate woman. I’ve got to get the toy store to order one just like this for my kid. It’s exactly like the one I used to have.”

Ken, a lanky deputy with eyes as dark as coal, chuckled. “Okay. But I want to see it back here tomorrow. Now empty your pockets and let’s finish the drill,” he said.

Elizabeth was patted down. Ken looked at the photo she’d taken of the Madonna. “What’s this for?” he asked.

“For my scrapbook. Do you mind? She’s really special, and since my best friend and I were the ones who initiated this drive, I’d like something to remember it by.”

He pursed his lips, considering her explanation. “I suppose it’s okay. Couldn’t do any harm.”

“Thanks, Ken.” Elizabeth pocketed her possessions and the photo and rushed down the hall.

She couldn’t discuss what she suspected with just anyone yet. The very first order of business was to notify the division supervisor. Though she was part of the civilian staff, she still had to follow the chain of command. Elizabeth strode to Lieut. Colin Randall’s office, scarcely aware of the people who were passing down the busy corridor. She’d had trouble with Randall before and wasn’t looking forward to this meeting. She knew only too well how he received bad news.

Elizabeth hurried past Ruth Whitmore’s desk, brushing against a tiny ceramic Santa and reindeer, then stopped, seeing the door to Colin’s office was shut. Elizabeth felt Ruth’s gaze. She was a formidable woman whose toned physique and six-foot frame managed to intimidate half the cops on the force, though she was a civilian employee like Elizabeth.

Ruth stood and moved to block Elizabeth’s path. “The lieutenant’s in a meeting. Can I help you?”

“When will he be free?” Just then the door opened, and a businessman in a gray suit hurried out. Elizabeth darted around Ruth and slipped inside the door. “Colin, I need to talk to you. This can’t wait.”

Her boss managed a raised eyebrow. “With you, it never can.”

Elizabeth struggled to keep her temper in check. He was baiting her. She held his gaze, refusing to look away. Colin’s face was tanned and pleasant enough, but his eyes betrayed an unmistakable lack of warmth. “I don’t want to waste your time,” she said, “so I’ll get right to the point.” Elizabeth told the lieutenant what she’d discovered, then waited as silence stretched out between them.

Colin finally shook his head. “Let’s not go off half-cocked, okay? You and I have been through this before. Remember a year ago when you came in claiming some evidence had been lost? We couldn’t even find a record of its existence in the first place.”

The sting of his words was almost like a physical blow. She’d been so certain something was missing. To this day, she still didn’t know if Colin had somehow covered up just so he wouldn’t look bad.

Colin met her gaze dispassionately. “Okay, here’s what I’ll do. Maybe you noticed something wrong, and maybe you didn’t. I couldn’t tell, that’s for sure. I haven’t been in there for a week. I’ll have the insurance appraiser come in tonight and check the gems on the dress. Just keep this between us until tomorrow morning, clear? Let me find out if there’s been a theft first. I don’t want anything leaking to the press, only to find out the story’s all in your head. The figure is in our care, and if anything’s happened to it, our careers will be on hold soon enough without jumping the gun.”

“Okay. I’ll check with you tomorrow,” Elizabeth added, letting him know she wasn’t prepared to let the matter drop. She’d find the other photo, then show him the differences she’d detected.

Elizabeth returned to her office, sick at the prospect that the statue had been tampered with. The consequences of such a crime would go a lot further than just the bad press the sheriff’s department would receive. Touched by scandal, the children’s toy drive would be dealt a harsh blow, and the entire parish would then suffer. The Madonna represented hope and stood for a faith that kept the community together through hard times.

As much as she hated the thought, Elizabeth had to admit that she would appear a likely suspect. She had almost limitless access to the evidence room. Possible scenarios, from being fired to going to jail, flashed through her mind. And Amy! How would she protect her daughter from the accusations, veiled or otherwise, that could be made?

The current situation—and her own past experiences—made Elizabeth realize she had no choice as to her course of action. The lieutenant would cover his own backside first and throw her to the wolves. She had to start her own investigation immediately. Recalling the names that had appeared on the sign-in sheet for today, she wrote them down on a piece of paper. The remaining pages for the week were in a three-ring binder in her desk.

Taking the book from its drawer, Elizabeth walked to the copy machine and made duplicates of the past week’s records. Although she had no way of judging the authenticity of the stones, there was something else she could do tonight to gauge what damage had been done. She’d get to that part of her plan as soon as she left the office.

Whatever decisions she made in the next few hours would affect everyone she loved. Mari, her dearest friend, would share in the disgrace of failing to carry out a promise to Father Aragon. And her brother, JD, would be torn apart by the dishonor of having their family name dragged through the mud.

She picked up her tote bag and started out the door. Elizabeth suddenly remembered where the other photo was. It was in her tote bag among the dozens of receipts and the clutter at the bottom. Resisting the temptation to verify that right now, she kept walking. She’d place the photocopies and the snapshots of the Madonna in a safety deposit box, then call the only two people she trusted. Among the three of them, she was sure they could sort out this mess. Then, by tomorrow, she’d be prepared to face whatever came her way.

One thing gave her the edge, truth was on her side. That would be enough, she hoped.

* * *

J. D. HAWKEN SWIVELED around in his chair and stared out his window. His company’s parking lot was almost empty, and his view of the snowcapped Sandia Mountains to the east was unhindered. The New Mexico weather, always unpredictable, was cooperating. Though it was December, the temperature was in the mid-fifties, and the sun was shining brightly. That meant his crews, unhampered by snow or chilling rain, could continue working.

He could hear the sounds of “Jingle Bell Rock” drifting out from someone’s radio. The office manager and her staff were busy, but the atmosphere was relaxed. Things couldn’t have been going better for him. He could afford to be generous with year-end bonuses this year, too. His employees would have a good Christmas! After years of scrimping and saving and fighting to hold on to a dream, he was finally on solid financial ground. JD felt in control of his life and his future.

The intercom on his desk buzzed. “Yes?”

“It’s your sister, Elizabeth, on line two,” his secretary informed him.

“I’ll take it,” he said, drawing a deep breath. Leave it to Elizabeth to unsettle what should have been the best time of his life. He loved her. She and his other sister, Pat, were his only blood relatives. But he often wished she wasn’t around so often to remind him of the past. It never ceased to amaze him how a brother and sister, raised in the same household, could be so different. They’d lived through the same miserable childhood, shared memories neither could ever forget, and yet they were as different as night and day. “Hello, Elizabeth.” He toyed with a pencil on his desk, passing it from finger to finger like a magician with a coin.

“I’ve got a big problem, JD.”

“What’s going on?”

“I think someone has taken property out of the evidence room. But it’s more than that. What’s been taken...well, it’s irreplaceable. We have to talk. Can you meet me tonight? I need your advice.”

It was the forced evenness of her tone that frightened him most. The one trait they shared was that the more scared they were, the more detached and logical they tried to become; it was a survival lesson they’d both learned early on in life.

“I’ll be over this evening. Is that soon enough?” JD asked, his tone guarded.

“Yeah, and thanks. I’ll see if Mari can come then, too.”

Hearing Mari’s name, JD’s muscles tightened. Mari’s face flashed before his mind’s eye in vivid detail. There had always been a very special chemistry between them, but her friendship with Elizabeth had led to disagreements that stood in their way, forming a barrier he could never get past. He wasn’t the kind of man to dwell on a woman he couldn’t have. There were others who wanted his attention, enough to keep his limited social calendar full. Still, he’d never managed to put Mari completely out of his mind.

Elizabeth’s voice cut into his thoughts. “You’ve always wanted to have our family name spoken with respect. Well, it’s going to be mud unless we fix what happened. Then our name will never be forgotten and you’ll get what you’ve always wanted.”

JD tried to banish the sudden chill that ran down his spine. As he put down the receiver, an old adage repeated itself in his mind in a mocking singsong: Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.


Chapter One
Mari Sanchez drove down a lonely rural stretch of Albuquerque’s South Valley, bordering the Rio Grande. Cottonwoods with their bare branches lined the Bosque area astride the wide, shallow river, and fenced bottomland held livestock trying to graze on dried rabbitbrush and thin desert grasses. It was warmer than normal for mid-December this year.

Long quiet drives down narrow New Mexico roads always helped her unwind, but today nothing short of talking to Elizabeth Hawken was bound to do that. They’d been playing phone tag all day, but the fact that Elizabeth had tried three times to reach her at work meant that something was seriously wrong. She’d never done that before, not in the six years Mari had taught at Alice Anaya Elementary School.

Mari nervously drummed her index finger on the wheel as the Spanish radio station continued to play “Feliz Navidad.” Liz was her best friend, more like the sister she’d never had. The one sure thing they’d each counted on through the years, no matter what challenge they’d faced, was the strength of that friendship. The mutual intuitions the two women had developed after sharing their most intimate thoughts now left Mari certain that something was terribly wrong.

The southwestern sun was in her eyes, blazing crimson and orange near the horizon when Mari slowed down. The long dirt track leading to Elizabeth’s home was just around the bend. Mari raised her hand, shielding her eyes from the glare as she rounded the curve. There was something just ahead on the road, perhaps an accident victim, but she could barely make it out. She slowed down even more, her uneasiness growing. A heartbeat later, as the shapes became more distinct, her breath caught in her throat. She could see someone wearing a thick dark jacket and a blue baseball cap going through the purse of a woman lying on the edge of the road. Mari spotted Elizabeth’s van parked nearby and a pickup she didn’t recognize skewed across the road behind it.

Mari rolled down her window. “Get away from her!” she yelled. When the person ignored her, Mari honked her horn, accelerating at the same time. The man in the jacket jumped to his feet. As Mari’s gaze shifted to the body on the ground, she recognized Elizabeth’s battered navy peacoat. Thoughts raced through her mind too fast for her to register anything except raw fear. The apparent thief broke into an uneven run and crossed the street. He took a quick glance inside the van, then ran to the pickup and jumped inside.

Mari braked to a stop a dozen feet from Elizabeth. As she opened her door, the other driver pulled out onto the highway, tires squealing, and sped down the road. Mari tried to focus on the license plate, but the place where it should have been was covered with mud.

Mari’s gaze immediately shifted to Elizabeth’s face. She was pale and so very still! A thin ribbon of blood ran from the corner of her mouth and down her neck. Oh, God, don’t let her be dead! Mari crouched and placed her hand over Elizabeth’s. Relief flooded through her when Elizabeth’s eyes opened slowly. “I’m here,” Mari said, quickly taking off her coat and covering Liz. “Hang on. I’ve got to go get help.” Hearing the sound of an approaching car, she turned her head. “Here comes someone now. I’ll be right back.” Mari raced to the center of the road and flagged down the driver. After asking her to call the police and an ambulance, Mari ran back to Elizabeth’s side. Taking her hand again, she tried to assess her injuries without moving her. “What happened? Was it a hit and run?”

Elizabeth’s eyes mirrored the pain that had to be wracking her body. “Take...care of Amy. It wasn’t...an accident!”

A paralyzing thought stabbed through Mari. Was it a kidnapping? “Where’s Amy?”

“The...van. Don’t let JD...have her. She needs you.”

“Don’t talk anymore,” Mari said quietly. “Just save your strength.” She couldn’t stand seeing the agony on Elizabeth’s face knowing there was nothing she could do to abate it. Much of the damage to her was obviously internal. “I’ll take care of Amy. Just hang on.”

“Hide her. She might have seen...”

“I’m going to be right here. Nothing will happen to her.”

“Don’t trust...department....” Liz managed, her voice thready. “They’re in this....”

“Liz, who did this to you?”

“I...couldn’t see his face. Mailbox...take key...take Amy....” Elizabeth’s voice drifted off and her eyes closed.

Mari’s throat tightened until she could barely draw in a breath. She slipped her hand down and felt for Elizabeth’s pulse. Liz was still alive, but where were the paramedics? She stared down the empty road, then back at the van. Amy must be terrified!

Leaving Elizabeth’s side, she ran across the road, knowing that calling out wouldn’t do any good. Amy had been born deaf. Mari peered inside and, for one agonizing minute, didn’t see any sign of her godchild. Then she heard a low sob. As she pinpointed the location of the sound, she saw movement beneath an old wool blanket at the rear of the van. She reached out gently, so as not to frighten the child beneath, and started to pull back the blanket to let Amy see her.

The child shrank back with a mewling cry that tore at Mari’s heart. Instead of pulling the blanket completely off Amy, Mari reached beneath it. She fingerspelled her own name slowly. American Sign Language was a visual language that required many gestures. Fingerspelling, under the circumstances, was the easiest way to reassure Amy fast.

It worked. Amy touched her hand and stayed still as Mari pulled the blanket away. No child deserved to have that look of fear on her face, especially so close to Christmas. “It’s okay,” Mari signed, and gathered Amy against her. The thought that Amy might have seen Elizabeth’s assailant sent a flash of panic through her. But there was no time for questions now. If Liz had uncovered police corruption, then Mari had to protect her godchild at all costs.

She remembered the day Amy had been born. Elizabeth, unmarried and alone, had asked her to be there. Mari had not only stayed but had even helped in the delivery. Determination fueled Mari’s resolve and boosted her courage. Nothing would harm this child, not while she was there to protect her. Mari signed quickly, asking Amy to come with her. Wrapping the blanket around Amy’s shoulders, she urged the child toward her own vehicle across the street, but Amy resisted.

Breaking free, she ducked back inside the van and reached beneath the seat for a white teddy bear with a bright red-and-green plaid bow. Clutching it tightly against her, she emerged a moment later. Amy looked up as if worried Mari wouldn’t understand. “Mom left it for me. It was under the blanket. With me, it was less lonely,” she signed.

Mari smiled at her quickly. At the moment, she wouldn’t have tried to prevent Amy from taking anything that would comfort her. Mari had no illusions about what was yet to come. The next few hours were bound to be extremely difficult for all of them.

Moving quickly toward her own car, Mari kept Amy from running toward her mom as she urged Amy into the back seat. The child’s wide brown eyes looked even larger against the pallor of her face as Mari signed, asking Amy to hide again. Amy nodded once, then huddled down onto the floorboard, cuddling her bear and pulling the blanket over herself. Hearing the wail of approaching sirens, Mari closed the car door quickly and turned around. As she looked searchingly down the road, she spotted a solitary figure standing at the top of the mesa a few hundred yards away. Her flesh prickled with fear. Surely Elizabeth’s assailant wouldn’t come back, now that help was on the way.

Mari shielded her eyes from the last rays of sunlight with her hand, trying to get a better look. Two patrol cars and an emergency vehicle came speeding around the curve. Her attention shifted for only a few seconds as she ran across to Elizabeth, but by the time she looked back, their watcher was gone.

A pair of khaki-uniformed sheriff’s deputies approached her as the paramedics rushed to examine Elizabeth. “I’m Officer Perea. What happened here?” the barrel-chested officer asked.

She recounted what she’d seen, most of what Elizabeth had told her, and mentioned the figure who’d been watching. She deliberately omitted any reference to Amy or police involvement in anything criminal. Remembering Elizabeth’s warning, Mari made up her mind to avoid giving out any more information about her friend’s activities than was absolutely necessary.

Officer Perea nodded to the other deputy, a slender redhead, who ran to his patrol car and quickly drove down the road toward the mesa on which their watcher had stood. Officer Perea retrieved a small notebook from his shirtfront pocket. “Can you describe the person you saw and the vehicle he was driving?”

Mari detailed everything she recalled, trying to keep her voice steady despite what had happened. “I think there was something wrong with his leg,” she added finally. “He ran stiffly, as if he’d been injured at one time.”

The officer penciled the information into his notebook. “What brought you here tonight?”

“Elizabeth Hawken and I are good friends. She invited me over.” As the paramedics continued to work on Elizabeth, Mari cast a quick, furtive glance toward her car. She had to get Amy away as soon as possible. With a little bit of luck, Amy wouldn’t peer out or decide to run to Elizabeth’s side.

“We’ll have to treat this as a hit-and-run until we get more information. We don’t have any evidence to list this as an attempted murder.”

“Elizabeth told me this was a deliberate attempt on her life.”

“We’ll take that into account, miss. Now I have to call this in.” Office Perea went to his car, and Mari stepped over to see how the medics were doing. They were working intently, so she didn’t interrupt them with questions. Before she could figure out a way to check on Amy, the deputy returned. “I need to ask you some more questions.”

“I’ve told you all I know. Why aren’t you checking for tire tracks or setting up a roadblock or something? Don’t waste time talking to me when the man who hurt Elizabeth is getting away.” Fear and anger fought for control of her voice.

“Just relax, ma’am. There’s an officer looking for the person you described. In the meantime, you can help by providing some background information for a possible motive.”

Mari hesitated for a fraction of a second, wondering what she should tell him. She was about to reply when she saw a shiny red pickup approaching. A few seconds later, it pulled to a stop behind the police cars amid a cloud of gravel and dust.

She watched curiously as the driver stepped out. As the failing rays of twilight revealed his features, Mari recognized him instantly. Her body responded to his presence as naturally as a parched rose to water. J. D. Hawken had a presence few men ever achieved. He was at least six foot three, with a lean, strong-looking physique. He took in the scene before him at a glance and strode toward the paramedics who were tending his sister.

“JD, I’m so sorry,” Mari said, stepping into his path. “Liz has been hurt. Somebody ran into her.”

“Is she—” JD nodded, then made his way over to the paramedics. “I’m her brother. I won’t waste your time. What’s her condition?”

Both paramedics looked up at the same time. Something about JD’s tone had secured their undivided attention. “We’re attempting to stabilize your sister now, sir. Then we’ll transport her to a hospital. After that, it’s up to the doctors. And to her.”

“Take her to Saint Agnes’s Hospital. And notify Dr. Lenore Freedman. She’s Elizabeth’s physician.” The paramedics both nodded and returned to their work. JD stepped over to where Mari waited with the officer. Ice-cold azure eyes registered her presence, then focused on Officer Perea. “I’m J. D. Hawken. Do you have the person who did this to my sister in custody?” His clipped tone revealed his deep concern for Elizabeth.

“Not yet, but we will. At the moment, we only have one witness,” Perea noted, indicating Mari with a glance.

JD’s eyes were as unfathomable as a mountain lake. For a moment as he held her gaze, Mari thought she saw some emotion flicker in his eyes. Like a pool disturbed only briefly by a pebble tossed into its center, his expression quickly stilled, leaving no traces to mar its outward calm.

JD was about to ask Mari what she’d seen, but hearing the paramedics lift the stretcher, he quickly stepped forward to help them shift Elizabeth into the emergency vehicle. “I’ll be in shortly to sign her admittance papers.” He signed the release form the paramedic handed him, then caught the man’s eye. “I know you’ll do your best.”

Mari saw the medic’s expression, and knew Elizabeth would receive exactly that. Charisma was hard to define, but it was a quality all natural leaders had; it made others want to follow them and commanded instant respect. That’s the way it was with John Daniel Hawken. JD mingled toughness with persuasiveness and this combination naturally drew people to him.

For a moment, she couldn’t help but wish that she had someone like him in her life, a man who’d watch over her and protect her. She banished the thought quickly. There were no Prince Charmings left in the world.

JD returned to her side after the ambulance raced down the highway. “Now, Officer, do you need anything from me? I have to get to the hospital.”

“I’ve got all the information Ms. Sanchez can give me. If you could also tell me what brought you here tonight, that would be a help.”

Mari tried desperately to catch JD’s eye, but there was nothing much she could do to warn him, not with the officer standing less than five feet away. To her relief, JD’s answer was vague.

“Why do you ask?” JD countered brusquely. “Do you think this was a deliberate attempt on Elizabeth’s life?”

“I don’t have enough evidence yet to make that judgment, sir. But, according to Ms. Sanchez, your sister thought it was.”

JD shook his head slowly. “My sister’s conclusions aren’t always supported by facts.”

Mari suspected that the criticism was only meant to force the police to dig deeper for answers, but she didn’t like him speaking that way about Elizabeth, especially now. Remembering what she disliked most about JD, she gave him an icy glare. There were times when he was too stone-cold logical.

As the officers moved toward Elizabeth’s van, JD turned to Mari. “You and I can discuss these events later. Right now, there’s only one thing I need to know. Where’s Amy?”


Chapter Two
Mari fought the urge to answer him honestly, knowing Officer Perea was close and might overhear. Instead she shrugged casually. “Amy’s probably at a neighbor’s house. I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll take care of finding her. Don’t worry.”

JD glanced toward the officer, who was several feet away searching the dirt road and studying the tracks. “I should have been here sooner.”

“How could you have known this was going to happen? There was no way you could have been here sooner.”

“I’m not used to listening to excuses—especially my own.” JD shook his head. “Forget I brought it up. Listen, I hate to drag you into my problems, but I really need your help locating Amy. She’s a kid who needs special handling. There’s no telling how much of this she’ll be able to understand. I’ll have to present things to her a little bit at a time.”

Had she not heard all of it, Mari would have sworn he was referring to a horse instead of a little girl. “JD, I’m Amy’s godmother. I’m very aware of her needs.” Mari bit back the urge to remind him that she undoubtedly knew Amy better than he did.

JD stared down at her, obviously surprised by her abrupt change in tone. “I need to go take care of Elizabeth. I’ll trust you to find Amy.”

Mari watched JD as he went to say something to Officer Perea, then hurried back to his pickup and drove away. Elizabeth had frequently said that ice water flowed through her brother’s veins. She’d warned Mari not to get involved with him, noting the obvious attraction between Mari and JD the few times they’d been together. Still, Mari had always suspected that there was much more to JD than just his toughness and self-sufficiency. There had been times she’d glimpsed pain in his eyes, like someone who’d shouldered too much responsibility and too much sorrow as a child. Her yearning to communicate with him had surprised her. He was a tough businessman with a reputation for getting the job done. He certainly didn’t want or need her help.

Officer Perea interrupted her thoughts. “You’re free to go, ma’am. We have your address and telephone number and will let you know if we need anything else. I appreciate your cooperation.”

As she hurried to her car, Mari offered a silent prayer of thanks that Amy had done as she’d asked and stayed hidden. She slid behind the wheel and drove away quickly before Amy could look up. Once she was certain that no one was following her, Mari pulled off the road and stopped.

After opening the rear door, she crouched beside the seat and took Amy gently by the shoulders. The little girl threw her arms around Mari in a mighty hug, trembling violently. After a while, Amy released her hold and reached for the teddy bear with the bright Christmas bow, clutching it to her chest. Mari wiped the little girl’s tears and then signed to reassure her.

Mari had expected Amy to ask about her mother, and the fact that the little girl hadn’t done so, frightened her. Amy was an active, intelligent child, but at the moment she was very still, watching Mari passively. Mari signed, simultaneously speaking slowly. “Stay down. We’re going to my house. We’ll be there soon.”

Settling the child more comfortably on the back seat, Mari fastened Amy’s seat belt and wrapped her in the blanket, then quickly drove home. It was completely dark by the time they arrived at her modest, two-bedroom adobe home. Red chili pepper Christmas lights lined the windows facing the street, and pine boughs formed a wreath upon the door. She’d spent last weekend decorating for the holidays, something she enjoyed that never failed to get her into the right mood for the season. But now, under the circumstances, the season of miracles and love seemed more an illusion than reality.

Mari inched the car into the garage, then after the automatic door closed, led Amy into the house. She kept the lights at a minimum. Amy walked directly to the Advent calendar that Mari had placed on the coffee table, and stared at the tiny open doors as if entranced.

Mari walked over to Amy, knelt on the carpeted floor and gently turned the girl around to face her. For a brief moment, Mari studied Amy’s expression. The child seemed more relaxed now, but there was a sense of waiting, as if she wanted Mari to answer the questions she didn’t dare ask.

As a special education teacher, Mari knew there was particular danger when a deaf child withdrew, shutting the world out and keeping any hurt at bay. The isolation in their world of silence could be seductive. She’d have to tread carefully if she was going to prevent that withdrawal from happening now.

Using speech and signing, she assured Amy once again that they were both safe. Mari waited for Amy to ask about her mom, but the little girl just stood there. “Talk to me,” Mari signed.

Amy stared at Mari, then using her voice as she’d been encouraged to do, and signing, asked, “Will Mom come back soon?” Her words were high-pitched and faint. Although it would have been hard for some to understand, Mari had no difficulty. She knew the effort Amy’s speech had taken. She’d sat with Amy for hours on end as she’d tried to emulate sounds made visible on a computer screen through a series of waves and jagged lines. “I don’t know when she’ll be back, but the doctors will take care of her. What happened? Can you tell me?”

Amy shook her head. “The car came too fast. Mom fell,” she signed. “Danger.” Tears ran down Amy’s cheeks and she stopped signing, hugging Mari hard around the neck instead.

The silence of Amy’s crying made it all the more heartrending. Mari knew that in an effort to be accepted, despite her disability, Amy had taught herself not to make sounds, since the quality of her speech would mark her as different. It was impossible for her to gauge degrees of loudness or enunciate as clearly as the hearing, and Amy had always been particularly sensitive to the stares of people who didn’t understand. It had taken her teachers a very long time to coax Amy to speak at all, and she was still shy around strangers.

Mari gathered Amy in her arms and carried her to the master bedroom. After putting her down near the bed, Mari signed and spoke slowly. “You need to get some rest. Sleep.”

Amy stared around the room and shook her head. “Don’t leave me alone,” she signed rapidly.

“You won’t be. I’ll be right outside. And besides, that’s my bed,” Mari expressed with a smile. “I’ll be sleeping there, too.” Mari tossed back the covers and then helped Amy take off her shoes. “Rest. I’ll be right outside the door.” When she tried to take the bear from the little girl’s hand, Amy recoiled, hugging it all the more tightly. “Okay, you can keep it with you,” Mari signed with an accompanying smile.

Amy settled back, the bear under one arm, and signed, “Stay.”

“Sure.” Mari lay next to Amy and cuddled the little girl close to her. Although Mari needed to find out what Amy had seen, she couldn’t bring herself to subject Amy to that kind of questioning yet.

When she felt Amy crying again, Mari held her, trying to provide some comfort. Amy had fought hard to establish herself in the world of the hearing. The isolation that came from deafness transcended the silence the condition imposed. She understood that type of situation well, but perhaps it was easier for her to empathize. She knew what it was like to be different from the rest, to lack an ability that the world took for granted.

* * *

MARI HELD AMY LONG AFTER the child had fallen asleep. In the dimly lit room, she tried to remember the details of the message Elizabeth had left for her at school. It had been brief and very simple. She’d just insisted on a meeting this evening.

After a while, Mari disengaged herself from Amy. For the first time, the girl looked at peace. Kissing Amy’s forehead gently, she pulled the covers up over her and left the room.

Now that Amy was settled in, Mari had to do something to make sure Elizabeth would be equally safe at the hospital. Mari picked up the receiver and dialed. The security firm that had worked for her family for years would provide bodyguards for Elizabeth for as long as needed. Although she normally didn’t deal with them—the trust took care of everything—she knew that they’d comply with her orders. Coming from one of New Mexico’s most prominent families had advantages at times, though it was something that she didn’t let make much of an impact on her day-to-day life.

Once assured that Elizabeth would have full protection, Mari allowed herself to relax a little. If she could only figure out what to do about Amy now! The thought of turning her over to JD didn’t feel right, especially after Elizabeth’s request. But that probably wasn’t going to stop JD from insisting on it. Mari was certain of that, and opposing him was going to be like trying to stop a flood with a sponge.

Through the crack she’d left in the curtains, Mari noted approaching headlights. She stood to one side and peered out. A moment later, she saw JD’s red pickup. When her pulse quickened, she told herself that it was only a reaction to the confrontation about to take place. Yet deep down, a small voice whispered a warning against lying to herself. Frustrated with her own lack of good sense, she opened the door as JD walked up.

He looked like a man who’d been working for twenty-four hours straight. His black hair was disheveled and his brown leather jacket was unzipped despite the cold. Still, his expression was determined and his jaw was firmly set. Her heart went out to him.

“How’s Elizabeth?” Mari asked, stepping aside and inviting him into the living room.

“She’s been stabilized, but she’s still unconscious and in guarded condition, whatever that is. The doctors are doing all they can.” He glanced around the room. “Where’s Amy? Did you manage to locate her?”

“She’s here. You don’t have to worry.” Mari paused. “No, that’s not exactly true.” She hesitated, trying to figure out the best way to tell him what she’d learned. After a moment, she opted for the direct approach. “Amy might be in a great deal of danger.” Mari explained that the child might have seen Elizabeth’s assailant.

“Amy’s a handicapped little girl. That’s no secret to people around here. She’s no threat to anyone,” JD concluded flatly.

“Amy’s physically challenged, but she’s extremely bright. And I have no idea how much she may have seen, or more importantly, if Elizabeth’s assailant saw her,” Mari added, telling JD about the man she’d seen glance inside the van.

JD sat down in a chair and leaned forward to speak. “As I was leaving the emergency room, I met some security people. They claimed you hired them to protect Elizabeth.”

“Yes, I did. I figured that it wouldn’t hurt, and Elizabeth might need them.”

“You had no right to do that,” JD snapped, his blue eyes flashing with anger. “I can take care of my own family. That’s my responsibility.”

Mari glared at him, suspecting this was masculine pride at its worst. “Look, can’t we settle this later? Right now we’ve got other things on our hands.”

“No. This argument isn’t over.” JD stood up and paced. “Have you thoroughly checked out the firm you hired?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, I flipped a coin,” she countered sarcastically. “Get over it, okay?”

“The bill’s mine.”

“Fine. Now what are we going to do about Amy?”

“Not ‘we.’ Me.”  JD returned to the chair. “I’m almost certain I can talk my sister, Pat, into taking her for now. I’ll support Amy financially, of course, but staying with Pat and her family is the best solution. Amy will have a stable home life until Elizabeth’s back on her feet. You can help if you’d like. Find someone for me in Phoenix who’ll be able to teach Pat to sign or communicate in some other way with Amy. Maybe the school system here will be able to get you in touch with someone.”

“You can’t just send Amy away from everything that’s familiar to her, particularly now. It’s almost Christmas and her mother is in the hospital. She needs to be with someone she knows, someone who understands her special needs—me.”

“Pat’s a fast learner, and Amy can talk, though it’s hard to understand her at times. In the long run, this will be the best course of action, believe me. I can’t take care of her here, and you have a job and your own life. If you’ll tell me which room she’s in, I’ll take her with me now.”

He was talking about Amy as if she was nothing more than a responsibility without her own needs or feelings. Anger began to build within Mari. JD seemed as cold as Elizabeth had said. “She’s sleeping, and you’re not taking her anywhere,” Mari said flatly. “She’s finally stopped crying, and I want her to get whatever rest she can.”

Hearing a door creak, Mari turned around. Amy came out of the bedroom and looked around absently. The sleepy, vacant expression in her large doe brown eyes suddenly vanished as she saw her uncle. Smiling broadly, Amy launched herself into his arms.

Mari stared in muted shock. In view of JD’s attitude, she’d never expected Amy to feel any closeness to her uncle at all. Then Mari got a second surprise. JD had come alive in his niece’s presence and was showing more sensitivity than she’d ever suspected he possessed.

He pulled away a little so Amy could see his face. “Don’t be afraid. I’m going to take care of you. I love you.” His cold rationality seemed to have suddenly vanished. He reached out to stroke Amy’s shoulder-length brown hair, then tried to sign something, but it was more like pantomime than any specific sign language.

Amy didn’t seem to mind or notice. She fingerspelled the word Mom, and looked questioningly at him. JD hesitated, clearly uncertain how much, if anything, to say. Amy signed the word afraid. The gesture was clear, but seeing the uncertainty on her uncle’s face, Amy spoke in her halting voice. “I miss Mommy.”

A flood of tears suddenly started down Amy’s face. JD took out his handkerchief and, wiping her tears, lifted her chin until she looked at him. “No, honey, don’t cry. I’ll take care of everything.” As he glanced across the room, he saw the Advent calendar. He took Amy by the hand and led her to it. “By the time Christmas Day comes, your mom will be back again.”

Mari stared at JD, aghast. How could he have made such an irresponsible promise? There was no way he could guarantee that! It was clear that Amy loved him and trusted him; the little girl’s face lit up at his reassuring response.

Amy looked up at Mari and signed, “May I keep the calendar?”

“Of course you can,” Mari answered, trying desperately to think of a way to soften the impact of JD’s reckless promise.

Mari was still weighing her options when a familiar, yet uncomfortable, sensation suddenly hit her. Someone nearby was watching them; she could feel it. She peered cautiously out the window, certain she’d spot whoever it was. Only the red and green Christmas lights twinkling in the distance interrupted the blackness of the night with signs of life. The street seemed deserted, but her uneasiness grew even more persistent and she continued watching.

Her neighborhood was typical of the South Valley. Houses were acres apart, and the graveled roads were noisy and saturated with dust. But it wouldn’t have been hard for someone to approach on foot and remain undetected. No neighbors were close enough to notice and sound an alarm.

Finally, ready to conclude it was only a case of nerves, she released the edge of the curtain. As it billowed back against the wall, she caught a glimpse of a shadow. Quickly she pulled the curtain back a fraction and looked again. She saw a vague outline about twenty yards away take a step.

“I’ll take Amy with me now,” JD told her as he lifted the girl into his arms.

“No, I don’t think so,” Mari countered, moving to block his way to the door.

JD’s face hardened. “Don’t fight me on this. I’m her next of kin. Legally I’m responsible for her. If you make trouble now, you’ll only frighten Amy all over again. I know that’s not what you want.”

“You don’t understand,” Mari said, forcing herself to appear casual for Amy’s sake and making sure the child couldn’t read her lips. “Someone’s out there, watching the house.”
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