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Chapter 1

Timberwoods Mall was ablaze with Christmas cheer. Busy shoppers fought their way from store to store with good-natured directness; garlands of evergreens hung from on high, artificially scented to add to the delicious atmosphere of the holidays. The glittering displays, the noisy fun of the puppet shows and animated seasonal displays, the Christmas train that carried its young passengers in a wide circle around the promenade level, and the general feeling of goodwill and peace on earth were all enhanced by the piped-in Christmas carols.

Heather Andrews, head security manager, turned away, feeling a little overwhelmed. She left the high balcony where she’d been keeping an eye on the crowds and retreated to the relative calm of her office to make herself some coffee. The ritual of making it was soothing, even though the caffeine jolt she was after would be the exact opposite.

Premeasured pod in the basket. Filtered water in the upper part. Glass pot, ready and waiting. Flip, click, push the button.

She went to her desk with a cup of the freshbrewed coffee and sat down in her swivel chair with a sigh, taking a sip and glancing out of habit at a bank of video monitors that offered views of every aspect of the gigantic mall and the swarm of shoppers. The system was state-ofthe-art. One click of a mouse could narrow the focus to individual faces, enabling her and the security team to keep an eye on suspicious characters and record their activities.

Bryan, her assistant, came in with a sheaf of printed reports. Heather sat up straight.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you,” Bryan said.

She looked intently into the monitors, following the progress of a female figure. “You didn’t. I just saw someone I knew on the video feed.”

“Bad guy or good guy?”

“Not a guy. A girl.” She swiveled the monitor around so Bryan could see. “Angela Steinhart.”

“Who? Uh, I mean, the last name is familiar,” Bryan corrected himself.

“It’s on the plaque at the entrance. You see it every workday, genius. Her father’s architecture firm built this mall,” Heather said crisply. “Angela designed some of our best Christmas displays this year, and she hasn’t even graduated from college yet. Check out the number of people around that one.”

She switched the focus from Angela at the outer edge of the crowd, and zoomed in on a charming Victorian skating scene featuring larger-than-life mice in vintage costumes. Bright-eyed children and their parents looked on as the animated mice twirled and did figure eights.

“Nice,” Bryan said in a bored way. “I’d rather watch hockey myself. But at least she paid her debt to society.”

Heather knew he was referring to Angela’s arrest for shoplifting a few years ago, and she wasn’t going to go into it. As far as she was concerned, Angela had redeemed herself for that single misdemeanor offense. Besides, the mall’s case, such as it was, had been on the shaky side.

Bryan placed the reports on her desk. “Here you go. Have yourself a merry little meltdown.”

“Thanks.” Heather took another sip of coffee and swiveled to glance at the monitors again. Angela had drifted on to another one of the displays she’d designed, an even more popular one than the skating mice. Surrounded by a low hedge of artificial greenery, huge silver and gold angels lifted glass trumpets to their lips and silently proclaimed the season of hope and joy. The greenery was decorated with tiny paper angels, handcrafted by children and put there during a sponsored project with the local schools. Each kid had added a wish for peace on earth or something like that, printed in crayon, on the wings of the angels.

Heather couldn’t read the wishes on her monitor, but she knew generally what they were—she’d supervised the paper-angel installation and helped herd the kids in and out of the mall. Good community relations, or so said Felex Lassiter, head of publicity. The teachers and the moms and dads who’d volunteered for the day had been happy to have the kids think about something else besides getting presents.

Angela seemed to be studying the paper angels. Maybe she was finding inspiration for next year’s displays, Heather thought idly. She picked up a page on top of the stack without reading it. She looked up at Bryan. “Hey, when are you taking that skiing vacation? I forgot to note it down.”

“My flight to Colorado leaves tomorrow morning and I’m not coming back until after New Year’s. You and the team are going to have to hold the fort without me.”

“I don’t know how we’ll manage,” she said dryly, then sighed. “Have a good time. Don’t break a leg.”

He gave her a broad grin and closed the door after himself with a soft click.

Heather riffled through the security reports, not seeing anything that required immediate action. For the briefest of seconds, she turned her attention back to the monitors, noticing absently that Angela Steinhart had disappeared from view, before she began to study the paperwork in front of her.

 


 



Continuing on her way through the mall, Angela stayed close to the walls so as to avoid the holiday shoppers thronging near the shop windows and filling the corridors. Wide-wheeled strollers and carry-carts added to the confusion of people struggling to manage bulky purchases and swinging bags, but the overall mood was cheerful, almost oblivious.

A faint shiver ran up Angela’s spine, even though the indoor air was warm. She forced herself to keep on going, rising through the multileveled mall on a series of escalators framed in glass and steel.

Looking over the heads of the shoppers, she picked out her other displays and gave one last look back at the silver and gold angels, as if reassuring herself that they were still there, larger than life.

Everything seemed to be all right, but . . . she wasn’t. That was why she was here. Angela had to connect with someone who might understand. She had an idea who she was going to talk to but not what she would say.

Telling herself she’d worry about that when she got there, Angela glanced down at herself. Maybe she should have changed her clothes. Looking the way she did, carelessly dressed to work in her studio, she might not be taken seriously. Oh well. Either they’d listen or they wouldn’t. It was as simple as that.

Angela decided she would ask to speak to the young woman in security—well, not really so young. Twenty-eight or twenty-nine would be her guess. Heather something. Angela remembered her from the day she’d been mistaken for a shoplifter and brought into the offices and searched.

Eventually the whole thing had blown over. Her father’s well-known name had helped.

The reception area for the administration offices of the mall wasn’t very big. Three comfortable chairs and pots of brilliant Christmas poinsettias took up most of the space. A girl slightly older than herself sitting at an undersized desk completed the small cubicle.

“I want to talk to Heather,” Angela said boldly as she stared down at the young, fresh-faced receptionist.

The girl set her face in a smile and pressed a button on the phone. She spoke quietly then nodded at Angela. “Let me ask if she can see you. Take a seat, please.”

Angela slumped down in one of the chairs and idly picked up a booklet from the round glass table. She blinked as she looked at an architect’s drawing of the Timberwoods shopping complex, noticing the small type at the bottom. Steinhart Associates. Architects.

The receptionist had to speak twice before Angela heard her. “Miss Andrews said you can go on in.”

“Thanks.”

Pushing open the door to Heather Andrews’s office, Angela was greeted by a young, attractive brunette wearing a dove-gray suit. “Hello.”

“Hello—ah, I’m Angela Steinhart. You probably don’t remember me, but we met a few years ago when—”

Heather Andrews looked at Angela with recognition and gestured for her to sit down in the chair opposite her desk. “I do, but don’t worry about that unfortunate incident. Over and done with.”

Unfortunate incident. Nice way of putting it, Angela thought with relief. “I have to talk to you,” she said, letting the past go.

Heather closed the office door and sat down at her desk. “What can I do for you, Angela?”

Angela looked at Heather’s wide blue eyes fringed with thick, dark lashes; her smooth, pink cheeks and her bright, pretty smile beneath the short crop of dark, glossy hair. She wondered vaguely if her own life would be different if she were as pretty as Heather Andrews.

“Miss Steinhart—Angela,” Heather repeated softly, “what can I do for you?”

Angela had crossed her right leg over her left and was fiddling with the frayed hem of her jeans. “I . . . I came to you because I didn’t know where else to go, or who else I could . . . I could tell.” She took a deep breath, then let it out in a rush.

Heather watched the young girl with a mixture of emotions. Here goes another lunch hour, she moaned silently. With a patience she found remarkable under the circumstances, she said, “I can see that you’re upset. Why don’t you start at the beginning?” She took a covert glance at her watch. Angela was obviously agitated, and there was an emotion in her eyes that Heather couldn’t quite read.

It looked like fear. But what on earth did someone as privileged as this girl have to be afraid of?

Angela fished in her bulky shoulder bag. Heather noticed her bitten fingernails and ragged cuticles, and a few tiny spots of paint on her jeans. She reminded herself that creative types didn’t care too much about personal appearance, envying Angela just a bit. It would be nice not to have to conform to a professional-dress code.

“I hope you don’t mind my showing up like this,” Angela said. “But I had to talk to you. It’s about the mall,” she added, her tone slightly shaky and unsure.

Heather was taken aback. “Your Christmas displays are beautiful, Angela. The customers love them—we’ve had nothing but positive feedback.”

“Thanks, but this has nothing to do with my displays. And I know that they’re popular,” she admitted. “I was just at the Victorian one—it’s working fine. Your technical crew is great.”

“Glad to hear it from you,” Heather said cheerfully. “Those skating mice are totally adorable. And the angels are spectacular. So what’s on your mind?” Given the girl’s nervousness, she wasn’t going to say that she’d monitored Angela in the crowd around both displays.

“Look, I’ll start at the beginning. Before I came here, I tried to talk to my mother, but she didn’t have time to listen, and she didn’t really want to. I’m going to try to catch her again when I go home.”

Heather raised an inquiring eyebrow and Angela seemed to understand her unspoken question.

“My father’s getting ready to go to London. He’s kind of hard to pin down. Believe me when I tell you that there wasn’t anywhere else for me to go.”

Heather nodded, keeping a bland smile on her face. If she had to describe Angela’s expression to an interested party, she’d say haunted.

But why?

“Look, my problem—if that’s what it is—started when I was twelve. I see things,” Angela blurted.

Heather stiffened imperceptibly. Uh-oh. Holiday craziness. It happened. But not usually in her secluded office. Her smile faded into an expression of concern and she merely nodded to Angela to continue.

Encouraged, the girl went on talking in a halting voice. “I used to tell my parents when I saw them—when they would listen, that is. They always explained it away as a bad dream or an upset stomach. These . . . these . . . things I see, they happen . . . they happen to other people. At first it only happened once in a while, but then it became more often. I guess I scared my parents, too,” Angela fretted. “Their answer was to take me to a shrink. This hotshot psychiatrist said I was making a bid for attention.”

Heather hoped that was all there was to it. She couldn’t very well diagnose whatever was ailing Angela Steinhart. She wasn’t a guidance counselor or a psychiatrist, for heaven’s sake. Why had Angela come to her?

“Anyway, that was all my mother had to hear. She started following the doctor’s orders by ignoring me, which is what she’s been doing for as long as I can remember.”

That was way too much information. But there was no tactful way to simply ask Angela to leave. Heather tried not to stare too hard at the girl. “Tell me, what are these things you see?” There was an intensity about Angela that gave Heather gooseflesh. This job certainly had its drawbacks, and sitting here listening to this strange kid had just been added to the list. Everything she’d said so far seemed somehow rehearsed, like stage dialogue or a tall tale.

“Bad ones.” Angela’s face was now drained of color.

Heather was a little frightened for a moment or two. She considered calling for the emergency staff stationed at the clinic, but an instinct for self-preservation told her to wait. Her unexpected visitor had a lot of important connections, and it was best not to be too hasty. She had nothing to lose by letting Angela talk it out—and she could live without lunch, if it came to that. But the girl was silent, her mind obviously elsewhere as she fidgeted and looked around the room. Her gaze stopped on the video monitors.

“You can see everything from here, can’t you?”

Heather kept her expression neutral, hoping Angela’s question was an idle one. It was possible to read a touch of paranoia into it. “Pretty much. That’s just part of my job. You were saying?”

“Oh. Where was I?” Angela looked fixedly at Heather as if she had the answer.

“You were talking about things you saw sometimes.”

Angela nodded and pushed a straggling lock of hair behind her ear. “Yes. Once I got so upset I didn’t eat, and I ended up in the hospital.”

“When was that?” Heather asked, not really wanting to know.

“A while ago the doctors said I was hypersensitive. God!” Angela exclaimed pitifully. “I wish I wasn’t. But this feeling—that something bad is going to happen at the mall—is so strong. I wanted to talk to someone who works here,” she said in an almost inaudible voice. “Maybe it’s just me.”

Heather didn’t know whether to say yes or no to that. She noticed that Angela hadn’t offered specifics about her current prediction.

“Angela, as far as I know, it’s business as usual. Christmas is crazy, of course. But that’s nothing new. I appreciate your coming to talk to me about your concerns, but if you don’t mind my saying so, we all know that the holidays can be difficult for a lot of people. So,” she reasoned, “it isn’t just you. But it sounds to me like you might need someone who knows more than I do to talk to. You know, professional help—”

“I told you, I’ve had the pleasure. Several times. Different psychiatrists,” Angela retorted. “They scribble prescriptions and hand you a bill. They don’t listen. Not really.” She scowled. “Guess I’m experiencing another one of my ‘fits,’ as my mother calls them.”

“Angela, I—” Heather hesitated. “I don’t know what to say.” Tactful and true. And the best she could do.

“I want to ask you a question. When’s the height of the season?”

“The week before Christmas.”

Angela paled as she mentally counted the days. “Today is December fifteenth.”

“Yes, and Christmas Day is next Thursday. The stores are open until six on Christmas Eve,” Heather said, alarmed. “Why?”

Angela rubbed her temples. “Ten days to Christmas.” Her voice was a choked whisper, frightening Heather again.

“Angela, your parents—what if I went with you to discuss this? Would that help?” Heather’s manner was slightly cajoling. She wanted Angela Steinhart out of her office as soon as possible, and missing lunch had nothing to do with it. Not a Christmas went by without some people going off the deep end. She hoped and prayed that Angela wasn’t going to do the same thing, but it wasn’t her job to psychoanalyze or open up a holiday hotline for the unstable.

“What for? They’ll tell you it’s a nervous condition or another of my bids for attention.” Angela laughed uneasily. “My mother wants me locked up. If she finds out I’ve come to you, it’ll give her all the ammunition she needs to have it done. Regardless of what my father wants. And do you know something? At this point, I almost don’t care. Sometimes I think my mother’s right. Maybe I am a lunatic.”

The blunt speech ended as suddenly as it had begun. Angela shook her head and got up, slinging her bag over her shoulder and going to the door without a word of good-bye. Heather was speechless as she watched her visitor leave the office. She breathed a sigh of annoyance. Why did she have to come and dump on me? she thought. Now I’ll probably have to fill out a report.

And the report would have to be filed with her boss, the chief of security. It did come under the heading of strange and unusual circumstances. Heather groaned. Security would overreact and say that they were following mandated guidelines. Instead of seeing that Angela Steinhart was in need of psychiatric help, they would go off the deep end themselves and create chaos. The bomb squads would arrive with their sniffer dogs, all the employees would have to work overtime, the Steinharts would be alerted, and Angela herself would be hauled in for questioning.

And all because an imaginative girl had bad dreams—Heather would bet anything that had been the trigger for Angela’s forebodings—and let holiday jitters get to her. Throw in a dysfunctional family and everything intensified. She’d wanted to vent or simply wanted attention and was obviously afraid of her parents. Well, Heather got to vent, too. She would do what everyone else did around here: she would dump on Felex Lassiter.

Breezing through the outer office, past the receptionist’s desk and down the wood-paneled corridor, she opened the door to the office which bore Felex Lassiter’s name and title. Nodding to his assistant, she said, “I’d like to talk to Felex.”

The assistant managed a thin smile. “Go in. Don’t tell him I sent you.”

Heather opened the door marked PRIVATE.

“Can’t you read?” he said with a wink.

“Felex, something’s come up. But first, pour me a drink, will you? A really, really small one,” she directed firmly. “And in answer to your next question, I’m not driving home for another two hours.”

Felex Lassiter pushed his chair back from his desk and frowned at the beautiful woman opposite him. His eyes narrowed. She was upset. Sometimes he wasn’t sure she had what it took to handle the high level of stress that came with working in a big, famous mall like Timberwoods. Her guts weren’t encased in steel like the others in security. Not that it was now, or had ever been, his decision to hire her. Dolph Richards, the mall’s obnoxious CEO, had insisted, saying she had the best-looking legs he had ever seen.

It wasn’t politically correct to say so out loud, but Lex had to agree. His pulse took on a faster rhythm as he watched her. He’d been attracted to her from the moment he’d laid eyes on her, and instinct told him she had felt the same. So why hadn’t he ever asked her out? A simple movie date, a dinner, something? Shrugging away his thoughts, he walked over to a compact glass and chrome cabinet and took out a bottle of whiskey.

“Easy does it,” he said as he poured a scant shot and handed her the diminutive glass. “It’s not quitting time yet, and I’m not supposed to keep this stuff around.”

She took it from him and held it. “Lex, I want to talk to you about something. I’m not quite certain I know how to handle this—I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Start by finishing your drink and we’ll take it from there.”

Gratefully, Heather sipped at the liquid. She sipped again and felt herself relax.

Settling into a chair, she crossed her legs, willing herself to be calm, playing for time. She did a swift mental review of what she knew about Felex Lassiter. He was cool in a crisis, levelheaded, and always considerate—a man whose strength could be depended upon. In his early thirties, his good nature and quiet authority won him the respect of his associates, while his handsome blond looks and athletic build won winsome smiles from the female assistants and junior execs.

Heather agreed with the consensus that Lex wasn’t all about razzle-dazzle—unusual for a public relations man. It seemed people just naturally responded to his sincerity. Wasn’t this the reason she had sought him out now to help her gain some perspective on the Angela Steinhart problem? In truth, Heather was strongly attracted to him, but he had never made a move to kindle a relationship outside the office.

“Lex, did you meet Angela Steinhart?” she finally began.

Lex nodded. “Of course. She designed those fantastic Christmas displays. Best ever. Talented artist. Very imaginative.”

“Maybe too imaginative.”

Lex looked quizzically at Heather. “I’m not following you.” He waited patiently for Heather to make her point.

“Today she came to see me and told me that she thinks something bad is going to happen at the mall.”

“Like what? A commando raid on the cookie store?”

“Ha ha.” Heather set aside her drink. “She didn’t really say. But she made it clear enough that she, um, sees things and then they happen.”

“Could you be more specific?”

“She wasn’t. Just said that accidents happen and she knows about them beforehand and that it’s been going on for a while. Meaning, I think, that she has visions.”

“Go on.”

Heather recounted the story of Angela’s visit. “The strange part is that in less than a minute she had me half-convinced that something was going to happen. But what can I do?”

Lex sat upright, listening intently. Concluding her story, Heather lowered her voice and got up to pace the office.

“Absolutely nothing.” Lex’s tone was measured and calm.

“I don’t want to believe it. I’d rather think that this is what she says her parents think it is—a bid for attention, pitiful though it may be. However, I do have to file a report, and when security reads it we both know what’s going to happen.”

“Right,” Lex agreed, considering her last statement. “These days they overreact.”

“Exactly. I’d hate to bring all that aggravation down on Angela’s head, but what else can I do?”

“Pull a few strings and bring in some outside manpower. But keep things quiet.”

She gave him a rueful smile. “I was thinking the same thing. But I wish I knew what we’re up against. If anything.”

“You don’t have to know. Just cover your bases, that’s all.”

“I wish she had told me more. I can’t even make an intelligent judgment. Heck, I don’t know anything about premonitions or ESP.”

“I do, in a limited way.”

Heather shot him a disbelieving look and hesitated, remembering the troubled expression in Angela’s eyes. “Really? Tell me.”

“Sure. How about over dinner? On me.”

“Ah—okay.” Her lips curved in an accepting smile. “I’d like that. It’s been a long, long day.”

 


 



“Why are you fidgeting?” Her voice held the barely disguised note of harshness that was always present when she addressed her only child; so different from her usual languorous speech.

“I have to talk to you. It’s important,” Angela pleaded, her thoughtful brown eyes watching her mother intently. “And you have to listen to me. I had another vision.”

Sylvia Steinhart evaded Angela’s gaze. “For heaven’s sake. Can’t you see I’m in a hurry? You always do this to me. Today is the stockholders’ meeting and I don’t have a spare minute.”

“But I need to talk to you,” Angela persisted, reaching out to touch her mother’s arm. “It’s about those things I see . . .”

“You mean those things you say you see!” Sylvia Steinhart backed off a step, a look of impatience on her face. Then, to change the subject, to talk about anything besides Angela’s delusions, she asked, “When was the last time you wore clothes that weren’t covered in paint and craft glue? You reek of both. A little perfume and a pretty dress wouldn’t kill you.”

“I have work to do.”

“Oh yes. Such important work. Doodling and daydreaming.”

“It’s important to me,” Angela retorted.

“Hmph. You hardly ever come out of that glorified closet you call a studio.”

“That’s where I work, Mother. And I’m happy there.”

“Well, I’m sorry we let you take over that room. It’s always a mess.”

“Don’t, Mother. Just don’t. Take the time to listen.”

“Oh, really, Angela.” Sylvia snickered, turning her back on her daughter. “Not now. I’ve got to look and be my best, and you’re upsetting me.”

“It’s always ‘not now.’ Every time I need you, you’re either going to the office or the theater. If it isn’t the theater, then it’s the hairdresser. When will you have time to talk to me? Give me some idea!” Angela’s exasperation was edged with defiance, but her eyes were filled with unshed tears.

Sylvia glanced up from fastening the clasp on her watch and saw that Angela hadn’t budged. “Time is money,” she began, then stopped herself. “Oh, that must be it. You need money. Here.” Sylvia reached into her purse, opened her wallet, and pulled out five crisp twenty-dollar bills. She tossed them on the shiny surface of the cherrywood table, hoping to distract her daughter.

“I don’t want your money, Mother.” Angela’s voice shook with emotion. “I want to talk to you. It’s extremely important. Something’s going to happen, something terrible—”

Sylvia’s mouth tightened. “I’m not as indulgent as your father, Angela. And I refuse to hear anything more about these so-called visions of yours. Most of the psychiatrists said it’s only your way of getting attention,” Sylvia scoffed.

“Most. Not all.”

Sylvia waved a dismissive hand. “Right. One did diagnose you with dissociative personality disorder, whatever that means. And there was that last one—the doctor you liked, who kept talking about ‘fugue states.’ I wasn’t sure if he was a shrink or a piano teacher.”

“Guess what. That term actually means something,” Angela said softly. “Too bad you’re not interested in finding out more.”

“I’m just thankful they all gave up and no one else knows. If word got around, I’d never be able to show my face in public again.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Angela shook her head. “Good God, isn’t there someone in this family who’ll listen to me?”

Sylvia remained unmoved, adjusting the position of the diamond watch on her wrist.

“Oh, forget it. Just forget it,” Angela said furiously, grabbing a decorative pillow and throwing it against the wall. The silk split at one seam and a few feathers drifted out onto the powder-blue carpeting. “Admit it, Mother. You’re afraid to hear what I have to tell you because you know that once you hear it you’ll have to do something, and that will take precious time out of your oh-so-organized day!”

Sylvia looked at the feathers on the carpet as if they were going to burn a hole in it. Anger and frustration tensed her features. “I shouldn’t have given you money. For that little stunt, sweetie, you’ll get nothing more for a month.”

Angela spun around. “And they say my generation is all messed up. God, they should throw you under the lights and see what makes you tick!”

“Just take the money and get out of here,” her mother snapped. “Find a roommate or something. And let me know when you get a real job. Freelance design doesn’t count.”

“It’s a start—”

Sylvia shook her head disdainfully. “You can’t live on it. That art degree was a waste. As far as I’m concerned, you owe us for that.”

“Really, Mother? Why?”

“Oh, you can start with the care and feeding of all your deadbeat friends—you brought home every stray and loser in the dorm every chance you got.” She gave her daughter a contemptuous up-and-down look. “When was the last time you had a bath? You look like a stray yourself.”

“Shut up!”

“Why don’t you just leave home? Go ahead,” Sylvia taunted. “Just drive off in that cute little Porsche your father was nuts enough to give you—”

“Stop it!” Angela groped across the table for the five bills to throw them, too, but as her fingertips touched them, she suddenly became distracted. Her gaze was fixed on a bottle of bourbon that was resting too near the edge of a low shelf near Sylvia’s elbow. “Look out!” she shouted, reaching toward her mother.

Sylvia reflexively jumped back from Angela’s outstretched hand, bumping the shelf and sending the bottle crashing onto the bar directly below. The neck of the bottle splintered, spraying a shower of glass and amber liquid over the skirt of her designer suit.

“Oh no! It’s ruined!” she shrieked. Suspicion narrowed her eyes and stretched back her lips. “Did you—? Oh my God. You made that happen, didn’t you?”

Angela shook her head. “No . . . no, I just knew it was going to fall. I tried to push you away.”

Sylvia stared at her daughter, her expression wavering between belief and disbelief. Then she looked down and surveyed the damage. “You knew that bottle was going to fall over . . . you made it happen.”

“You can’t have it both ways, Mother. Either I knew it was going to fall or I made it fall. Which do you think?”

“You did it. You deliberately did it to keep me from being on time for my meeting.”

She waved her hand. “Now I have to change. Get out of my way.” She pushed past Angela, heading for the stairs to her bedroom.

“Are you going to listen to me or not?” Angela demanded, trailing her mother. When she reached the master bedroom she found that Sylvia had closed and locked the door. “Just hear me out. Is that too much to ask?” There was only silence from the other side of the door as she spoke again. “This actually isn’t about me. It’s about Timberwoods Mall. Something bad is going to happen there.”

Inside the walls of her luxurious green-andwhite bedroom, Sylvia was hastily changing into another of her designer suits. In spite of herself, she couldn’t shut out the sound of Angela’s voice. She was going on and on about her vision of some kind of disaster at the shopping mall. A series of shudders traveled the length of her spine. Her daughter’s urgent tone was unrelenting. Sylvia imagined her crouched outside the door, gloating, reveling in upsetting her mother for no reason. Only Angela called them visions. The psychiatrists had assured Sylvia they were nothing but bad dreams, some like scenes out of horror movies, but dreams nonetheless. It had long been decided that Angela obsessed over them in an unhealthy way.

Sylvia’s hands trembled and an expression of anguish spread across her features. Why couldn’t she have a nice, normal daughter? One who was interested in the good things life had to offer. Clothes, travel, boyfriends . . .

She massaged her temples with long manicured fingers. No matter what the shrinks said, she didn’t think it was normal for anyone to have dreams like those Angela called her visions. Somewhere, deep in her soul, she wondered if Angela didn’t actually cause things to happen. Like the bourbon bottle falling . . .

The heartrending sound of a sob filtered through to Sylvia, and long-suppressed instincts of motherhood stirred deep within her. There had been a time when the two of them were the model mother and daughter, going places and doing things together. Sylvia recalled taking Angela shopping for that special party dress. And then, another time, for Angela’s tenth birthday she’d invited eleven little friends, bought a cake and party decorations. She’d even hired a clown to perform magic tricks. She smiled at the memory of all those perfect girls in their frilly dresses, their hair in ribbons. Those had been the good times, Sylvia thought, when her daughter acted like everybody else’s daughter, like little girls should act. Sugar and spice and everything nice.

When had Angela changed? When had she become so . . . belligerent, so . . . strange? Sylvia tried to think of a specific incident, something she could point to and say that was what did it, but nothing came to mind.

And so now here they were, mother and daughter, still living in the same house but worlds apart. Poor Angela, she really needed someone who understood her, someone who had all the time in the world to talk to her and listen to her. Sylvia toyed with the idea of going to her daughter, but she had no idea what to say to her or how to calm her fears. Instead she reached for her purse, swung open the door and rushed past Angela, fleeing the house.

 


 



Hearing the purr of the Mercedes in the driveway, Angela knew she had been deserted again. She tore through the rooms of the house. Looking for someone, needing someone. Anyone! Gleaming cherrywood tables winked back at her, mocking her confusion and loneliness. Her narrow face was streaked with tears and flushed with frustration. Her dull brown hair adhered to her damp forehead in frizzy ringlets. She caught her lower lip between her even, white teeth. Fifteen thousand dollars to straighten them, and Sylvia had complained to the orthodontist: “But they still look so—so big!”

Having as little thought for Angela’s presence as Sylvia, the doctor had retorted: “Her teeth are beautiful, Mrs. Steinhart. I’ve done a creditable job if I say so myself. If only her face weren’t so narrow. She’s a little too young for cosmetic surgery, but—”

Angela had raced out of his office, ignoring the expressions on the faces of her mother and the orthodontist. Even now, almost six years later, the incident still stung. She didn’t care what that idiot of a doctor thought; it was the sudden look of interest on Sylvia’s face that had terrified her, as if her mother were considering the possibilities.

Angela’s panic and feelings of loneliness nearly paralyzed her, to the point where she couldn’t even cry. She contemplated her next move. Her father. Maybe Daddy would listen. Somebody had to.

In her bedroom she fished for the white cordless phone buried beneath a mound of undone laundry. She dialed her father’s office from memory and waited. “Daddy. This is Angela. I hope you haven’t left for London yet. Could you come home? I have to talk to you. It’s important. I wouldn’t bother you otherwise.”

“Honey, if it was any other day but today, I could swing it. What is it? Boyfriend trouble? You are taking the pill, aren’t you?”

Inappropriate question, to say the least. But he meant well, unlike her mother. “No, it’s not boyfriend trouble. Daddy, please, could I meet you somewhere? Or come to your office?”

“Broke again? You know money is never a problem,” he interrupted. “There’s five hundred dollars in my top dresser drawer. Take what you need.”

“Daddy, it’s not money. I have to talk to you, I really do. It’s about my visions—I had the worst yet, and I’m scared. Please, I have to see you!” She struggled to control her voice, to stifle the sobs rising in her throat.

“Look, honey, you know I’m catching a midnight flight to London, and I have a thousand things to get done before I leave here. Why don’t you take a nap? I’ll see you in a few days, over the weekend. Be a good girl till I get back and I’ll ship home an antique for one of your displays. Remember how much you loved the curio shops when we went to England together?” The connection was broken and Angela found herself staring at the phone in her hand.

Well, what had she expected? He was indifferent in his own way, and fundamentally just as messed up as her mother. They had cut her off again, just as always, but it still hurt. It always hurt. More angry now than wounded, she rubbed away the tears with the backs of her hands.

She needed someone, but who? Heather Andrews had listened with a polite smile, but no more than that. Angela regretted her impulse to confide in her, a stranger when it came right down to it. Fleetingly she thought of her last psychiatrist, then dismissed the idea. Never. Between that shrink and Sylvia they’d have her committed to an asylum. It was a recurring thought that terrified her. There had to be someone who would listen to her, listen and believe. Someone who would try to understand. Angela knew she couldn’t handle this by herself. No way at all.

She desperately needed someone who would take the weight off her shoulders and maybe, just maybe, give her a reason to be hopeful that things would get better. Wasn’t Christmas supposed to be a season of hope? She answered her own question silently.

Not for her.

Angela stayed up until past midnight, looking out the window at the clear, dark sky, watching the tiny flashing lights of a jet high above, heading east. She had no way of knowing if it was the flight her father was on. Exhausted, she realized that she didn’t much care. Her eyes closed and she fell into a troubled sleep in the chilly room.

Hours later, trapped in a dream, she covered her face with her arm, shielding her eyes. The light was so bright. It came suddenly, without warning. Unlike a sudden flash, it didn’t fade. It stayed, blooming brightly toward the center and radiating outward in streaks of red brilliance. The sound rocked her brain—low, booming, lethal. There was fear. A chest-crushing panic stealing her breath, denying her air.

She knew where she was, yet she was lost. She had been here before and never before. She wanted to run but her feet were heavy, stuck in something thick and gluey, something that would not let her escape.

There was fire. Angry yellow fire bursting through doors and eating through the roof. The fire was inside and she was outside in the cold. Something wet fell on her cheeks. Snow. She saw everything; she saw nothing. People, a huddle of humanity. Mothers with open mouths screaming for their children. Men, taken unawares, stricken with confusion, frozen, helpless. Children staggering beneath the impact of an explosion, their little arms reaching, seeking safety. And over it all a pall of red, denying her a clear view, permitting only impressions. And yet she knew she had walked this place before.

There was more, much more, presented to her in rapid-fire succession. Fire. Explosion. Screams. Cries. Red. Always red. Pain. Loneliness. Anger.

Confused, lost, she concentrated on locating herself. Slowly, creeping through her consciousness, realization penetrated her senses. Crazily, a cheery Christmas carol piped through her ears. Glittery holiday decorations swung in erratic rhythms before crashing down, plummeting from great heights into the maelstrom below.

Squeezing her eyes shut and curling herself into a fetal position, she huddled under the bed covers. She was trapped, and nothing could save her if she stayed here in this dream world.

Sobs tore through her chest and tears erupted behind her tightly closed lids. She must wake up, she must. Otherwise she would be imprisoned forever in her own nightmare. Odd words echoed in her mind.

What you can’t see is sometimes right in front of you.

Over and over, the same words. What did they mean? Who was saying them? The voice wasn’t hers. Her body sat upright in the narrow bed.

The haze of red clouded her vision, seeming to steal into the corners of her room, seeping beneath the windowsill and dissolving into the light of day. Shuddering with fright and shackled with a sense of doom, she opened her eyes and screamed.




Chapter 2

Arriving back at Timberwoods Mall from his supper hour, Charlie Roman lifted his large frame from behind the wheel of his dilapidated ’99 Chevy. The wind caught his sandy hair and whipped it into strings resembling shredded wheat. Squinting against the whirling snowflakes, he surveyed the ominous dark sky and wished for a heavy snowfall. Perhaps the weather would keep the shoppers and their greedy little brats at home. He could use an easy night—he was usually on full-time, with routine responsibilities, but his temporary gig helping out the Timberwoods Santa Claus and keeping the kids in line to see the kindly old white-bearded gent was no cushy job.

Charlie slammed the door of his Chevy twice before the latch held. He pulled the collar of his gray wool jacket closer about his thick neck. People hurried between the mall and the parking lot, but Charlie plodded toward the entrance doors with a slow, careful gait. He wasn’t taking a chance on slipping on the thin film of ice and falling.

Passing through Parking Lot Five, he noticed Heather Andrews heading for her car. She seemed lost in thought, oblivious to the snow. He wanted to smile at her. Ms. Andrews was always friendly to him. Several times, at employee meetings, she had looked his way and said hello. He liked Heather and had toyed with the idea of asking her out. She was one person who seemed to see beyond his shyness to the sincere, sensitive man inside. Charlie had even fantasized that she would accept his invitation with a sweet smile lighting her pretty face. The thought of a date with her had exhilarated him for weeks.

Charlie’s eye caught a familiar figure coming toward him. Felex Lassiter. Nice guy. Preparing himself for Lex’s greeting, he was thinking of something noncommittal to say about the weather when Lex veered off to the left, toward Heather. Charlie took a few more steps and turned around. They were both getting into the car.

Together.

Charlie’s anger rose. He hadn’t known those two were a couple. So much for his fantasy. It was pointless—Heather never would have looked twice at him. He wasn’t worth looking at. What a fool he’d been to hope.

He laughed out loud, a great, roaring laugh. Forgetting to watch his footing, he felt his leather soles slip on the ice and down he went. Red-faced, he quickly glanced around, expecting to see hordes of people standing around, pointing and jeering. Instead there was only a too-thin girl watching him with worried brown eyes.

“You okay?” she asked. “I think I got in your way. I’m sorry.”

“No, you didn’t. I wasn’t watching where I was going! Give me your hand.”

Angela extended her arm, bracing her feet against Charlie’s weight.

Charlie seemed to resent her assistance, hefting himself up most of the way. Immediately the girl began to brush his shoulders. “Quit it,” he said roughly. “A little snow never killed anyone.”

Peering intently into her eyes, he tried to judge whether or not she was putting him on. Nobody cared about him. Ever.

“Really, are you sure you’re all right? I didn’t mean to . . . I’ve got something on my mind. I didn’t even see you.” Angela herself was surprised at her reaction. Considering the mood she was in, she could have knocked down the president of the United States and she wouldn’t have given him a backward glance.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m okay. I’ve got to get back to work.” His tone was harsh, annoyed.

He saw the girl’s eyes focus on his face. “You work here?”

Nosy question. He didn’t soften. “I’m the behind-the-scenes guy for Santa Claus. I make sure he doesn’t run out of candy canes, and I keep the kids off the cotton snow and tell them not to pull his fake beard. Hell of a gig, but the pay’s okay.”

“I thought Santa Claus was supposed to be kind—What am I saying? You’re not him. Oh well, never mind,” Angela snapped back, and turned to leave.

“Hey, wait a minute,” he called after her as she nimbly ran across the ice, dodging cars as she went. “I didn’t mean—”

“Forget it,” she retorted. “I never did believe in Santa Claus anyway.”

Charlie watched her go, a knot of strange emotions choking him. For one instant there, he had thought he’d seen some real concern in the girl’s face. Then he dismissed the ridiculous notion.

Nah. She was just an airhead like all the rest. He ran a hand through his damp hair, pushing it back from his face.

 


 



Heather Andrews peered through the windshield as Lex piloted the car through the parking lot. “Did you see that?” she asked. “That was Charlie Roman and Angela Steinhart.”

At the mention of Angela’s name, Lex showed interest. “Where?”

“Oh, she’s gone now. What an unlikely pair, don’t you think? Poor Charlie.”

Lex gave a snort. “It’s that ‘poor Charlie’ attitude of yours that keeps him pining after you like a sick puppy.”

“Oh, Charlie’s okay, I guess. He seems so lonely sometimes. And I suppose he does have a crush on me, but he’s harmless.”

“Christ.” Lex laughed. “If there’s one thing a man never wants to hear anyone say about him, it’s that he’s harmless.”

Heather glanced at the tall blond man beside her. “Don’t worry, Lex. I can’t imagine a woman saying that about you. Now, where’s this place we’re going for dinner?”

“For our second date, someplace special,” he replied.

“Tough to top the first.” She smiled at him.

 


 



Charlie Roman woke up and lay for a moment contemplating his day. He might get overtime if he decided to work. On the other hand, he wouldn’t have the actual paycheck till after the start of the New Year. Still, he didn’t want to leave the resident Santa, whose name really was Nick, in the lurch. Funny how the old guy genuinely did like kids—Nick Anastasios had about fifteen grandchildren of his own. So why moonlight as a mall Santa? Charlie would think he’d be sick of small fry. He, Charlie, was personally sick of just about everything. Not that anyone cared.

“Ho, ho, ho,” he muttered to himself as he crawled from his warm bed. He padded into the bathroom and peered at his reflection in the cloudy mirror.

Ugh. He needed a shave. Scratch that. He needed a new face. Charlie turned away and spun the shower knob to hot, yanking it to start the water flow. When he looked back into the mirror, it was covered with steam. He couldn’t see himself anymore and he was glad. Gingerly, he got under the stinging spray and let it pound down on his head, right on the spot where his hair was thinning. Charlie didn’t want to think. The heat of the shower made it impossible anyway. His mind drifted. Reality went down the drain for a few blissful minutes.

Done, clean enough, he stepped out and swabbed steam off the mirror and peered into it. He wondered why his eyes were so bloodshot and his skin so blotchy. He grimaced and flinched. It was getting harder and harder to look at himself. His throat was raw—was he getting sick? He would have to gargle and hope for the best or it would hurt to swallow painkillers from his stash. He brushed his teeth and then gargled three times, slowly and methodically. The medication had better work or he’d have to find another doctor to get more—or buy the pills on the street.

He needed to be numb because he was thinking of settling the score. One way or another, Charlie Roman always got shorted. Looking at Heather hanging all over Felex Lassiter was the last straw. He smiled at the thought of all the mourners that would fill the cemeteries.

Christmas should be outlawed. Everything was too commercialized. Dirty, snot-nosed little kids underfoot everywhere, screaming. He could hear them in his dreams. Gimme this, gimme that, and never a please or thank you.

Still damp, he shivered and toweled himself dry before he dressed quickly, aware of the chill in the room. Then, satisfied with his appearance, he trotted downstairs to make coffee. Perhaps he should go outside. It was more than cold enough to wear his heavy, hooded jacket. He didn’t want anyone to take a close look at him.

The pain inside was never going to leave him now—it had to show on his face.

A new, niggling ache seemed to be settling between his shoulders. He reached into the kitchen cabinet and withdrew the aspirin bottle. He gulped down four of them and sat down to wait for the coffee to perk. What day to choose? Christmas was on a Thursday this year, so he had ten days if he counted today. Not Christmas Eve.

It was too big a decision for so early in the morning. He would decide later that evening. The coffeepot uttered a loud plop then was silent. He poured himself a cup of the fragrant brew and settled back on the wrought-iron chair. It was a pleasant kitchen, he thought, as he gazed around. He would miss it. The Early American decor was out of fashion and shabby, but it made him want to live in a different time, a time when things were done slowly and thoroughly. The copper utensils hanging next to the stove gleamed dully in the light. His eyes focused on the long trailing plant that hung by a grimy window. Plants didn’t have emotions like people, even if his mother used to say that talking to them helped them grow. Plants were nothing but a bunch of leaves that bugs lived in.

He drained his coffee and rinsed the cup in the stained kitchen sink. Turning on the radio for the weather report, he heard the soft strains of “O Come, All Ye Faithful,” and scowled as the song ended. Where were the faithful? Where was the joy? Who was triumphant? His head began to ache as he listened to the jovial announcer: clear skies this morning, clouding up by late afternoon, snow beginning in the early evening.

The hooded jacket wouldn’t be noticed by anyone. Good enough. There was no way anyone could know what he was planning. No way at all. He let his mind wander again. Everyone would be gone in a single second. In a way it was a shame that no one would ever know that he was the one responsible for the destruction. But as long as he knew, that was all that counted.

Would the threatened snow deter shoppers from coming to the mall? Not likely, as long as they had wallets full of money and credit cards. Reassured by his thoughts, Charlie slipped into his jacket and pulled on a warm woolen cap.

While he waited for the old Chevy to warm up, his thoughts wandered to the mall. He had noticed something strange yesterday. There seemed to be more security guards patrolling the mall. They looked more alert than usual and kept checking and rechecking the same areas. One of them had even had the gall to tell him to move on, until Nick Anastasios had vouched for him.

Maybe he should just quit and let it go at that. Revenge, done right, was a lot of work. He could put in for disability. Fade out. A small knot of tension crawled around Charlie’s stomach as he shifted the car into gear. Stopping for a red light, he let his mind drift again. All the guys in the maintenance department would have to work as hard as he did for once. He wouldn’t have to set foot on the loading docks ever again. Did they care that he had a bad back? Six years of honest, loyal work had counted for nothing. When he had protested, he had been told he could take a transfer or a layoff. There had been no choice. His temporary stint as Santa’s freaking helper didn’t count for anything, either. He didn’t need it. He didn’t need anyone.

The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he’d had enough. Of everything. Seeing Heather with Lex had made something snap. Behind that fantasy was . . . nothing.

He had never liked a single one of those wisecracking idiots in the maintenance department constantly ribbing him about this and that. They loved to tease him about his shyness around women. That’s all they cared about—women and sex. Nothing else mattered.

Not friends, not family, not their jobs—nothing. But he was smarter than all of them put together. Hadn’t he proved that, by graduating from refrigeration school? And not from some dumb correspondence course, either, but from an accredited evening course at Woodridge High School. They’d told him he was one of the most promising students.

But then there had been that incident halfway through the course, when the instructor had taken him aside and asked whether he intended to pursue a career in refrigeration and air-conditioning. If he did, the instructor said, Charlie had better do something about the extra weight he was toting about. The job market was tough on overweight men, and job bosses wanted guys slim enough to crawl around the air ducts. Well, he’d done it, hadn’t he? He’d lost almost fifty pounds before the end of the course, and it hadn’t been easy.

Backslide. Big time.

It was wonderful how a pizza or two could ease loneliness. And that wasn’t all. That had been eight years ago, just about the time they were beginning construction on the Timberwoods shopping complex. With a glowing recommendation from his instructor, Charlie had landed a job with the refrigeration crew. Night after night he had studied blueprints, munching down the facts and figures along with homebaked cookies and milk. By the time the duct was being installed on the roof, he had regained twenty pounds.

Charlie’s face flamed red with the remembered humiliation of being stuck in a shaft where they were stringing the main air-vent duct. It had taken a crew of six men forty-five minutes to extricate him. Ten minutes later he had left the site with the foreman’s cruel words and his coworkers’ laughter ringing in his ears.

An anonymous smart aleck had drawn and posted a cartoon of him, which he’d ripped off the board and kept. Not signed, but a few others had added their comments, which were hard evidence of discrimination. He still had it. Dumb shits, what did they know? He had vowed to show them all, to make them sorry.

After that, he’d nearly starved himself to death to get the weight back off. He’d lost most of it, but it was a constant fight to keep it off—a fight he would be glad not to have to worry about any longer. He didn’t have to. Heather Andrews was taken and he, Charlie, was out of the running.

The harassment he’d endured could be exploited in more ways than one. He’d never have to work again if he filed a discrimination suit. He’d studied the lawyers’ ads on the bus stops. Some awards were in the millions—why not him?

His flesh tingled with excitement. What the hell. He’d show them all—the guys. Heather. Everyone who’d ever made him feel like two cents waiting for change. But the lawsuit would come second. First, the very air duct which had caused him so much humiliation would become a secret method of retribution that would go down in history. Charlie Roman laughed just thinking about it.

He sobered, thinking that the legal proceedings would take a while. He’d have to lie low, maybe move out of the area. But there’d be no way his glorious revenge could ever be traced to him—he would act alone and the evidence would be obliterated. He should have done it years ago, but he hadn’t had the nerve. Suddenly he did. He thought and thought, driving on. All this planning was making him hungry. He longed for a thick slab of homemade apple pie.

 


 



The great glass-walled conference room at Timber woods Mall looked down on the parking lot. It was only eleven in the morning when Harold Baumgarten, chief of security, called the unscheduled meeting. Now, fifteen minutes later, the conference room was filled with the forty-three men and women who comprised the mall’s security force.

Harold squared his shoulders and shed his ominous frown. It wouldn’t be seemly for the security chief to look anxious. His men could handle any crisis, and this was a crisis; he knew it in his bones. His hands were perspiring freely as he shifted the crumpled letter from one hand to the other. He wiped his palms on his trousers, sucked in his breath, and opened the door to the conference room. A sea of faces greeted him as he walked on his short legs to the platform from which he would address his crew.

He held up his hand and waved the letter in the air. The buzzing group began to quiet. Baumgarten’s eyes raked the room, searching for Heather Andrews’s face before he remembered it was her morning off.

“You all know that I run a safe, secure shopping center, and I intend to keep it that way. But I have here, in my hand,” he said briskly, “a written threat.” He paused importantly, waiting for the gasps of shock and wide-eyed displays of interest. His audience, being inured to their chief’s dramatics, gave him no satisfaction. They merely waited politely for him to continue. Clearing his throat, Harold obliged. “According to the police, the first two threats were sent by the same person. I don’t have to remind you that this is the third such letter I have received in the last three months. For this one, we’ve called in the state police and the bomb squad. The officers will be in civilian dress, and I want all of you to assist them in any way that you can. As of right now, the security in this mall is doubled. But under no circumstances are you to alert the shoppers of this threat—or the media. If there’s one thing we don’t need now, it’s a panic.”

“Do you think this is just another scare like the last two?” asked Eric Summers, a detective on loan from the local police department, who was acting as special assistant to Baumgarten over the holiday period.

Harold stared into Summers’s serious, intelligent face. The detective was not a yes-man, and he seemed to specialize in annoying questions. If there was a bomb and it did go off, he almost wished Summers could be standing next to it. He schooled his face to be objective and answered: “It’s the same type of letter. The words were clipped from newspapers and pasted onto plain white tablet paper. The only difference is that this time they are saying the bomb will go off in seventy-two hours. That difference is what’s causing us the worry. I want all of you out there sniffing out this bomb.”

The clipped-out letters were a possible clue right there, Summers thought. Match them up with recent headlines and they would know what newspapers the man read. At least he assumed it was a man. Could be wrong on that, he told himself. Times were changing faster than ever. It also occurred to him that someone young would have used the Internet, not newspapers or magazines, to make his threat, and then dared the law to find him.

But it was early in this lethal game, too early to know anything for sure. Summers stood up. “You do realize that we could comb this shopping center from one end to the other and find nothing. We have to consider the fact that the device might not be planted until the eleventh hour. The police department will want to concentrate on finding the person who sent that letter—which, by the way, is crucial evidence and might have helped in finding the sender had it not been so carelessly handled.”

Any chance the detective got to needle Harold, he took. Baumgarten flushed deep red. Covering his embarrassment with bravado, he shouted, “It’s up to the state police to find that person! Your job is to cover each area. Twice. Then go back and begin again, if necessary. Do I have to tell you how to do your job?”

“No, sir, you don’t. I’m the best in the business and I have nine citations to prove it.”

Harold pointedly ignored him and addressed the others. “Mr. Richards will be here shortly, so we’ll have to wait. Meanwhile, I’d like for each of you to come up and view this letter—without touching it, of course,” he added sarcastically without looking at Eric Summers.

His mind was racing. Goddamn it, where the hell was Dolph Richards? Probably in the sack with the busty woman who ran the Lingerie Madness store. So said the rumor mill, anyway. He fumed. Here they were, faced with a credible, three-strikes-you’re-out threat, and the mall CEO was nowhere to be found, he thought viciously.

Summers smirked. He’d be willing to bet five bucks that Dolph Richards would keep them waiting till he’d finished laying some broad. He wondered what the prick’s screwing average was.

Richards appeared as if on cue, his fly unzipped. Summers suppressed a guffaw. He knew Richards would deliberately wait until he got up on stage to zip it, so Harold could see. The two of them had a running feud that went way back.

Dolph Richards walked up to the platform and waved a greeting. He was slim and tall with a youthful lift to his step that belied his sixty years. He plucked at the lapel of his Italian suit and passed a hand over his glossy hair. He silently mouthed a greeting to someone in the room, displaying perfect teeth. Squaring his shoulders, he slowly and deliberately checked the zipper on his fly. Satisfied with the glare he got from Harold, he started to speak.

“Ladies and gentlemen, happy holidays to all of you. I understand we seem to have some sort of problem. Another one of those nuisance letters that Baumgarten keeps getting.” He sighed wearily, as if the weight of the entire mall rested on his shoulders. “I’ve come to the conclusion that these pesky letters are aimed directly at the security chief himself. I think, Harold, that someplace in this complex you have an enemy. No one would dare to blow up Timberwoods—I won’t allow it. You men and women were hired to see that things like this don’t happen, so go out there and find whoever this is who has it in for our security chief. When you find him, bring him to my office.”

Richards singled out Eric Summers and stared at the detective from beneath quirked brows. His wide smile froze into a stiff line. “Understand this, Summers—I don’t want the state police crawling all over the place.”

Baumgarten reddened and mumbled, “The authorities have already been notified.”

Richards bristled, then visibly brought himself under control. He threw his hands in the air, breathing a sigh of resignation. “All right, all right. If you think there’s someone out there, go and find him. This is the season to be jolly, a time for goodwill and happiness. People don’t plant bombs at Christmastime.” He offered his audience a congenial smile and wrapped it up, ignoring the disgusted silence that followed his lame reassurance.

“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for giving me your time. Go out there and do your job—and don’t be surprised if you don’t find anything.” With a jaunty wave of his hand, he was off the platform and striding through the doorway.

The chief of security’s face looked pained as he, too, waved a hand to show his own dismissal. “Quarter-hour reports,” he shouted after the retreating staff.

“Amen,” snarled Summers.

 


 



Angela awoke to the gray light penetrating the filmy drapes at her window. She yawned and blinked her eyes, then glanced at the clock. Eight o’clock. She had slept nearly fifteen hours. Again.

After her unpleasant encounter with the guy from the mall who’d said he was Santa’s helper, she had come home, taken a few pills that were supposed to relax her, and crashed. Since then, her sleep cycle had gone out of whack for almost two days. Now, in the half fog of awakening, her fears returned. Pulling her football jersey down over her underpants, she padded across the soft carpeting and out the door. Her first stop was her mother’s bedroom. Empty. She traced a path through the house and discovered she was alone.

Frightened, she fled the emptiness and ran back to her bedroom. The same dirty jeans she had worn for a couple of days were in a heap near the bed. Hastily she pulled them on, then reached for her favorite old boots. Ignoring the tears streaming down her cheeks, she dug in her purse and withdrew a wad of crumpled bills. Forty, sixty, eighty—she smoothed them out and counted more carefully. One hundred and forty dollars, total.

She should leave home. But she couldn’t get far on that. Angela willed her gasping breaths to slow down.

Wait. Her father had said there was money in his dresser, five hundred dollars, told her to take what she wanted. That brought the total to six hundred and forty dollars. She could sell the Porsche, take off for Hawaii on a cheap excursion flight—she had a friend from college on the Big Island, living for nothing on a pineapple plantation as a caretaker. He’d put her up.

She desperately wanted out. She had to leave here, get away from the coldness, emotional and physical. Angela suddenly craved the sun and the ocean. Maybe, just maybe, she could escape her bizarre visions if she went halfway around the globe and found herself an island.

She’d reached out, tried to explain, and ended up trapped in a nightmare. No one wanted to listen, she’d convinced herself of that. Why would anyone believe someone else’s dreams?

Angela reached for the phone to book a ticket, not wanting to go online—she needed to hear a human voice. Seconds later, a pleasant airline associate wished her a happy holiday and asked if she could be of assistance.

“I’d like a reservation for Hawaii as soon as possible.”

“I’m sorry.” The voice returned after a moment’s silence. “There are no seats available until December twenty-eighth. I can put you on standby if that will help.”

“You don’t understand! This is an emergency! I have to leave as soon as possible,” Angela shouted, tears choking her voice.

“Let me try some of the discount carriers. You never know, right?”

“No. You never do.”

The voice returned. “There’s one cancellation on the morning of the twenty-sixth. If you care to leave your number, I’ll call you back . . .”

“No. Too late. Thanks for checking.” Angela ended the call with a push of a button. Flinging herself on the bed, she let the tears flow.

She was still trapped—in the all-too-real nightmare of her parents’ house, unable to escape her mother’s icy moods and meanness.

Damn everybody and everything, she raged. Just this once, why couldn’t you help me, Mother? I tried so hard to be what you wanted. Why can’t you accept me the way I am? I know I’m not pretty like you, and I don’t dress well, but I’m your daughter and that should count for something. If you’d only look at me, really look at me. Touch me, tell me that you love me. Just once. Is that too much to want?

It hadn’t always been this way, she reminded herself. There had been a time—a long time ago—when she had led a normal life. She and her mother had been comparatively close and she’d felt loved. As a family they had shared meals, gone on trips together, and talked to each other. When had it all changed?

When she was twelve, Angela realized. Right after she’d had her first vision. Her mother had shrugged it off as a bad dream. But as the visions had become more frequent, she and her mother had become more distanced from one another. Angela’s bad dreams had become her mother’s nightmares, even if Sylvia would never admit to that.

From that day on, she had never been good enough. Suddenly Angela jerked upright. She still wasn’t.

When was the last time you had a bath? Why don’t you put on a little perfume? Her mother never went for the jugular. She favored little cuts that were calculated not to leave visible scars.

But there were scars.

“All right, Mummy darling, a bath it is,” Angela shouted to the empty hallway as she darted into her mother’s dressing room. She scooped up several little bottles of Givaudan 50 from the top of the dresser and raced into the bathroom. Pouring the costly fragrance into the tub, she turned on the hot tap. Two hundred bucks an ounce dissolved into gallons of rushing water. She’d leave the empty bottles where her dear mother would notice them.

She watched with clinical interest as the water gushed into the bathtub. The strong, almost suffocating scent of Givaudan wafted into the bedroom in a cloud of steam. Angela swiftly calculated how long it would take to flood the upstairs and ruin the downstairs ceiling, then stuffed a washcloth into the overflow drain and turned the water on full force, then did the same thing with the sink. Next she moved to the sinks and showers in the other two upstairs bathrooms and blocked them. Before she could regret her actions, she turned back to her room and collected her purse and jacket.

 


 



Shortly after noon, Heather Andrews tapped on Felex Lassiter’s office door before storming in. “Lex, I guess you know I’m going to hang for this.”

Lex lifted his blond head. He had been reading through the file folders on his desk and quickly closed the one on top. “What?”

“For this,” Heather said in exasperation. “This was my morning off. When I came in, I learned about this new bomb scare. Lex, I never wrote out that report on Angela Steinhart for Harold. She was so damned cagey. But now I think she was trying to warn me—about herself!”

“You think. You don’t know that.” Lex rose and walked over to her.

“Look, I didn’t take the time to draw her out. Now how am I going to tell him about it? I’m gonna swing for this one. Did you know the whole mall is crawling with security? And state cops? Eric Summers finally had to bring in the local police, too.”

“Sit down, Heather. Take it easy. It isn’t as bad as you think.” Lex’s protective instincts kicked in. He put his arm around her and led her to a comfortable chair.

“The hell it isn’t! Oh, why should I care, anyway?” She sat down and buried her face in her hands. “If I get fired, I can collect unemployment—but—Felex, I should have written out that report. Not just for Harold. For Eric and the rest of those poor people who are wasting their energy trying to track down a bomb and find the person who made the threat. I have a very good idea who it is.”

“Maybe. And maybe not,” Felex emphasized. “You only know what the girl told you and you said yourself she wasn’t very specific.”

Heather squeezed her shaking hands together to control her nervousness. “I’ve been through this before, remember? I know what goes into checking out these threats. From what I hear, this one is different.”

“Right,” Lex encouraged. “I didn’t come forward with what little I knew about Angela because I thought it was your place. Secondly, things just don’t fit. The note says seventy-two hours, but Angela was asking questions about the peak of holiday shopping. If it was Angela who sent the threat, wouldn’t she have offered details to back up her story to you about her visions?”

“Who the hell knows? Crazy people don’t think rationally.”

“Do you think she’s crazy?”

“No,” Heather said slowly. “I didn’t then, and I still don’t. Maybe troubled is a better word, really troubled. I don’t know exactly what I saw in her eyes. Nothing you could put into an official memo. But it was still my decision to keep it to myself.”

“You shared it with me, right?”

“That’s not going to get me any points with upper level management.”

“Look, we’ll square it with Eric Summers. Okay? I’ll have him come up here and we can both talk to him.”

Heather managed a grateful smile and touched his hand. “Yes, Lex. Please.”

 


 



Eric Summers brought the walkie-talkie to his lips and spoke softly. “Summers here. Give me the head count.”

“Are you ready?” a voice asked. “We’re up to 276,543. Alderman’s has a two-day sale going on. This mall is jammed. You can’t move. But no mad bombers. So far.”

“They don’t wear identifying T-shirts,” Eric snapped.

“Roger that. We did nab four pickpockets. They’re on the way back to the chief’s office right now.”

“Are you sure of the count?” Eric asked sharply, getting back to the original topic of conversation.

“Positive. I double-checked it and Manners verified it. Wait till Monday. I just saw the flyer for Skyer’s. They’re having the same sort of sale, and you know what happens when Skyer’s says ‘half price.’ ”

Eric quickly calculated the timing of the sale with the seventy-two-hour deadline of the bomb threat. He shivered. Only a lunatic would conceive of destroying a complex like Timberwoods Mall, he acknowledged. It was a monument to human construction skills. Millions of square feet of shops, food stands, indoor waterfalls, living trees, and exotic plants. There was a Japanese lotus garden with a fishpond, a German beer garden, a Parisian bonbon shop, an Italian villa—all of it sheltered beneath a single gigantic roof. Movie houses, restaurants, and auditoriums, housed within a climatically controlled atmosphere. It was spring all year round in here. People came from around the state and beyond to shop at the famous Timberwoods Mall.

A lot of lives were at stake.

The beep of the walkie-talkie interrupted Summers’s horrified thoughts; he answered tersely. “Summers.”

“Conrad on the promenade. A-okay. Listen, Baumgarten just squawked my box and said he was pulling me off the upper level and assigning me to the Christmas parade on Friday. Thought you should know.”

“No problem. Out.”

Jesus, another problem. He’d totally forgotten about the parade. He counted on his fingers. Friday. Seventy-two hours away. He pressed a button on the gizmo and asked for last year’s attendance figures for the parade. “And give me the estimated head count during the Skyer’s half-price sale as well.”

Seventy-two hours. The best that could be hoped for was that it would pass without incident. In the meantime, everything had to be checked out. All those innocent people. Would Dolph Richards close the mall? Would Skyer’s go along with the shutdown? They were the biggest and loudest of all the stores. Summers knew in his gut that it would be business as usual.

The black box squawked again. Grateful for a reprieve from his thoughts, he answered and listened intently.

Felex Lassiter wanted him in his office right away. Some new information.

 


 



Eric paced Lassiter’s office, his coffee-brown eyes coming to rest again and again on Heather. “Do you or don’t you think that this Steinhart kid is the one who sent this bomb threat? Could she be responsible for the first two letters as well? They’re all similar—words and letters cut from newspapers and magazines.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what to think. Yes, I think she’s connected somehow . . . but I don’t know how. Look, if you could have seen her you would have felt sorry for her, too. And she’s twenty, by the way. Not that much of a kid.” Heather hesitated. “She does know the mall inside and out, and not as a shopper. She designed several of our Christmas displays this year.”

“On her own, or did she work with a team?” Summers asked.

“Sometimes with a team. Our tech crew animated the figures. But yes, she was often alone and sometimes on different levels after hours.”

“Animated displays—that would make it easy to use a mechanical trigger,” Summers mused. “I want a list of each display that she created, how it was built, and materials she used, if you can get it.”

Lex nodded. “I’ll handle that.”

Heather continued. “There’s more. She hinted that she’s frightened of being put away. She says her mother thinks she should be. But I’m sorry to say I almost agree with her.”

“All right. So you do think she’s involved.” Summers fired off his words with machine-gun rapidity. His pleasant face was set in serious lines, his brows drawn together in concentration. He turned to Lex, who was standing near the window, his back turned to them. “What about you, Lassiter? What do you think? Did you see the Steinhart girl?”

“No. Heather came to me almost immediately afterward, though. And ease up—badgering Heather isn’t going to solve your problem. She’s already explained why she didn’t immediately file a report with Baumgarten.”

Leaning on the corner of Lassiter’s desk, Summers looked at Heather again. Making no apology, he said, “You have a home address on this kid, I assume.”

Heather nodded. Her pretty face revealed her inner anguish. If only she had reported to Baumgarten, or at least to Eric himself. She was largely responsible for the havoc being created out there in the mall. Why, oh why had she taken the morning off? Then again, would she have had the courage to stand up at Baumgarten’s meeting and say what she knew? Could she have let everyone know how she’d failed in the job?

“I want the two of you to go out there to talk to Angela. And to her parents. She must trust you, Heather, if she came to you first. If she didn’t send the letters, maybe she knows who did and she’s feeling guilty about it. And Lassiter, that Joe College smile of yours would charm the stars out of the sky. Besides, Heather will need a backup.”

“I can’t,” Heather protested. “I don’t want anything to do with it.”

“It’s too late for that now.” Eric overrode her objections. “You’re in it, like it or not! I’ll get things moving on this side. It’s not going to be easy to tell Baumgarten. Take your choice—Baumgarten or Angela.”

Defeated, Heather slumped in her chair. Talk about being between a rock and a hard place.

 


 



“Did you bring her address?”

“It’s on my smart phone, along with directions.”

“Good.” Lex unlocked the car door and watched her slide into the passenger seat. He wished to hell he could do something to ease her worry, but his hands were tied. At least for now. Maybe later, after the interview, he’d take her out, buy her a drink and a nice supper. She deserved that. She deserved a lot, and from now on he was going to do his damnedest to see to it that she got it.

“I don’t like this one bit,” Heather complained as he turned the key in the ignition of his SUV.

“Don’t worry, it’ll be all right.” He smiled at her. “Where does she live?”

“Clove Hills. Do you know where that is?”

“Doesn’t everyone? As my mother used to say,

‘That’s where the elite meet to eat.’ Did you know that Dolph Richards lives in Clove Hills?”

“Who cares? Lex, what are we going to do after we’ve talked to Angela?”

“That’s up to Eric Summers.” His eyes on the road, he was silent for a moment. Then, “I don’t know, Heather,” he said honestly. “I really don’t know.”
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