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PrologueHe kept his apartment impeccably clean. Everything had its own place, its precise location. He separated each can of Campbell's chicken soup and beef barley by plastic dividers, then lined them up one behind the next. Every week, it was the same routine. He would spend hours organizing the cupboard after returning from food shopping. He strived for organization, for perfection.
Everything in his life had a purpose, a reason that he could control. He hated imperfection, challenged it with authority and knowledge. That's exactly what sat across the room squirming, sobbing.
He focused on the artistic, creative craft on his desk, not glancing up a moment to acknowledge her presence. His latest victim had come as a complete surprise to him. She was not the intended target. She was practice.
The killer stared at the photographs lined up one after the next, exactly 11 1/2 inches wide and 22 1/2 inches long. He measured it again.
Five were still missing. Five more souvenirs to show the one he loved just how unique she was, the perfection she possessed. A goddess created for his destiny. He smiled at the thought of her, knowing he would not have to mold her to his liking. She dominated his every dream, every fantasy that he wanted to make realty. Some day, he would do just that.
He could see her whenever he wanted to. He could watch her, smell her. It drove him crazy with want, but everything had to be just right. He couldn't make any mistakes. He had a plan to spend eternity with her. “Stay calm,” he whispered, counting the seconds he held his breath before he released it.
He looked at her picture—long beautiful hair, a perfect body, so delicate, so much in need. Closing his eyes a moment, envisioning her in his apartment, he inhaled deeply from his core. His senses stood at attention as her scent consumed him. He reached out to her, was about to touch her, but she wasn't there, he couldn't feel her. Disappointment replaced desire, and it was too much to handle. He bowed his head in silence, deep in thought about his immense desire.
He heard the moaning, a sob, a punishable interruption. He rapidly rose to his feet. The chair he sat on went flying a few feet backwards. He never reacted to the sound. Instead, he sprinted across the room. In a flash, the blood scattered in many directions, most of it landing on the wall. She died the instant the knife slit her throat. No more sobs. How dare she interrupt his moment of fantasy?
He wiped the knife on her clothing, left to right, two swipes. He slowly stood up, looked back across the room where his desk sat, shocked by the ability to move so swiftly in an instant. The sight of the chair on the floor angered him. He reacted, filled with fury, kicking the lifeless body in the ribs.
He sat back down at his art desk, only minutes later as if nothing had happened. Her life, everything it represented, was meaningless.
He lifted the picture up, glided his finger across it, never even flinching at the paper cut it made. He stared deeply into the intense dark green shade of her eyes.
"'My Lillian, my beautiful, precious Lillian.’”
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Chapter 1Detective Michael Fields slowly got out of bed. He glanced back toward the blonde he met last week at Louis's Bar. Michelle, a knockout with a nice body but not the best personality, lay sleeping beside him in the bed. She talked about herself a lot and her assistant manager's job, complaining about not getting promoted and not having a clue why.
Michael figured that reason outright. The woman probably couldn't handle a management position. No way. Her talents lay in other places, like the bedroom. He smiled when he thought about last night, how he shouldn't have stayed over at her place again, knowing she would get the wrong idea, start pushing for a commitment and try to run his life.
No way was that happening. He needed to break things off, now.
He slowly rose from the bed, started getting dressed, when he felt her hand grab a handful of his backside. He hated those damn, fake nails of hers, the way they felt against his skin was creepy. Everything about her was fake. The bright red lipstick-colored smile, annoying laugh, her fake sincerity and intelligence were all an act. Instantly, he felt her silicone breasts wedge up against his ribs. He didn't flinch. He knew about her power trips even though they had only been with each other a week. Predictability turned him off.
"Where do you think you're sneaking off to?” she asked as she sat up in bed, allowing the covers to fall to her waist. She sat there naked from the waist up, perky, ready for another round, the damn control freak. The temptation to go for it one more time entered his mind but only for a moment. That move, against his better judgment, could prove disastrous. He needed to cut the string, rid himself of this month's special, cool down for a while, then get back into the game.
Michael buttoned his shirt, pulled on his boots, while taking a deep breath.
"Mikey, baby, where are you going?"
Damn, he hated her calling him Mikey.
He touched her cheek gently with his hand. It would be easier if he made a quiet exit. Yeah, it was the cowardly way—to wait, not return phone calls, avoid her any way he could—but he couldn't be sure of her reaction.
"I've got to go. I'll see you around."
"You'll see me around! What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” she yelled as she instantly sat up on her knees in front of him on the bed.
"Listen, let's not do this, okay? You're great, but I'm not into commitments. That's what you're looking for. I can't fulfill this dream you've got going, honey. My job just doesn't give me enough time, the flexibility to dedicate to a woman like you. It's been wonderful.” He touched her cheek. This time however, she slapped his hand away. An angry facial expression held his gaze.
"A woman like me? A woman like me? What the hell does that mean? You're so full of shit, Fields, I should have known better than to give you the time of day!” she screamed at him, but he just kept heading toward the door. Just as he opened it, the object came flying straight at his head. He didn't freeze. He ducked just in the nick of time. The large colorful pottery smashed against the door, immediately breaking into many jagged-edged pieces.
He looked back toward the bedroom. He could see Michelle grabbing for more ammunition.
Michael made a run for it, down the hall, across the outside exit and emergency staircase.
"I hate you ... I really hate you!” she screamed as plates came crashing down on the sidewalk. There were people around gawking. The guys didn't appear to be worried about the flying objects. Instead, their attention seemed to focus on the fully naked blonde hanging over the balcony cursing profusely.
Michael made it to the safety of his truck just in time as another object hit the driver's side door. He quickly started the engine and sped out of the parking lot. While on his way home, grateful he had gotten out of that relationship before it got out of hand, he thought about what just took place. Obviously, Michelle was some kind of psycho.
Michael laughed at the thought, then headed as far away from town as possible, relieved Michelle wasn't from his neighborhood.
Halfway home, he felt a little bad about the way things worked out with Michelle. He learned early, the hard way, that one just can't make people be who he/she wants them to be. He just hadn't met the perfect woman yet. That may never happen, but at least he could have some fun while searching. That's if it didn't kill him first. He laughed about it, then wondered how his best friend Jimmy would react to this story.
Michael wasn't trying to have a decent relationship with a woman. He wasn't even attempting it, which suited him just fine.
Thoughts of Michelle's irate reaction made him laugh. The woman didn't think twice about parading around in the nude. Never mind, throwing dishes, lamps, other damaging objects over the balcony at him while onlookers gawked. The woman was definitely not dealing with a full deck.
He breathed a sigh of relief, grateful he followed the right head, getting the heck out of there. He continued driving, heading back home to get ready for work.
* * * *Uncertainty and fear filled Allison. Her body shook. She wanted to get up off the bed, get away from her boyfriend.
"You're hurting my wrists. Why are you being so rough?” Allison asked as her boyfriend held her down. He wasn't himself lately. He had suddenly become possessive, kind of rough in bed. Tonight, he had a mean look in his eyes.
He didn't answer her, causing an overwhelming feeling of fear combined with confusion inside her. He was her boyfriend for six months, still she felt she knew nothing about him. He would come and go as he pleased, knew just the right words to say, yet her gut told her not to trust him. He flipped out last week when Allison's grandmother showed up unexpectedly at her apartment. Allison couldn't wait for her grandmother to meet her boyfriend. She knew he didn't want to meet Allison's family, had even told her up front ‘no commitments,’ but she hoped she could change his mind.
Allison was wrong. Instead, he slapped her around a bit.
He made up for that fast. Tonight, they were supposed to be celebrating. He promised to change, to commit to her, come around more often. She believed him after a wonderful dinner and kind words. He even presented her with a sexy negligee.
"White is for the innocent,” he told her. She loved him, thinking of her that way. She knew damn well she wasn't innocent. The guilt she felt now for all her promiscuity, lay heavy on her heart.
Instantly, pure fear replaced the guilt as her boyfriend ripped the white material from her body. He proceeded to have his way with her.
She never felt so dirty, so hurt, worthless.
He called her all sorts of horrible names, each one pierced through her ears as she closed her eyes. She tried to cover her ears with her hands. He wouldn't allow it, prying her hands away, then grabbing her neck.
He yelled at the top of his lungs. She tried her hardest to breathe, but she couldn't catch a breath.
"I love my, Lilly. My beautiful Lilly, you're nothing like her.” Her eyes widened in shock.
"Who is Lilly?” she asked, everything around her turned black.
* * * *To Live Is To SurviveDear Journal:
I can't believe I'm still writing in here a whole year later, but I figured what better way to celebrate the anniversary of my new life than in a log to you. A year ago, I thought the counselor's idea would not work when she recommended writing my feelings, my ideas, down in a journal. I'm shocked that my pen became my strength, my encouragement, my power. I have accomplished so much in the past year. I haven't had any nightmares in months. I've made a new life here in New York. I've made new friends, I also look forward to the future. Carla is still the only person other than Aunt Mabel who knows what happened to me, what I went through. It's been fine keeping it that way. It's not that I'm ashamed or anything, because I know that I'm a survivor. I just don't want or need the extra attention. It's taken a while for me to forgive myself for staying in an abusive relationship, for not escaping sooner. I nearly died. That is not something to take lightly. I'm stronger now than I've ever been. I've dated a few people. My little café, bookstore is thriving.
I don't know when I'll have time to write again, but I thank you.
Lillian
Lillian Baxter closed up her journal, preparing to head to work on the first, sunny April day. The rain had passed, a sure sign the summer months were just ahead. She prepared for a shipment of books this morning, had a local accomplished writer Miss Laura Thomas premiering her new book this Friday night—For Love, For Destiny. In Lillian's opinion, the book would be a best-seller, just like Miss Thomas’ two novels before it.
Lillian's assistant store manager, Kelly, a Godsend, had handled all the catering and entertainment for the premier. Lillian and her aunt cooked numerous homemade dishes, created all the invitations and hired servers for the party. Everything appeared to be all set. She imagined her little bookstore packed if all went well. Hopefully, if the weather held out, she could make good use of the back patio and the surrounding gardens she created behind the store.
Lillian owned a great corner lot in the center of town with a half acre of property. It had originally been an old Victorian style house. A few other Victorian houses on the block were converted into different businesses. The other two Victorian homes on the same street were converted into attorneys’ offices. The third house was a dentist's office.
Lillian lived in the upstairs of the bookstore. She had a builder come in, divide the top floor, converting it into a two-bedroom apartment. She had a living room, dining room, kitchen, and two bedrooms. One of the bedrooms she used as an office, the other she turned into a master suite. She kept the original fireplace, decorated her bedroom in an old Victorian style, warm and romantic, in her use of deep burgundy with beige colors.
Lillian was a ‘romantic.'
She locked her door, walked down the hallway passing the used book section located upstairs. She decorated the walls in the hallway and upper level with old black and white family portraits of people from the surrounding area. She also incorporated some old historical pictures she found at garage sales.
She loved the ones containing the first dirt roadways and original houses. She enjoyed the clothing styles of the Victorian era, embracing the extravagant dresses, hats, and furniture. The wallpaper throughout the main hallways was done in a geometric pattern, light green color with multiple top and bottom extravagant borders of gold.
Down the large winding staircase, throughout the whole first floor, she decorated the walls with pictures from famous movie scenes. Other areas contained enlarged photos of famous book covers, authors who had visited her store or had book-signing events there.
Her historic use of three-floor high wainscoting around the walls of the principle rooms was for both visual interest and protection. It was a three-part horizontal treatment of wall surface. The ceiling division included a wainscoting or dado at the bottom of the wall, a cornice at the top, and a field between the two.
The mahogany front door had an oval of etched glass. As she passed by it, she noticed Justin, already attending to the hanging flowerpots that decorated the front porch. The front porch welcomed its every visitor with rocking chairs, cushioned benches, and gorgeous colorful floral hanging baskets. Lillian loved sitting out on the porch summer nights or on her day off. She loved walking outside, her senses would fill with the aroma of fragrant flowers.
Justin helped out with little jobs like that as well as assisting people find the books they were looking for or ordering hard-to-get ones direct. Kelly ran the front desk with Lillian.
Lillian had the store sectioned off in different areas. The mystery and romance section had a huge fireplace with wall-to-wall couches. During the winter months, her patrons flocked there to enjoy the warmth and ambiance of the fire.
It was the largest, most spacious room in the house.
Floral and solid colored couches were located in sections throughout the room. They were both solid and firm. She tried to accommodate her patrons as best she could, offering single lounge chairs.
The kitchen area opened into a little café where Lillian sold specialty coffees, teas, fresh baked cookies, biscotti, and cannolies. All baked by her aunt. The gardens’ back, wrap around porch, could be accessed through the double intricately etched sliding glass doors. Lillian's aunt, Mabel McCoy, did all the baking, preparing as well as running the register. She lived right down the street in a small house next to the post office.
Lillian's Love had a reputation for its relaxing, peaceful, quiet setting as well as enticing aroma. When her family asked her, 'Why move to New York of all places? Why open a bookstore?’ her answer was simply, “I love books.” That's how she came up with the name Lillian's Love.
* * * *"Good morning, Lilly. Are you ready for Friday night yet?” Aunt Mabel asked as she entered the kitchen.
"I think so, I'm a little nervous, though. Miss Thomas is sincere, such a good-hearted person. I hope we have a big turn out. I figured if the weather is unexpectedly warm as predicted, that maybe Miss Thomas could do her reading outside on the patio."
Lillian began to prepare the first batch of coffee.
"That would be lovely, we could scatter a bunch of votive candles around the railings, place some extra chairs out there and the candles would give it a dim romantic setting. You could have Justin set up the large whicker chair right below the porch light. I'm sure it will be bright enough to read under.” Mabel washed her hands, turned on the oven, and lined up the ingredients to prepare her first batch of biscotti.
"I didn't think of that. That sounds perfect. Let me go run it by Justin."
Lillian left the kitchen in search of Justin. She found him outside, still watering the front porch flowering baskets.
"Good morning, Justin! I have one last favor to ask of you.” Lillian watched him reach up high toward the planter. His muscular arms immediately caught her attention.
To Lillian, Justin appeared to be a few years older than she, average-looking with a perfect body. He always wore blue jeans, a tee shirt, and styled his blonde hair with gel. He was definitely aware of his good looks and presented himself professionally. His blonde hair, blue eyes, and shy personality made him pleasant to work with. He was however, a bit on the nerdy side. He obviously found it important to take care of his body. By his physique, Lillian assumed he lifted weights.
When she interviewed him for the position, he presented himself as some kind of computer geek, a world history expert who expressed his desire to work in a relaxing setting, like an independent bookstore, during his free time. His hours eventually turned into full-time, but Lillian had learned to respect his expertise. Justin became an asset to Lillian's Love.
Lillian explained Aunt Mabel's idea to him.
"That sounds like a nice idea, Lilly. I'll take care of everything. I'd say we're just about set up for Friday night,” Justin stated as he leaned against the front post smiling at her.
"I think so.” Knowing she sounded unsure as she nibbled on her fingernail, she glanced around the room. She truly hoped she hadn't forgotten anything.
Justin touched her hand, leading her poor fingernail away from her mouth.
"You don't want to mess up your manicure, Lilly. Short nails don't look as classy as long unbitten ones."
She smiled, then laughed.
"You're right, Justin. I guess I'll be nervous until this whole thing is over. I just want everything to be perfect."
"I know you do. Everything will be perfect. Just try to focus on the outcome. You'll see what a great job you've done. All that hard work will pay off."
"What we've done, Justin, and I hope you're right.” She smiled before walking back inside.
* * * *Thirty minutes later, the store smelled edible from Aunt Mabel's baking. The first customers of the day began to arrive with questions about the event and the arrival of Miss Thomas.
Throughout the day, everyone asked about the premiere entertainment for Friday night. They had sold out of tickets a while ago, indicating the projected sales would be phenomenal. Lillian became more nervous as the day went on. The phone interrupted her thoughts.
"Hey, Lillian, it's Carla. Did I catch you at a bad time?"
"No, not at all. What's going on?"
"I know this is short notice, but for the premiere Friday night, I was wondering if I could bring my brother Michael along. He hasn't seen you in months, Jesse, Tom, Jimmy, and Sally are coming...."
"Sure you can bring him along. I just hope he doesn't have that same attitude with me. I know you're my best friend, Carla, but your brother is a know-it-all, conceited jerk who acts like he's God's gift to women."
"I know. I know. Please try to get along with him. He's not so bad once you get to know him."
"All it took was one encounter. You know what they say about first impressions."
"Enough said. Listen, you don't even have to talk to him. More than likely, he'll be flirting with some single blonde, blue-eyed bombshell, have her pleading to take her back to his place and out he'll go for the night."
"That's your brother you're talking about."
"I know! He's good-looking, he's in excellent physical condition, and he's a detective for the sheriff's department. He has a lot to offer apart from his attitude. Maybe Jimmy and I getting married will help Michael to reconsider his current lifestyle and settle down. He just hasn't found the right woman yet. Someday, he'll look past boobs, body, and bimbos."
Lillian laughed.
"That will be something else. You can bring him but don't tell anyone. I sold out weeks ago."
"That's great, Lillian. I hope you can squeeze your best friend past all the other fans, so I can meet Miss Thomas. I loved her last novel Fallen Hope. It was thrilling."
"I'll see what I can do. I have to run. I'll see you Friday night."
"Thanks."
Lillian smiled as she hung up the phone, feeling thankful to have a best friend. Too bad her brother was a jerk.
They had started off disliking each other immediately. Lillian had been so busy renovating the store, she hadn't seen him in a good eight months.
She assumed Michael leaned toward fast, easy, flirtatious women, usually blonde or light color hair, with a fascination toward the authoritative type. At least that was what Carla had told Lillian.
Lillian glanced into the mirror in the hallway. She was a complete opposite to Michael's type, with her long, wavy jet-black hair, olive skin, green eyes, and unique sense of style. She didn't consider herself to be a knockout, but she didn't suffer in the dating department, either. She had more trouble in the relationship department. She knew that stemmed from her lack of trust. She feared some man might try to control her, so to avoid that feeling, she only dated casually.
She had met Michael a couple of times. The two encounters were enough to leave a bad taste in her mouth. He was arrogant and bossy. She wasn't exactly looking her best. The first time, she was covered in paint, her hair tucked under a Yankees’ cap, arguing with the plumber over his outrageous bill. Michael told Carla Lillian was ripped off, the security at the store was a joke, the place was a dump. He had no vision but insisted on making his personal opinion known, so Lillian told him where to go. The argument continued, finally ending when they agreed not to agree with each other.
The second time she met Michael, he had some young strawberry-blonde woman with him, who wore a short miniskirt, tight top, and used the word ‘cool’ way too much. Lillian recalled the woman's shallow personality, poor fashion skills, and the fact she couldn't keep her hands off Michael. That was the last she remembered about him. Supposedly, he had made a good name for himself in the sheriff's department, received a promotion to detective, leading him back home again.
Lillian looked forward to seeing everyone again. The circle of friends hadn't gotten together in a while.
With thoughts of all the last minute chores to accomplish, Lillian headed toward her office.
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Chapter 2"Hey, Michael, great job with the disguise. I nearly knocked you on your ass,” Jimmy Morgan stated as he poured himself a cup of coffee.
"Yeah, I saw the look in your eyes, but nice recovery. You didn't have to slam me down on the ground so hard,” Michael replied as he sat down at the table with his coffee, taking a bite of a fresh muffin.
"I had to make it look real. I didn't want to blow your cover.” Jimmy laughed. He knew if Michael resisted he could give him a run for his money. They were partners, friends, not competitors. It gave them both a confident feeling that they had each other's backs.
"Hey, Michael, good job on the Sanchez bust. I heard you guys recovered a good amount of drugs plus guns,” Tom Martin stated as he entered the room, followed by a few other uniformed deputies. Brian from the Bureau of Criminal Investigative Unit entered behind them.
"Thanks, it was a lot of fun hanging out with some of the local riffraff."
"Sanchez won't be doing time in the county jail, the judge is sure to send him upstate,” Michael responded.
"He deserves the state penitentiary. There's no way the judge will believe any lawyer, stating that a piece of shit like Sanchez should stay in the county jail to be rehabilitated.” Jimmy leaned against the table.
"All it takes is a bunch of fancy words and one liberal juror,” one of the deputies added.
"Let's hope not,” Tom replied as the others said goodbye before leaving the room.
"Hey, Mike."
"Yeah,” Michael responded, half paying attention to his partner.
"You know I didn't want to say anything in front of the guys, but aren't you worried that Sanchez might find out who you are, send someone after you? I mean you're always taking these crazy chances."
"Hey, Jimmy, someone's got to do it. I sure as hell wouldn't send my sister's fiancé into a dangerous situation like today's. I'm not worried about it. If for some reason he sends someone, then I'll be ready. I'm always ready."
"Will you cut that tough-guy, special-forces shit out? You haven't been on a mission in years. This is different. Your sister would kill me if she knew I encouraged this behavior."
"Every undercover operation is a mission, Jimmy. You shouldn't discuss the job with her or anyone else."
"Don't start that crap with me. She's your sister and she worries about you."
"I love her, worry about her, too. She's lucky I let you start dating her."
"I don't think you had much of a say in that."
"If I recall correctly, you asked my permission."
"Bullshit! I didn't ask your permission for shit. I admit we snuck around for the first few dates...."
"You didn't even have the guts to tell me yourself. You sent Carla to tell me."
Jimmy started laughing.
They were both silent a moment.
"Hey, there's always the B.C.I. Unit. They could use us, you know. The transfer would be a snap. We could still be partners.” Jimmy hoped Michael would consider the transfer. He felt the increase in danger with the undercover work. Today, they both nearly blew their covers. If that happened, they would be dead. Jimmy thought about Carla.
Tom entered the room.
"Hey, what time does that premiere at Lillian's start?” Tom asked. Michael rolled his eyes.
"What? You promised your sister you'd be there. You know how much this night means to Lillian,” Jimmy stated as Tom laughed.
"I know that. I haven't seen Lilly in months. We just started off on the wrong foot, that's all. I don't want to argue with her on such an important night."
"You're so full of crap. What? Do you have some hot date that night? You can't cancel. Carla said Lilly has to sneak you in. The tickets sold out months ago.” Jimmy exaggerated a bit, hoping Michael would go.
"I'm going, don't worry. But you know I don't even know this Laura Thomas author."
"You remembered her name. That's more than I did,” Tom added.
They laughed.
"It should be all right, if not, then duck out early,” Tom said before leaving the room.
"Your sister really wants you to come."
"I know. I said I'll be there. I'll meet you in the parking lot."
They continued talking about the Sanchez case.
* * * *Lillian just finished speaking to Laura Thomas. She was such a humble person who truly enjoyed meeting her fans. She had the reputation for being personable, the result was the fabulous turn out of guests. A long line formed in front of the vintage antique desk Justin had set up in the main romance section of the store. The sun began to set. The temperature was warm with no humidity. They couldn't have ordered a better night. Lillian felt the spring fever just as everyone else appeared to have, as well. They dressed accordingly for the freak, eighty-degree weather, welcoming the warmer summer months ahead.
A pleasant breeze made its way through the open doorways and windows as many guests gathered around the porch expecting the presentation Laura Thomas had in store for her fans. Some already held seats, wanting to be as close as possible. Lillian ran around overseeing the event, positive that it would be a success. The lines to the registers were long, people were purchasing numerous books. The food was prepared to perfection.
From across the room, she noticed Carla, Jimmy, Tom, and some other tall man, standing near a few other friends drinking, laughing, appearing to be having a good time.
She hoped they were having fun. As soon as she had a moment, she walked over toward them.
"Hey, you guys, thanks for coming,” Lillian stated as everyone greeted her, including the man she hadn't recognized before.
* * * *Michael turned toward the voice. He found himself pleasantly surprised to see the stunning Lillian Baxter, with long black hair, gorgeous green eyes, complete with an aura of sophistication. She looked nothing like the last time he had seen her. All he remembered was an irate woman in a baseball cap, covered in paint, fighting over her security system, which he noticed was currently updated.
Lillian kissed everyone on the cheek hello, including Michael.
* * * *Lillian gazed into Michael's eyes. He looked handsome in his button-down, white oxford shirt and khaki dress pants. She couldn't help but inhale the scent of his cologne when she gave him a quick spontaneous hug. He seemed to mutually pause, then they both parted quickly, awkwardly.
"You look great, Lilly, stunning,” Jimmy complimented.
"Thank you. Are you guys enjoying yourselves? Have you met Miss Thomas yet?"
"Yes, we're having a great time. Everything is so wonderful, so impressive,” Carla stated. The others added similar comments.
"We haven't met the author yet. By the looks of those lines, it's not looking promising,” Tom added.
"Don't worry about that. I'll get you guys in to meet her privately. She'll be getting ready for a break in thirty minutes. Why don't you guys grab something to eat, then meet me by the front register in twenty minutes."
* * * *"Lillian, Lillian.... There you are. Brian Gillson is asking a hundred questions about you. Oh, my goodness, Carla, I'm sorry to interrupt. I didn't recognize you. How are you?” Aunt Mabel quickly gave Carla a kiss hello.
The introductions continued as Lillian scanned the room being sure that everything continued on schedule.
The candles were lit, the lights shined dimly, and the atmosphere seemed romantic, at least she hoped so. It was the feeling she wanted everyone to have.
"Don't worry, everything looks great, everyone's enjoying themselves. I'm impressed, Lillian,” Michael whispered to her, leaning closer. The area where they were standing began to fill up with more people.
Lillian looked up into Michael's brown eyes, as if she had never met him before. He looked different, acted different. She dismissed the sensation she felt at him being so close to her.
"I can't help it. It's funny how I waited, prepared weeks for this night, worried about every tiny detail, imagining how I wanted it to turn out, never expecting it to be like this. It's going well.” She smiled.
"It's perfect."
* * * *Michael found himself at a loss for words. All he could do was stare at Lillian, absorbing the natural beauty of her face, her smile. Her shoulders were glistening with what he assumed to be some sort of intoxicating, specialty lotion.
He continued to watch her as she spoke with their friends but kept a watchful eye on the crowd around her.
She emitted class, the epiphany of a real woman. He found himself questioning ever meeting such a person in his life.
She wore a fitted chocolate camisole that accentuated the curves of her breasts. The matching pendant hung sensually right above the cleavage in a stylish fashion. The short-fitted, beige embroidered skirt accompanied the low cut camisole. When she nervously tucked her shiny ebony hair behind her ear, Michael took notice of the matching smoky brown quartz stud earrings. He swallowed hard, realizing he stared intently, absorbing every detail of Lillian as if she were some goddess. For all he knew, she could be. Fully aware of the attraction he felt and the fact he was gawking, he glanced away.
"Lillian, wait until you meet this Brian Gillson. He is so handsome. Come on.” Aunt Mabel took her niece by the arm, leading her away from the crowd.
Michael watched as a tall stocky man blocked Lillian's path. Michael assumed the man to be Brian Gillson. He refocused on the conversation with his sister and his friends as they made their way toward the food. He focused on the fact he was starving and the food presentation impressed him.
The banquet table didn't contain finger foods, or fancy strange foods associated with cocktail parties or other upscale events. Lillian had ordered baked ziti, lasagna, meatballs, chicken Française, chicken, eggplant Parmesan, eggplant rolletine, the list went on.
"Wow, this is some spread. Where did Lillian order from?” Michael asked, as he piled on the food. It smelled incredible.
"Ordered? No way, not Lillian, she and her aunt made everything, except the appetizers,” Carla told her brother with her hand on her hip, as if she were insulted that Michael thought Lillian had the party catered.
"She must have been cooking for days,” Jimmy added, seemingly just as impressed as Michael.
Carla started telling them about Lillian's numerous talents, the fact that she was a do-it-yourself kind of woman.
* * * *Twenty minutes later, with their stomachs full, they met Lillian by the front register where she led them to meet Laura Thomas.
The woman was lovely, possibly in her forties with short blonde hair, a freckled face, and a likable personality. Michael felt she was sincere. They all spoke with her for a few moments, received autographed copies of her book, then gave her some alone time to eat and relax before the next event.
Michael noticed one young man who ran around re-lighting the outside porch candles that may have gone out, setting the mood for the presentation.
Another employee made sure the low sounding speakers were working while the guests took every available seat. There was standing room only.
The crowd cheered as Miss Thomas entered, taking a seat, thanking everyone for attending before beginning her presentation.
Everyone listened quietly, intently as she spoke in character, her southern drawl flawlessly impressive. Instantly, those listening had an understanding of the characters, even Michael found himself yearning to learn more. He caught sight of Lillian glancing around the porch patio. She had to be impressed with the turnout and obvious love for Miss Thomas's writing.
Suddenly, their gazes met. She seemed to realize he stared at her, yet she didn't turn away. They smiled at each other simultaneously. Michael watched from across the room as a man approached Lillian, placing his hands on her shoulders.
* * * *Lillian found herself in a daze, staring across the room at Michael. He smiled when she caught him staring at her. She couldn't help but blush. It was odd. She had never thought she would find such a brut of a man attractive, yet here she was holding his gaze with her own. She felt the hand on her shoulder, caught off guard by Brian Gillson. She abruptly turned toward him.
"She's amazing, Lillian, so are you. I had no idea what you were capable of. This is extremely impressive,” he whispered close to her ear, holding her gaze. Her female instincts identified the flirting tactics. Her instincts proved right as he asked her out for tomorrow night.
"I'm not sure, Brian. I have a lot going on right now. Maybe I can get a rain check?” She smiled, being sure to whisper.
He took her hand and kissed the top of it.
"I'll hold you to that rain check. I'll have my secretary call you, check your schedule for next week to confirm a date.” He looked at her confidently. She smiled, then listened to Miss Thomas.
When she looked to where Michael had been standing, he was no longer there.
The disappointment she felt surprised her.
* * * *Thirty minutes later, Michael filled his plate with delicious desserts. He thought about his ridiculous reaction to Lillian on the porch, during Miss Thomas's reading. Across the room, Michael stood watching Lillian Baxter, noting at the time the sight of her made his insides feel strange, different but good. Why he had never noticed her before or tried to get to know her better, he will never know. He assumed it wasn't the right time or the right place. He walked around the bookstore, felt himself drawn into the ambience. Lillian succeeded in creating an alluring atmosphere. He found himself seeking her out.
He wasn't the only one, either. He noticed a young man watching Lillian, as well. He looked younger than her, probably just had a little crush. It annoyed Michael to think he actually felt jealous, like he had met her first, he had dibs or something. He laughed, then recalled the crowd on the porch interfering in his pursuit of Lillian. All he could do was watch that Gillian guy make the move from across the room.
The guy took advantage of the silence, being sure to whisper close to Lillian's ear, placing a hand on her shoulder, smiling at her, his eyes telling her what he really wanted.
Her body. What a body she had. Hell, he had the same thoughts but laid low, waited for the right moment, the right opportunity. The guy probably asked her out. She probably accepted the invitation. The man was suave, dressed nicely, acted like he had money, and women liked that.
Michael couldn't take it any longer. He looked away, waited for the break in the crowd and his chance to leave the room.
Now, here he was munching on delicious goodies Lillian probably made herself and with inappropriate thoughts of Miss Baxter surfacing in his mind—whip cream, long ebony hair flowing around them as they lay naked in his bed.
He shook his head at the sudden sexual fantasy. He needed to leave. Lillian was his sister's best friend. Before he did something he would surely regret, he placed his empty dish down on the table and headed toward the exit
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Chapter 3Bergen County Police Department
"Hey, Jackson, I'm trying to find out anything I can about these victims, including their past? There has to be something we're missing,” Detective Troy Miller stated.
"Let's keep at it, there has to be a connection, a clue of some kind. First thing tomorrow, we'll go visit each victim's family, then the two friends. Maybe there's someone who knows something,” Detective Willy Jacks responded as he closed up his computer. He gathered his belongings, preparing to leave for the day.
Willy stood up from the cramped cubicle, and stretched his legs. He could sense Troy's stare upon him. Something lingered on his partner's mind.
"What's the look for?” Willy asked as Troy leaned against the wall near the fingerprint lab room.
"There's Allison Loyd's grandmother. I can't get her out of my mind. She knows something or has her own suspicions, but she's scared.” Troy let out a sigh.
"Scared, like she's afraid for her life?” Willy asked.
"I don't think so. I think she's a really nice old lady who has her own suspicions, but couldn't and wouldn't want to hurt a fly. It may take some time, but I think I'll pay her a visit tomorrow. What do you say?” Troy asked.
"Sounds like you'll be sipping tea, and munching on cookies tomorrow."
Troy laughed.
They grabbed their stuff before heading down the hallway. They were in front of the commander's office.
"Troy, Willy, how's the Loyd investigation going?” Hal asked the two investigators.
Both men entered their commander's office to update him on the case.
"Sounds like a good idea visiting the grandmother. I think you have a point about the grandmother possibly knowing more, Troy. It may take some extra time and a bit of idle talk, but who knows where it may lead.
As you guys know, detective work isn't always about plain view evidence, a gut instinct can go a long way. Let me know how it goes. Have a good night,” Hal stated.
The men said goodnight before leaving.
They walked out of the secured area, punching in their pass codes to the front entrance of the building. Before exiting the building to the parking lot, they waved goodnight to Patrol Officer Mary York while she remained on duty at the dispatch center.
The sun had already set as they walked to their personal cars. The warm, pleasant air was inviting after sitting in the stuffy office most of the day, but soon, the humidity would come along with the summer heat.
Willy had an uneasy feeling inside. The recent homicide they were investigating was gruesome and showed similar characteristics from a previous crime scene from four months ago. Whether the murders were connected or not, either way, they needed to figure out who could be responsible.
"You're supposed to be my partner, man. Come sip tea with me. You never know, Willy, you may pick up on something that I may not. I need you ... come on?” Troy asked.
Willy released a long sigh, then stuck his hands in his pockets.
"You owe me, do you know that?"
"Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know. But, I really think there's something there. She's scared, Willy."
"Than let's do our job, make her feel safe, possibly get a lead."
Willy walked toward his car, then called to Troy.
"Did I tell you how much I hate tea?"
Troy laughed.
* * * *Lillian's Love stayed opened until seven in the evening on Monday through Saturday. Lillian closed the store on Sundays. She looked forward to a hot bath and some down time after the record breaking premiere Friday night. There were articles in various local papers, magazines in the town, the county paper, and the phone constantly rang. The store remained packed all day on Saturday, and Lillian hoped for the same outcome for next week. It wasn't easy running an independent bookstore, yet the town of Stony Point and the people in the surrounding communities welcomed the presence of Lillian's Love.
Miss Thomas had called to say thank you, swore to have every premiere for her future books held at Lillian's Love.
Lillian relaxed in the bubble bath, sipped some red wine, listening to the relaxing sounds of Luciano Pavarotti. Before preparing for bed, she sat down at her desk writing a few notes in her journal. She had decided she wasn't in need of the journal anymore. It served its purpose, helped in the healing process, putting the past behind her.
By nine thirty in the evening, Lillian lay in bed, sound asleep.
* * * *Michael strutted down the street, fully playing his role as gang banger, drug dealer, and just plain tough guy. He walked as if he were ‘king shit’ and knew it. It was more of a defense mechanism and attempt to calm his nerves. Undercover gigs, when the heat was up, could go bad in a flash. He had his reservations about this meeting, but he had an image to keep both undercover and to his fellow cops. He feared nothing, a reputation that could sometimes make him do things he wasn't proud of. Tonight was no different.
Working undercover, prepared to meet a ‘perp’ named Raymond, who wanted to cut a deal, Michael made his way to the meeting location. Raymond wanted to go partners with Michael after hearing Sanchez got busted and would do time in prison.
Michael suspected Raymond had ulterior motives, and immediately ordered backup around the meeting location to secure their safety. Jimmy had his back, as he hung out outside the apartment complex pretending to be some homeless drunk.
Michael ignored him as he passed by gazing at Raymond who stood out front.
Raymond had a bad reputation, a big guy around two hundred and fifty pounds, standing way over six feet tall. Michael's head barely reached Raymond's chin, as they met.
"You the one they call Switch?” Raymond asked in a nasty tone with his hands in his coat pockets. It was not exactly weather appropriate, considering tonight was another freak eighty-degree night. Michael didn't trust the guy.
"Yeah, so what's this deal about? Who are you?” Michael asked playing the role as big shot.
"I heard you were there when Sanchez got busted. How come you ain't in jail, too?” Raymond wasn't focusing his eyes completely on Michael. He seemed to look around as if he were waiting for someone else to arrive. Michael's suspicion grew.
"I got a good lawyer,” Michael stated sarcastically.
Raymond just stared at him.
Michael's bad feeling just got worse.
"You had a miracle. No one messes with Sanchez or lives to talk about it."
"I didn't mess with him. He nearly got me busted. I fucking just pretended I was some drug addict looking for a fix. It worked, end of story. So if this is a bullshit session, I'm gone. If you want to talk business, let's do it."
Michael knew Jimmy and the other undercover officers were listening to the conversation. He glanced around. He was edgy, and he hoped his backup noticed it.
In a flash, Michael could hear a car pulling up in the distance and looked in its direction too late. The sound of gunshots filled the air. He immediately recognized the distinct sound of bullets let loose by an Uzi. Raymond went for his gun. Michael did the same.
"Don't do.... “Michael didn't finish his sentence, instinct kicked in as he pulled the trigger.
Straight through the heart, Raymond hit the ground.
Bullets were flying from everywhere. Michael felt the bullet penetrate through his arm. He fell to one knee aimed at the car, and fired, taking out the driver, then three others.
He heard Jimmy yell, “Michael, move!"
It was too late as he felt the intense blow to the back of his head. That's the last thing he remembered.
* * * *The ringing phone disrupted Lillian's sleep. She glanced at the clock, the glowing numbers, one then two zeroes, stared back at her. She knew instantly something was wrong. She spoke to Carla so quickly, the words were repeating in her head. “Michael's been shot."
Fear filled Lillian. Remaining calm, she told her friend she'd meet her at the hospital immediately. She hung up the phone.
Lillian ran through the emergency room twenty minutes after hanging up the phone with Carla. She had to dodge numerous reporters and camera crews.
"Miss, are you here to see the cop that got shot?” one reporter yelled while another nearly cornered her into the wall.
"Are you his girlfriend? Wife? Relative?” the other one asked in a demanding tone.
She lied, told them she wasn't there to see the cop and that she had no idea what they were talking about. She pushed her way through the crowd, then into the main hallway before the emergency room. She was in a complete panicked state as she shoved through the double doors.
The place swarmed with cops, Michael's family, and others. Lillian knew Carla's Mom, aunt and uncle. Immediately, Carla went to Lillian, and they embraced.
"Oh, thank God you got through that mess. What a freaking mad house. Are you all right?” Jimmy stated.
"I'm fine. What happened, Carla?” Lillian asked as her friend began to cry again.
Carla was a beautiful woman, tall around five foot seven with long brown hair and brown eyes. She and Michael looked a lot alike. Carla always appeared strong, confident. Which had a lot to do with her height. She was fragile inside and her biggest fear had become a reality tonight. Her brother, whom she loved dearly, lay in an emergency room.
Lillian immediately submerged her emotions. Her best friend needed her
Jimmy came over next with Tom, then Uncle Phillip.
Everyone towered over Lillian. Petite at five foot three, most people did.
"There was a set up. They came after Michael. He got shot. Someone knocked him over the head with a metal bar of some kind. Jimmy watched the whole thing happen,” Carla said as she started to cry all over again. This time, Jimmy held her while he told Lillian the story.
Lillian listened, amazed at Michael's bravery. She had never known anyone who survived a shootout or drive by shooting. Apparently, Michael took down four bad guys on his own before the assault from behind.
Jimmy shot the guy who hit Michael over the head with the pipe.
Suddenly, Lillian focused her attention on the higher-ups entering the hallway. They called Jimmy over. He exchanged words with them, left with the captain, and some other brass. There was a lot to do. There was the media frenzy to deal with outside of the main entrance to the hospital. There were reporters sneaking in, trying to get a statement from the family, concerned police officers arriving every few minutes. It was total chaos.
Uncle Phillip, a detective sergeant in the local Stony Point Police Department, filled Lillian in on Michael's condition.
He hadn't regained consciousness yet. The doctors were concerned about swelling or internal bleeding in his brain. They were sending him for Cat Scans, MRIs, and other exams. Luckily, the bullet hit him in the arm, exited straight through to the other side, leaving little damage.
Lillian prayed with Carla, Carla's mother, and Aunt Mabel while they waited for word on Michael's condition.
An hour later, more officers arrived bringing coffee, snacks, and words of encouragement along with them.
* * * *"Everything will be all right. You'll see, Carla. Michael is as tough as they come,” Lillian told her best friend as she handed her a cup of hot coffee.
"I'm so scared, Lillian. My brother always takes these crazy chances. Didn't you hear what he did? He stood there shooting at a car while its occupants shot an Uzi at him.... An Uzi!” Carla covered her face with her hands.
"He's got guts, Carla. That's not something negative in a job like his. He took out four guys who tried to kill him. Four guys! He's gonna make it through this, you'll see. When he does, you tell him how much you love him. Don't take a moment for granted,” Lillian hugged her, exchanging glances with Uncle Phil, Jimmy, and Tom.
Carla fell asleep on Jimmy's shoulder while Lillian brought back some blankets for Carla's mom, Janet, and some other family members who waited at the hospital for word on Michael.
* * * *"Hey, Lillian, why don't you take a rest. You've been taking care of everyone. You look exhausted.” Uncle Phillip patted the chair next to him.
He and Tom, as well as some other officers, were talking about Michael. He had a reputation for being crazy or as some described, invincible. The shoot out reinforced the description.
"You're a good friend, Lillian. We consider you family. You know that, right?” Uncle Phillip asked.
"Thanks Uncle Phil."
"So I heard the store is doing great. Michael said the premiere impressed him. He especially loved the food."
"That's so nice of him. Maybe I'll make him something while he's stuck here for a few days?"
"He'd love that.
Lillian continued to talk with Uncle Phil. Before long, they were telling tales of other cases glorifying Michael's stunts.
Lillian couldn't help but laugh.
* * * *Another hour had passed before the final word came that Michael pulled through. Everyone cheered, waking up the rest of the family to celebrate the news and embrace.
"Michael was damn lucky!” Jimmy stated as he shook his head, then stomped away.
Uncle Phil watched him, knowing the kid felt responsible. Jimmy had a feeling the ‘meet’ was a setup, but Michael insisted to go anyway. Uncle Phil knew the two would have to work things out. They were partners. More importantly, they were friends.
He also knew his nephew. He wasn't afraid of anything. After surviving secret missions in the military and covert operations, he felt immortal. Maybe what happened today enlightened his nephew a bit. Maybe he would take a longer, wiser look at danger and not be so willing to handle it head on.
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Chapter 4A few days had passed. Carla told Lillian Michael had regained consciousness and was feeling pretty good but complained about the food. Carla convinced her to make something special for her brother, knowing Michael had enjoyed the food at the book-signing event. Lillian was hesitant, but she would do anything for her best friend. She had to admit she was proud of Michael and truly grateful that he survived. Therefore, she prepared the meal and headed for the hospital.
Tom, Jimmy, and two other friends were talking to Michael when Lillian entered the hospital room. All eyes were on her. She clutched the large bag she held in her hands. She could feel her cheeks go flush, then finally Jimmy spoke.
"There she is. I didn't let on to anything. I just hope you brought enough for all of us,” Jimmy uttered as Lillian smiled, said hello to the others, then walked closer. Jimmy introduced her to those she didn't know.
* * * *Michael smiled. The two uniformed sheriff officers said goodbye and watched as they gave Lillian the once over behind her back. They gave Michael the thumbs up. Their assumption caught him off guard. The guys obviously thought Lillian and Michael were in a relationship. He cringed at his instant feeling of inadequacy. She wasn't some bimbo, one night stand, or quick action. She was better, classier. Once again, he felt the weirdest sensation inside.
He watched as Lillian placed the brown bag onto the small table. She stood at a distance as if afraid to approach the bed.
"You look a lot better. I'm impressed after only two days.” She smiled.
She appeared nervous and he couldn't help but wonder if her visit were her own decision or if Carla or Jimmy had suggested the idea.
Michael felt his spirits lift the second Lillian entered the room smiling. Damn it, this wasn't good. Michael tried to sound natural, unaffected by her. Gorgeous Lillian, a petite woman who seemingly tried to hide her height with small wedge sandals that gave her an extra two inches or so. Today, she wore a knee-length skirt, embroidered, cream with lace trim. Her yellow blouse hung loose, unbuttoned against her hips. The cream-colored tank top clung to her belly, revealing a small gold hoop. The pierced belly button surprised him. She didn't seem the type. But than again, he never had the opportunity to get to know Lillian Baxter.
Michael smiled as he realized Lillian had caught him checking her out. He watched her nervously pull her blouse closed. Her cheeks brightened an adorable blush pink.
"Thanks, Lillian. I heard you were here a lot helping my sister. She's lucky to have such a good friend."
"So what's in the bag?” he asked.
"I heard that you weren't too thrilled with the food here. A little birdie told me you loved my Chicken Parm. I made you a Chicken Parm Hero on homemade Italian bread. I meant to get here a little earlier, but the bread wasn't quite done yet and the store is a madhouse.” Lillian smiled.
"That was really nice of you. I'm starving and the food here sucks. Hand it over."
"I'm gonna get going. I just wanted to check in on you. I need to meet the lieutenant at the office. They should be by this afternoon to question you. See you later, Lilly,” Jimmy said as he walked out of the room.
* * * *Lillian suddenly felt uncomfortable being alone with Michael.
He already opened the bag, taking a bite of the sandwich.
"Lilly, this is fantastic. I think you should have opened a restaurant besides a bookstore."
"Thanks, Michael, but cooking is more of a hobby for me. So when do you think the doctor will release you?"
"Oh, who knows, maybe tomorrow or Thursday? I can't do much. I have to take a couple of weeks off, receive some counseling, that kind of thing. At least they didn't have to do any surgery. I'd be out of work for a long time. Did you bring anything to drink in there?” He glanced at the bag.
Lillian looked toward the door Jimmy had closed.
"I wasn't sure if I should do this, but Carla told me you were dying for one.” She opened the brown bag and pulled out one can of beer and a can of soda.
"Which one?"
Michael smiled wide, surprised. Obviously, he was glad she brought the beer, he probably was sick of juice and water.
Michael didn't even look toward the door as if he could care less as he popped opened the can, took a long sip of the beer, closing his eyes, smiling.
"I could drink a few of these right now.” He leaned his head back against the pillow a moment.
Lillian stood by the edge of the bottom of the hospital bed just watching him.
"Sit down. Join me.” He patted the bed.
Whom is he kidding? Do you think those big brown eyes, that cute smile, would make me forget how much of a playboy you are? No way!
Lillian folded her arms in front of her chest.
"I'd love to stay, but I really have to get going. The store, you know?” She quickly picked up her purse.
"Are you sure you have to go? I could use the company.” He smiled and winked.
Michael, it appeared, assumed she would melt at his advances. His tactics were predictable, Lillian thought.
"I don't think you'll be alone too much longer. There's a tall blonde down the hallway talking with some of the officers and very concerned about you. I'm sure they'll be more to follow. Enjoy the sandwich.” Lillian smirked before heading for the door.
"You sound pretty sure about that and a bit jealous,” he stated sarcastically.
"Excuse me?"
He smiled slyly, took a sip from the beer can, seemingly aware of the fact that his statement angered her.
"I should have known better than to be civilized with you.” She scolded as she grabbed the doorknob to leave. She halted the second she heard Michael wince in pain.
When Lillian turned toward him, checking on him, she caught him laughing. She felt the heated sensation hit her cheeks, her temper increased.
"Don't choke on your sandwich!” she blurted out as she opened the door walking right into Uncle Phil.
She could hear Michael as he continued to laugh and wince in pain.
Lillian quickly got over the shock of bumping into Uncle Phil.
"Hi."
She practically stomped down the hallway.
* * * *"What the hell is that all about? Better yet, what is that amazing smell in here? Hey, where did you get that beer?” Michael's uncle walked closer to the hospital bed, rambling his questions off one after the next.
"Lillian's delicious Chicken Parm Hero on homemade Italian bread. Do you want some?” Michael offered as he rubbed his stomach.
"No, that's all right. I think you should enjoy it. Lillian might not be making you another one any time soon. What the hell happened?"
Michael shrugged his shoulders. He knew exactly what happened. Either Lillian wasn't interested or he had lost his touch. The latter one wasn't even an option. So why couldn't he stop thinking about her? Why did he have a pain in his chest and what was it with the enormous feeling of guilt?
"She's a nice, successful, classy young woman, your sister's best friend, so don't mess around with her, Michael. She's part of the family."
"What the hell kind of man do you think I am? I know the difference when I see it. You think she's out of my league?” Michael asked on the defensive. Phil seemed amused as he smirked.
"You said that, not me!"
"But you were thinking it. I have had a few serious relationships in my life. I know about commitment."
"Long weekends shacked up with some coed is not a commitment."
"Maybe so, but I haven't exactly found anyone who means something more. Just drop it. I don't know why we're even talking about this. I'm getting a headache,” Michael complained as he closed his eyes. He realized his stomach felt full and he enjoyed the beer immensely. Lillian was responsible. Damn it, how could one woman affect him like this? I don't even know her!
"Listen, I needed to talk to you before your mom or sister get here. There's something on my mind.” Uncle Phil paced in front of Michael's hospital bed.
Michael opened his eyes. He sensed the seriousness in his uncle's tone.
"You need to slow down a bit, Michael. These chances you're always taking are—"
"Oh, come on, give me a break. You too? It wasn't enough that my own partner is pissed off at me, now my family has to start."
"Hey, Jimmy has every right for concern. He had a feeling about the other night, expressed that feeling to you, which you chose to ignore. What if you were killed? He'd blame himself for the rest of his life."
"I wasn't killed. I'm alive and well."
"You got lucky because of Jimmy, because of the other undercover officers who backed up the operation."
"Other guys and Jimmy who I put there. I wasn't feeling great about the meeting either, but it had to be done. Now the heats on. I understand Sanchez has an added charge to his jail sentence,” Michael stated smugly.
"What if...?"
"Enough! Enough with the ‘what ifs,’ I've never lived my life that way. I've been through heavier shit, survived heavier shit, so don't talk to me about ‘what if.’ I'm fine, all is well."
"I'm not prepared to bury my brother's son next. It had been enough having to bury your father."
"Don't compare this to what happened to my dad. He went in alone. No one knew why, except him. He wasn't thinking with a clear head."
"The other night, while someone with an Uzi shot at you, you stood there shooting back like a wild man. You were thinking with a clear head?"
"I did what I had to, end of story. This is who I am. I don't take the easy way out."
"I wasn't suggesting that. I care about you, son. I'm not going to ignore what's going on. I'm trying to explain to you how I'm feeling. I'm worried."
"Well, stop worrying. I'm fine, I'm on vacation for the next couple of weeks."
"Well, I think you should take the time to think about it. Be sure to complete your appointments with the department shrink. They won't let you back on without a signed okay from the doc."
"I know, I know."
At that very moment, Janet, Michael's mom, entered the hospital room, saying jubilantly, “Look at you! You look great! There's color in your cheeks."
Thus ending their conversation.
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Chapter 5Lillian kept busy at work. Wednesday, the middle of the week and boy was this week dragging. She found it difficult to not think about Michael. She left for the post office to mail some packages along with a few letters while Aunt Mabel and Justin minded the store.
She had sealed the envelope just as she had done for the past year. Placed it inside the other envelope and mailed it to her cousin's house in Florida. From there, her cousin would mail the letter to Lillian's parents. Lillian sighed at the thought that she still took such lengthy precautions. She wouldn't take the chance that he might find her and seek her out.
On the way, Lillian stopped by the pharmacy in Stony Point. It was such a nice little store with a friendly, old-fashioned feel to it. The pharmacist, Lou, was a sweetheart. He knew all his customers by first name and took the time to listen, let the old timers talk about their grandkids or just complain about the tax increase.
Lillian waved hello as she entered.
"Hey, Lillian, how are you? I heard Aunt Mabel just took a batch of her homemade oatmeal raisin cookies out of the oven,” Lou stated with his huge smile. He was a jolly man, in his mid forties, with large brown eyes and a stocky build. His father owned the pharmacy before him.
"Now, how could you know that, Lou?” Lillian teased as she pulled the small white bag from her large, floral tapestry bag.
"Jack Miller stopped by on his way to the deli. He said he grabbed a couple of them hot out of the oven. Mmmm ... that must have been something else."
"You like those cookies that much?"
Lou gave Lillian a sideways glance as if she should know damn well how much those cookies were his favorite. He walked around the counter to greet her with a smile.
"I'm just teasing you, Lou. Here, I brought this for you.” Lillian passed over the white paper bag.
Lou smiled as he took the bag from her. “Oh, my, I can smell them already. Thanks, Lillian."
She smiled, then heard the bell above the entrance door ring. Another customer arrived. She walked through the isles, taking her time, glancing around at the new merchandise Lou had added to the four isles of shelves. The pharmacy had a lot to offer. Although it was smaller than the larger chain stores of pharmacies, it had a more welcoming feel to it that Lillian couldn't put a price on. The welcome alone was enough to make the patrons return.
Lillian glanced at a shelf containing various types of breakables. There were small vases, unique ceramic bowls, and a variety of porcelain figurines. She spotted a shelf that had some antique style jewelry, as well. A local artist created the handmade jewelry and Lillian had purchased numerous pieces from her.
She picked up the chandelier-style, burgundy crystal earrings and held them up to her ear to look in the small round mirror.
"Cynthia said that you would love those,” Leona, the cashier who helped Lou stated as she appeared from the next isle over.
"I haven't seen her in weeks. Is she doing okay?” Lillian asked.
"She's doing fine. She has a bunch of orders for a small store down in Nyack. Her handmade jewelry is becoming very popular."
"It is beautiful.” Lillian glanced at the earrings one final time.
"I'll take these, Leona, and I'll call Cynthia later to tell her I love them."
Lillian and Leona headed up to the counter and register.
"That premiere was something else, Lillian."
"Thank you."
"That Miss Thomas sure can tell a story well. I felt like I was right out there in the country, wind blowing through my hair.... “Leon paused to look around before she continued.
"Never mind that hunk of a hero she created. Whoowee was he sumpin else."
Lillian laughed while Leona fanned herself with her hand.
"It was fantastic."
"What about that Michael Fields? Now that young man is a sight and a half, but boy a whole lot of trouble."
Lillian held her breath. Why when she just got him off her mind did he have to reappear? What bad luck she had.
"I suppose you're right,” Lillian added as she focused on the earrings in front of her.
"Darling, that man is a catch. His macho attitude, ex-military style, good looks, sex appeal ... why he could be one of them characters in Miss Thomas’ books.” Leona giggled in a silly kind of way that bothered Lillian.
"Well, I really have to be on my way. Hey, Lou, enjoy those cookies,” Lillian stated.
Leona seemed to get Lillian's hint because she quickly entered the price into the old fashioned register and added up the purchases. Lillian paid her, said thank you, then got the heck out of there.
On her way to her car, she thought about Leona's description of Michael.
She just about summed him up. He actually could be one of the heroes in Miss Thomas's stories. If Michael ever heard Leona talk like that, he'd probably burst with conceit. He knew he was the whole package, could get any woman he wanted, and he flaunted it. What a jerk.
A good-looking jerk, great eyes, great body....
Lillian found herself lost in a daze over thoughts of Michael. Even at the hospital, shot, bandaged up, he was suave, confident and full of himself.
Lillian smiled, then started the ignition. Thank God she wasn't interested in men like Michael. Less confident, less intimidating men were fine for now. After all, she didn't have the time or the interest to pursue anyone so complex.
She headed toward the post office.
* * * *Michael walked into the bookstore, noting the young guy from the premiere. He added up a customer's order at the front register and eyed him. Michael couldn't help but wonder if the kid could pick up on the awkward, out of place feeling Michael had.
"Hello. I'll be with you in a moment,” Justin said as he continued to add up the order, then accept the credit card from Mr. Willow.
Michael walked around a bit, remembering the location of a historical section to the left of the front door. He would be safe looking through war storybooks, sports autobiographies, or books on sports cars.
He looked around. No sign of Lillian anywhere. She probably had an office hidden down some hallway, but it wouldn't be wise to snoop around. He questioned his purpose for showing up at her bookstore. He refused to believe he finally met a woman who could control his every thought and action. In an attempt to not feel so compelled to see her again, he imagined there being numerous things wrong with Lillian. Perhaps she was obsessive, neurotic, gay. He shook his head at the thought. He was driving himself crazy and for no reason.
He was the ‘man,’ he had that special touch and suave ability to catch any girl, have his fill, and make the escape. He actually felt like he could lose his nerve. What is wrong with me?
He was rambling on in his mind and battling what his gut kept telling him. Lillian is all woman. She's not anything like the others. Don't insult her.
Michael cleared his throat, acknowledging the nervousness he felt along with his clammy hands and thick throat. He should just make a run for it. He glanced around the place. The aroma of fresh baked goodies filled the air. His stomach growled. The atmosphere, the aroma, was inviting, which he found unique for a bookstore.
He loved the way Lillian decorated the place. Everything had a Victorian style motif, including some sculptures that lined the hallways along with the wallpaper.
"May I help you, young man?” an older woman asked. Then it hit him she was Lillian's aunt. He recalled meeting her at the signing.
"I'm just looking around. Aren't you Lillian's aunt? Aunt Mabel, right?” he asked.
Aunt Mabel smiled.
"Yes, I am. You are Michael, right? How is your head? I heard what happened to you. You're so brave, so very lucky. I read everything in the newspapers,” she added.
Michael smiled wide.
"I'm fine, thank you for asking. I'm looking for Lillian. Is she around?"
"Not right now. She stepped out to the post office but is due back shortly. Is she expecting you?"
"No, she's not. I wanted to actually ... apologize to her.” He couldn't believe the bad feeling he had in his gut and now he found himself confessing to a stranger.
"Oh, my. What happened?"
"I believe I came across the wrong way. I just can't seem to ... communicate with your niece."
Aunt Mabel began to laugh.
She looped her arm through Michael's. “Lillian just made a new batch of chocolate chip biscotti. Let's have some with a cup of coffee. I'd like to know a little more about you, Michael.” She led him toward the café.
* * * *Aunt Mabel noted Michael's strong build and height. She was five foot five, a couple of inches taller than Lillian. She could understand her niece's apprehension, considering Michael's intimidating size, never mind his personality. Lillian had a lot to fear, usually dating less aggressive, less powerful men. But something told Aunt Mabel Michael was special and she intended to find out everything she could.
Twenty minutes later, they were laughing, having a good time, while Aunt Mabel helped customers between talking with Michael.
She found out about his military service and law enforcement career.
"You are a soldier, a police detective with such a strong and meaningful name as Michael. Are you aware that St. Michael the Archangel, is the patron saint of police officers?"
"Yes, ma'am, I am. I wear this all the time.” Michael pulled out the Saint Michael medal he had on a chain around his neck to show her.
Aunt Mabel smiled. “Michael the Archangel, Prince of the Seraphim.” She smiled.
* * * *Lillian walked through the front door struggling with a heavy box as Justin ran to help her.
"I could have carried that inside for you, Lilly.” He took the box from her.
"This is so heavy. Why didn't you come get me? I could have carried it in from the car.
"I got it here, but you're the lucky one who gets to unpack it. Do I have any messages?"
"A few. I wrote them down. They're on your desk. You also have a visitor who's been keeping your aunt from her share of the customers.” Justin sounded a little annoyed.
Lillian wondered who it could be. She said hello to a few regulars before heading down the hallway toward the kitchen.
She could hear the laughter from around the corner.
Kelly, Aunt Mabel, and Michael were sitting together eating cookies. Lillian's young assistant flirted with Michael, batted her eyelashes, and touched his forearm with her fingertips. Lillian could have sworn her aunt flirted, as well.
"Are we all on breaks or what? Is Justin covering the store himself today?” Lillian asked, annoyed. Kelly jumped up, apologizing before quickly heading back to work.
"I was entertaining Michael until you got back, Lilly. He's quite impressive,” Aunt Mabel stated as she took her position behind the counter. She placed an oven mitten on her hand before taking a tray of fresh baked cookies out of the oven.
"Among other things,” Lillian added sarcastically, giving Michael an irritated look. She quickly turned away to glance back at her aunt.
"I'll be in my office if you need me. I have bills to pay and a bunch of messages to return.” Lillian headed out of the café and down the hallway.
* * * *Just as Lillian left, Michael turned saying, “Those smell great, Aunt Mabel."
"Come back before you leave, I'll give you some to take home. Her office is the last door on the right,” Aunt Mabel stated, winked then pulled the potholders from her hands. Michael smiled before heading out of the café to find Lillian.
He knocked at her door and waited.
"Come in,” he heard Lillian say
He entered the office and scanned the room.
It impressed him, and he didn't expect anything less considering the way Lillian decorated the rest of the store.
She chose a soft violet color for the walls. All the Victorian style trim molding she colored bright white. Her desk, a collector's piece of some kind, had an authentic hand crafted style including etching in the wood.
Behind her, a large square window lay with an added half-moon of etched glass above it. From the doorway, he could see the view of the back gardens.
"Nice office, Lilly, it's ... pretty.” He walked closer to her desk.
"Thank you. So what can I do for you?"
"I just came by to check out the place ... again."
Awkwardly, he attempted to put his hands in his pockets, but was hit with the pain from the injury in his arm, grimaced, and turned away a moment.
Lilly seemed like she wanted to ask if he were okay, then stopped.
He couldn't help but wonder if she hated him. Michael knew he presented himself with arrogance and he had pulled the trick on her back at the hospital. She wasn't a woman to be playing games with, especially cry wolf, but the pain was intense. Guilt along with feelings of stupidity filled his mind.
"Well, you've checked it out, so...."
"I wanted to see you,” he blurted, taking a step closer to her desk.
"Why? We have nothing to say to each other, Michael. My aunt may think your flirtatious, superficial compliments are attractive, as well as Kelly, but some of us know better."
"I enjoyed talking with Aunt Mabel, Kelly too."
Lillian's eyes widened in shock and he couldn't help but wonder if she were jealous. Naturally. He smirked.
"I don't appreciate you coming into my store and taking my staff away from their work, so you can play your little games. Emotions are not toys, Michael.” Lillian moved around her desk, heading toward the door.
Michael feared that she would kick him out. He wasn't quite ready to leave.
He took her hand, pulled her against him a little harder than he meant to. Caught off guard, Lillian froze in his arms.
He laughed, whispering an apology accompanied by a smile. “Let's stop fighting with each other. I came here to say I'm sorry. Will you accept the apology so we can move on?” He continued to hold her hand while his other arm wrapped around her waist.
* * * *Lilly held onto his arm, her hand lay against part of a tattoo he had.
She sensed the attraction to him, her body felt like it called out to her, wanting him to hold her tighter. Immediately, she urged herself to dismiss it. The mere fact she had the feeling, identified it, and wanted to act on it, meant Michael already had some control.
Control defined everything in her life, from the past to the present. The moment she lost that control, gave into a weakness of any kind, she would fail and falter.
Her feminine parts begged to differ with her sanity the more she absorbed Michael's embrace.
He wasn't her type at all with his brown, wavy hair, a bit long for her taste—smiling at her, waiting for her to answer, the crease of that smile drew Lillian's attention to his dimples. Dimples she tried unsuccessfully not to notice along with the solid structure of his face. Denying he was a perfect specimen, extremely handsome, charismatic, and tough appeared to be an unsuccessful battle with her whole being. This is bad.
Neither said a word.
* * * *Michael refused to release his hold on her, he didn't say a word, make any wise crack at all. Gazing into the most stunning green eyes he had ever seen, realizing her youthfulness, the fresh, soft texture of her skin, brought on the realization and intensity of his attraction to Lillian. There were no blemishes, no cover up, just purity in its simplest form. Breathtaking.
"If I tell you I forgive you, will you please leave? I have a lot of work to do.” Lillian finally broke the awkward silence.
"Yes, I'll leave."
"I forgive you. Now let me go."
She tried to pull away, but Michael held her by the waist smirking, confident that she belonged exactly where she stood.
"I'll accept if you let me make it up to you."
"No!"
"You didn't even hear me out."
"No, Michael, I'm not interested, I'm busy, please stop doing this. It would never work."
"You don't know that. Forget I said that. Listen, everyone is meeting at Louis’ bar tonight."
"I know. Carla called, asked me to come along.” “So you'll be there?"
"Will you let go of me?"
He slowly released her.
"I planned on it already.” She walked back around to the safety of her desk.
"Good enough. I'll see you tonight."
In an awkward moment of silence, he smiled again and left the office.
* * * *Lillian brought her hand to her cheek, she could still feel Michael's touch, could smell his cologne on her hand.
She wasn't frightened by his use of gentle restraint, probably because it felt so seductive. It had taken her a long time to realize the difference, to understand that most men want to touch, hold a woman they were attracted to. With Lillian's uncertainty, she still felt the fine line between a gentle restraint, a tight embrace, and becoming a man's possession.
She couldn't help but worry about Michael nor his abilities. She thought about Martin Crane in an instant. It was a terrible feeling and one she had hadn't had in a good length of time. However she thought it, she felt its every ounce of negative, fearful effect on her and cringed. The anxiety, helplessness, and pain followed short after. She was scared. Even after all this time, he still had a small hold on her. She should not compare Martin to every man she met, but she couldn't help herself. Martin's abusive ways left their scars. She refused to ever follow such a path again.
She shook her head trying to erase the thoughts of her past the best she could. She thought about Michael again as she stood in front of the window in her office. Focusing on the arborvitaes that bordered the backyard, she sighed pulling her gaze toward the bright red roses near the back gardens. The flowers were abundant in a glorious assortment of colors and types. She found it therapeutic and relaxing to work in the gardens, weed the beds, and become one with nature. Again, she thought about Michael.
Michael had a way about him. He knew his affect on women in general and he used that to his advantage. Those dimples were addicting, his eyes alluring, and his body was a weapon of mass destruction for her heart. She knew that. Every tiny ounce of her gut warned her, sent up the flares of caution, yet she wanted to deny them. How ludicrous am I?
She found herself especially attracted to his muscular frame and the mere fact that he was highly trained, in Special Forces, and a cop. He always seemed to dress nicely from the few times she had seen him. A definite plus in her book because she found it important to always look her best. Michael had a great smile, a likable personality when he wasn't trying so hard, obvious from both Aunt Mabel as well as Kelly's responses to him.
The thought made Lillian laugh. Her aunt loved to play matchmaker. But what should she do about it? The things she brought up so far were his good qualities. Now what about the qualities that scared her?
Michael appeared to be wild. He enjoyed being in charge, taking control. Obviously from his recent injuries, he had no problem taking danger head on. She wondered if he looked for it on purpose. Did he have some sort of death wish or something? He didn't look like he took ‘no’ lightly. He didn't let his fear control him, unlike Lillian.
She thought about Martin again, angry with herself for doing that. Why after all this time did Martin invade her thoughts of Michael?
She stopped herself from reading into it. Strong, confident, more secure now, Lillian refused to look back.
She had taken every possible precaution when she left Pennsylvania, including changing her last name.
She knew Martin had finished serving time in jail for assault charges. His lawyer got the attempted murder charge dropped down to aggravated assault.
He tried to kill her. He had beaten her so badly, she could barely catch her breath when the paramedics finally got to her. Instantly, her heart felt heavy, her eyes swelled with tears. She nearly died. That son of a bitch got off with a charge of assault? The plea-bargaining continued with the result of twenty-four months in the state penitentiary. She wasn't going to rely on the law or the courts any longer. She had packed up her bags, left town heading to New York to live near her aunt, but not before covering her trail. Her parents supported her decision. They wanted her safe, so they found someone to help change her last name legally. Following the move, she took every kind of self-defense course possible, along with counseling.
Lillian had a new life, established her own business career from the ground up, and was more cautious when it came to dating and getting involved with men.
She didn't want the intimacy of a boyfriend and relationship. The thought alone sent her body into a panic and no amount of training, counseling, or loneliness would make her change her mind.
* * * *"A penny for your thoughts?"
Lillian turned toward her aunt, quickly wiping a tear from her eye. She refused to dwell on the past.
"What's wrong, Lilly? Why are you so upset?” Aunt Mabel asked taking a few steps into the room.
"Just reminiscing a bit, but I'm over it already. Is everything all right outside?"
"Everything is fine. Michael stopped back to say goodbye. I gave him some cookies to take with him. Gosh, he's a cutie."
Lillian smiled at the way her aunt talked about Michael.
"You should ask him out,” Lillian teased while she moved around some papers on her desk.
"It's you he wants. What seems to be the problem? He's a nice man, respectable."
"Don't you start. I'm not interested in dating someone like Michael."
"What do you mean? There's nothing wrong with him."
"He's ... got issues,” she stated walking toward her desk.
"He does not have issues. Now, I know what you're doing, Lillian. I just can't believe it."
"I'm not doing anything. As a matter of fact, I don't even know what we are talking about."
"A very nice, respectable detective is interested in you. You're allowing the past to dictate the present. I can tell a lot about people. In my opinion, I think Michael is perfect for you. Go out with him, get to know him better, you can't take care of yourself forever, Lillian."
"I sure can take care of myself. I've had no choice."
"It just gets getting lonelier, the more you push people away."
"I'm not pushing anyone away. I'm just being cautious, that's all, Aunt Mabel, so please just drop it now. Let's get back to work.” Frustrated, Lillian walked with her aunt out of the office, down the hall.
Suddenly, she felt her aunt's hand on her shoulder.
"I love you very much, Lillian, believe me. I understand your concerns. Michael isn't anything like Martin. Follow your heart, you know you like him too."
Lillian sighed exasperated at her aunt's persistence.
They were silent as they held one another's gazes.
"Will you think about it?"
"We'll see."
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Chapter 6Michael's phone rang as he finished getting dressed. He wasn't sure what to wear tonight. He wanted to look good but not like he tried to look good. Damn it! Look what this woman is doing to me.
He answered the phone.
"Hey, buddy, where were you today? I came by during my shift to see you. Your truck wasn't in the driveway,” Jimmy asked.
"I went for a ride, didn't want to sit around the house all day. I had that meeting with the brass."
"Yeah, how did that go?"
"The transfer went through. Looks like I will be joining you in the B.C.I. Unit at the sheriff's department."
"Man, that's fantastic. The guys are great. You're going to love it. Guaranteed you'll know half the people in the unit. It's quite an elite force. They have a lot of cool, high tech equipment."
"I guess so. It will be a change from working undercover in the hoods."
"It's what you're good at, Mike. You've always had good instincts. That's an asset to a homicide investigator."
"I guess I'm looking forward to it. Are you headed to Louis’ yet?"
"Yeah, I'm just picking up Carla. Lillian is coming, as well. We'll see you there."
"Yep,” Michael said before hanging up the phone.
Lillian is definitely going to be there tonight. I will prove to her that I'm not such a jerk. Damn. Why the hell do I even care? I can't believe I'm acting like this. My hands are sweaty, my stomach feels all twisted inside. Snap out of it buddy!
You're the man. You can handle any woman.
Michael checked himself out in the mirror one more time. He wore a pair of dark blue jeans and a snug-fitting, designer-blue tee shirt. This was he. She could take it or leave it. If she didn't like it ... tough! The confident facial expression disappeared as quickly as its reflection in the mirror.
Who am I kidding?
He never went to this much trouble for any women, never mind one he didn't even have a date with.
Feeling annoyed at himself, he blamed his foolish behavior on the head injury. Taking one last glance in the mirror, he forced a nervous smile, then left.
* * * *Lillian sat on the barstool, legs crossed, twirling the small red straw around in her glass of soda mixed with Captain Morgan's spiced rum. She didn't care for it that much, but Eddie, a fireman from the station house located down the street from the bookstore, ordered it for her. Another guy from the station Lance stood next to her, too. They were talking about the neighborhood as well as some new businesses opening up.
Lillian glanced over at Carla who winked at her seemingly aware that Lillian was the center of attention.
Lillian had struggled all day wondering what to wear, not wanting to appear as if she went out of her way to impress anyone, particularly Michael. She opted for a short fitted flare black skirt and a purple, off-the-shoulder fitted blouse. Her black-heeled sandals gave her an extra inch. She was relieved her manicure and pedicure from Wednesday looked freshly done. She had added some extra curls to her hair with rollers this afternoon, then decided to wear a little eye shadow accompanied by some mascara as well. Carla said she looked fantastic. Carla wanted to know whom Lillian wanted to impress. Lillian swallowed hard, denied any such reasoning behind her use of makeup and curls to her hair. She just couldn't imagine Carla's reaction if she were to get involved with Michael.
Across the room, a roar of laughter filled the air. Everyone glanced in that direction. Her heart leaped at the sight of Michael, standing with a bunch of guys, obviously telling a funny story. They made eye contact. Both were interrupted by other people around them.
"Hey, gorgeous, I've been watching you from across the room. Great legs!"
Lillian turned to find Gary Clarkson, a local jerk who had been asking Lillian out for months still not getting the message she wasn't interested.
"Hey, buddy, we're talking with the lady,” Eddie stated. Lance took position close to Lillian.
"We're friends. Ain't that right, Lillian?” Gary asked as he swayed a little from drinking too much. His horrid breath reeked of bourbon and his blue eyes were blood shot. He was young. Lillian assumed in his early thirties and had light colored hair with big brown eyes. It was sad to see what the ‘juice’ could do to such a young man.
Lillian looked toward the crowd where Michael had been only moments ago and again more laughter exploded through the room.
Gary looked in the same direction, started making comments as he leaned closer to Lillian.
"That fucking guy Michael is as good as dead. Who the hell does he think he is?"
"He's a good man, Gary. A real hero,” Eddie sounded rather annoyed at Gary's comments.
"Bull shit, he's nothing but trouble. He's gonna get some good men killed,” Gary added.
"How can you say that? After everything he's done. He's laid his life on the line for all of us,” Lillian stated rather abruptly. The words came out of nowhere. She glanced around noting the surprised expressions. Lillian was not one for confrontations.
"You're wrong sweetheart, he's trouble. All he's after is the glory. What has he done for this community, except get his name all over the papers ‘cause of a drive by shooting?” Gary demanded, rubbing Lillian's arm.
She pulled away. “He served our country and now he protects our streets."
She would stand her ground. The anger was building.
"You're so cute, Lillian. Always wanting to see the good in people. He's a fake, a fraud who's only after attention and women. Haven't you ever seen the guy in action? His most recent brush with death nearly landed him in the grave, never mind his fellow officers. He's a loser."
Lillian caught herself standing straighter and feeling more annoyed than before.
"I think you should quit drinking, Gary. It's obvious you're killing brain cells."
"What?” he asked angrier than she anticipated. Gary acted like a jerk, a know it all who had it coming. He had a reputation to cause fights, start feuds, and bad mouth good people. Tonight, he wouldn't get away with it.
Gary caressed her arm. Lillian pulled away. He gave her the creeps, made her fearful.
She turned, tried to calm herself down. She didn't want to fight. She didn't want this creep so close to her, invading her space, and damn it, talking negatively about Michael.
She froze the second she felt the clammy hand against her cheek.
She looked into Gary's blue, bloodshot eyes recognizing the look of control and something came over her. She shoved his hand down, then quickly moved to the side, nearly knocking over the barstool. She could hear it rocking as she stood her ground.
"If you had a brain, Gary, you would know that it takes strong, well-trained professionals like Michael, willing to put their lives on the line to better this community. Even if that community includes low-life, dirt-bag cowards like yourself. So why don't you just order yourself another drink and head for your nightly drunken stupor!” She raised her voice at the end.
Everyone around them had to have heard what she said.
"You don't know what you're talking about. Let me clue you in, darling.” Gary moved closer, licking his lips, his eyes didn't hide his bad intentions.
Lillian attempted to walk away when he grabbed her wrist.
"Hold it right there. I'm not finished with you yet!” he yelled, pulling her against him. In an instant, Eddie firmly told Gary to let go of her.
Lillian's heart beat rapidly. She had no idea Gary had a temper. She should have remained quiet and just let him talk. What came over me?
Gary's comments toward Michael angered her. She hadn't given her safety a second thought.
"Let go of her, Gary. Right now,” Michael demanded.
Lillian glanced toward him. His demeanor made her cower. Now if only Gary reacted the same way.
"I'm not finished with the little...."
"Don't even try it, Gary. Let go of her now!” Jimmy yelled.
With their gazes locked, neither Michael nor Gary backed down.
Gary abruptly released Lillian's wrist but not before giving it a deep, painful squeeze. She cringed in pain. Her shoulder dropped as she pulled her wrist to her chest.
"We'll finish this another time.” He gave her body the once over, then touched her chin with his hand. Still holding her wrist, Lillian abruptly turned her face away from Gary's grasp.
Michael placed his body between Gary and Lillian. The two men stood nose to nose. Lillian could see Gary had at least an extra fifty pounds on Michael. That didn't seem to be a concern for Michael.
"Don't you ever touch her again."
"Or else what, hot shot?” Gary antagonized Michael and Lillian spotted the bandage, remembering Michael's injuries. She was concerned he could damage it again, and didn't think twice about her next move.
Lillian pushed her way between the two men.
"Cut it out, guys. Just forget about it. No one got hurt. Everyone's had a bit too much to drink."
Her focus remained on Michael and his wounds. If the two men were to fight, she would feel responsible if he re-injured himself.
"I haven't been drinking,” Michael said sarcastically, egging Gary on.
Eddie pulled Gary away from Michael to the other side of the bar while Lillian held her hands against Michael's chest.
"Don't do it, Michael. He's not worth it or re-injuring your wounds,” she whispered.
Michael's eyes stayed focused on the guys taking Gary away from them. Then he locked gazes with her.
"I can't believe he touched you like that. Are you all right?"
She smiled, said ‘yes,’ and quickly removed her hands. They walked back toward the bar. Their friends hadn't joined them yet.
Lillian took a seat on the barstool. Michael leaned next to the bar. Lillian glanced over her shoulder to see where Gary sat.
Michael followed her line of sight. To Lillian, it appeared he didn't trust the guy, either. Gary, a low life with a small record, could not be underestimated.
"I wish you didn't do that, Michael. I would have felt terrible if you had re-injured yourself."
"You would have been worth it. I'm glad you're concerned for my safety, but there's no need to worry."
She released a sigh, then glanced away.
She was genuinely concerned for his safety and he spoke as if he were invincible. She felt annoyed. Her body shook, still feeling the aftermath of what she did, what she said, and of course what could have taken place.
"What? You don't think I could handle a guy like Gary?” He sounded a bit insulted.
Lillian gazed into his eyes, noting the anger, the insult she caused with her comment. Could this night get any worse?
"It's not that, it's your ‘I can kick the whole world's ass’ attitude. It's annoying,” she stated before turning away.
Michael leaned in closer, his thigh touched hers, causing a surge of heat to travel through her.
"I never said I could kick the whole world's ass. I'm just angry still. I'm sorry.” He took Lillian's hand, noticing the redness around her wrist.
"Are you sure you're all right?” he asked again just as Carla and Jimmy approached. Lillian immediately pulled her hand away from him, hoping no one noticed.
"I thought you were gonna add another bar fighting story to your list.” Jimmy patted his friend on the back.
Michael kept a straight face, it became obvious Lillian disliked aggression.
"Lillian wouldn't let me, over concerned about my stitches.” Michael smiled at Lillian.
"Oh, shoot that's right. Thanks for reminding him, Lilly. My brother tends to think one way sometimes.” Carla laughed. She sat on the barstool beside Lillian.
"We heard what you said to Gary. Thanks for sticking up for my brother,” Carla added.
Michael looked sideways at Lillian.
"What is she talking about?"
Lillian tried to blow off the question, but Eddie had returned filling them in verbatim. Lillian caught Michael's gaze, all Michael could do was smile.
* * * *The conversations continued, causing the remnants of the bar fight to diminish over time. Everyone now enjoyed catching up on town gossip and business while Lillian found herself engaged in deep conversation with Michael. They went from one subject to another.
"Carla told me that you got a transfer,” Lillian stated to Michael before taking a sip from her soda.
He leaned back against the bar, looking toward the crowd of people playing a game of pool.
"Yeah, I guess it's time for a change."
To Lillian, he didn't sound too happy about the transfer. She knew his family was relieved, especially Jimmy. She couldn't help but wonder why Michael liked living on the edge, taking so many chances, purposely risking his life.
"I don't know too much about law enforcement or homicide investigation, but it sounds like the B.C.I. Unit is pretty cool."
"Oh, it is cool. It's a great unit. Anyone involved with it should feel proud. Other departments in the surrounding area as well as other jurisdictions need the aid of the BCI Unit. You'd be surprised, Lillian, at just how much goes down in quiet Rockland County, New York.” He winked at her before taking a sip from his mug of beer.
"It's good to know the local departments have access to such a force, especially one with such high tech, modern equipment. I guess it's necessary these days with gathering evidence that's actually admissible in court."
"Detectives need the high tech stuff. We can't take any chances contaminating evidence or a crime scene. The defense attorneys would have a field day in court."
"Years ago, evidence was stored right in the garage, hanging on clothing racks while detectives did their best to keep the evidence from getting contaminated. Now the B.C.I. Unit has their own large holding refrigerator to prevent contamination."
"I read about one of those compartments. They're very expensive and are divided into two separate compartments. It's called a DNA Containment Unit."
He smiled, appearing surprised at Lillian's knowledge of investigative technology.
"That's right, Lillian. One is for evidence from the victim and the other is for evidence from the suspect."
Lillian smiled, enjoying her conversation with Michael.
They spoke a little more until Eddie joined the conversation.
* * * *Eddie along with some other friends was telling Lillian some stories about Louis the guy who owned the bar.
Lillian scanned the room.
"Who are you looking for?” Michael asked still holding his position right beside her. He wasn't taking any chances that someone else might make a move.
"Where is your sister? It's getting late."
"They left about an hour ago. Carla asked me to give you a ride home.” Michael looked toward the others who appeared to be listening.
"I can give her a ride home. It would be my pleasure, Lillian,” Eddie offered, taking a small bow.
Lillian barely even knew Eddie.
"Thanks anyway, but it looks like I already got a ride. I'm sure you guys will stop by for one of your afternoon snacks tomorrow?” Lillian teased.
"You bake the most delicious biscotti we've ever tasted,” Eddie rubbed his belly. The others joined in making similar comments.
* * * *Lillian and Michael said their goodbyes before heading out the exit door. Lillian looked up toward the night sky. She welcomed the cool temperature after being inside the stuffy, crowded bar all evening. She inhaled the fresh air as she absorbed the star-filled scenery of the night.
"What a gorgeous night,” Michael added, gently taking Lillian's elbow, leading her toward the parking area.
She didn't reply and gave him a return smile, acknowledging his comment but suddenly feeling anxious and nervous inside. The thought of being alone with Michael put her on edge. Carla had no idea what she was doing, asking her brother to take her home. If her best friend knew her brother continually flirted with her or that Lillian flirted back, Carla would surely flip.
Michael stopped just shy of a black Ford Expedition. He immediately opened the passenger door for her, smiling wide.
Lillian thanked him before he closed the door. He hurried around the front of the truck. She took a few seconds to just breathe, try to relax, get rid of the shakiness she felt. Michael made her so damn nervous.
He entered on the driver's side, still smiling as he started the ignition. He appeared to be checking out her legs or maybe the simple fact she sat in his truck and he was taking her home. She should have worn pants. Did he think she would invite him in? Allow him to stay? Oh, my God! Lillian tried to relax as she placed her hands on her lap, but he continued to stare.
He leaned across the seat.
Is he going to kiss me?
"Are you forgetting something?” he whispered. Those damn dimples of his combined with the smell of his alluring cologne, instantly made her weak at the knees. Her voice shook and sounded giddy and girly.
"What?” she asked.
Michael reached across her body, his elbow barely touched the material of her blouse, yet her breasts instantly stood at attention. She held her breath.
"Safety first, gorgeous.” He pulled the seatbelt from confinement, buckled her in.
"I promised my sister I would get you home safely.” He smiled, slowly leaning back before taking the wheel.
Lillian feared she would pass out from the instant dizziness and heated flashes she felt. She tried to look at the interior of the truck instead of watching Michael drive.
She focused on the cleanliness of his vehicle, the gray, freshly waxed interior and the slight hint of Armor All.
Who am I kidding?
* * * *They talked about the town, the increase in small businesses including the prosperity of places like Louis’ as they headed toward Lillian's Love.
"The premiere really seemed to boost sales. I wasn't sure such an event in a town like ours would attract so much attention."
"You have a great selection of books combined with a very comfortable atmosphere. It's a nice place."
"Thanks.” Lillian smiled, glancing back out the window.
"The coffee and snacks are really delicious, as well."
"I want my patrons to feel comfortable. As the owner, I want to be accessible, ready to help make their reading experiences as enjoyable as I can. That is exactly what will keep them coming back."
"So the local firefighters even stop by Lillian's Love for a snack? Or so they say?” Michael teased.
"What other reason would they have, besides the fact that Eddie enjoys reading a good Sci Fi book every month?"
"If that's what he tells you and you believe him...."
"What is that supposed to mean?"
Michael turned away. Once again, he stuck his foot in his mouth. He cringed to think that he and Lillian headed for another fight. This time, he wouldn't let it happen.
"It doesn't mean anything. Forget what I said."
When they got there, she waited for him to open her door then walk her up the front walkway.
"So do you still think I'm a real jerk, or what?"
* * * *Lillian continued to walk up the front steps.” Only when you open your mouth."
Michael gently took Lillian's hand to stop her. He took the final step, standing in front of her under the dim light, one step below where she stood. Her head was level with his chin.
"Are you sure you're okay? Gary didn't hurt you?” His concern was apparent as he inspected her wrist again, more closely. He turned it over palm up before bringing it to his lips, gently kissing it. Lillian felt the shiver but tried to ignore it.
She looked down to the ground, avoiding Michael's gaze, giving into the shyness she felt.
One of his feet stayed on the step below, the other foot was right next to hers. The move caused his solid inner thigh to brush against her knee. She wanted to step back, put some space between them, but she stood frozen in the same place. Urging herself to remain calm, she wanted to appear stronger than she felt at the moment.
"I'm sure, Michael, really. I can take care of myself. You didn't need to get involved.” She pulled her wrists away to cross her arms in front of her chest.
Michael reached out to caress her long black hair, letting the strands run swiftly through his fingers. He took a step closer.
"I disagree completely. I know Gary. He's hot headed. No man should ever think he can treat a woman like that. You have no idea how angry that made me.” Michael put his arm around her waist, pulling Lillian against him. Lillian uncrossed her arms to lay her palms against Michael's chest.
"I told you I could have handled it."
"A knock-out lady like you shouldn't have to handle it."
Michael softly touched her cheek with his hand, tilting her chin up toward him. They held one another's gazes.
Lillian could feel his thumb tenderly caress her chin and neck. She found herself leaning in closer, offering her mouth, wanting to feel his lips against hers.
Nervously, she licked her lips, tucked them in, then released them. Michael watched the process. She heard him exhale, felt him pull her closer before his lips covered hers.
She didn't pull away, she didn't want to. Instead, she allowed her body to meld against his without hesitation.
Lillian ran her fingers through the brown curls of Michael's hair and to his neck. She could feel the strength beneath her fingertips. She felt her feet leave the ground. He lifted her up with little effort as if he wanted more of her. Did he really like her or could this just be his nightly routine to catch the girl, take her to bed, add another notch to his belt?
She couldn't help but counter argue her thoughts against the sensations his kisses evoked deep inside her. She could easily fall for Michael, he represented everything she feared as well as everything she found attractive and desirable in a man. Every quality she fought the urge to seek in a partner due to the past.
Certain men demanded certain types of women. Everything about Michael, his controlling actions, the strength and demand in his intriguing eyes, led her to question his compatibility to her needs.
The fear set in as she gripped his shoulders and slowly pulled away.
As if sensing it, Michael, gently lowered her feet back down to the ground, ending the kiss softly, adding a small nibble to her bottom lip before pulling away.
Lillian froze where she stood.
"You taste even better than I imagined,” he whispered softly, still holding her around her waist.
Lillian laid her hands flat against Michael's chest.
She loved the deep feeling she had inside, it felt natural, familiar. She couldn't help but want more of it.
The thought surprised her yet scared her at the same time. The intensity of the situation could make her ignore appropriate caution, and her lack of character judgment could prove disastrous. With lips as lethal as Michael's, inhibition stared her in the face.
In an attempt to retreat, she began to turn her body out of Michael's embrace. He allowed her a few minor inches before pulling her closer against his body.
"No, no, no ... not this time, gorgeous. What are you so afraid of?” he inquired, once again caressing her hair, holding her determinedly, whispering seductively close.
Lillian attempted to put her head down to think of something good, some way of parting from the whole situation. She panicked as her forehead hit his chest, a realization of just how close he held her.
Michael touched her chin, tilting it up toward him again.
"I came to your rescue tonight, drove you home. You just kissed me like that. Don't you agree that it was fantastic?"
Lillian felt her mouth drop, her eyes widen in disbelief. A feeling of anger and insult filled her belly. Was he trying to say she asked for it, she owed him now? She could feel the heat reach her cheeks, the anger apparent as she attempted to put some distance between them. Her heart pounded in her chest. She refocused on his words, his actions, as wisdom and knowledge from her counseling resurfaced to her brain. Buried but not lost completely, she had a spark of courage, an attitude.
"What do you mean, the way I kissed you?"
Michael laughed deep, loudly, confidently, before stealing a quick kiss on her cheek.
He was just teasing me and I fell for it?
These word games were giving her a headache. She needed to be smarter and pretend as if she knew exactly what was happening between them.
"I told you I could...."
"I know, you could take care of yourself. Right."
"I can!"
"Yeah, like any of those guys who were looking at you tonight would have just stood there watching? No way, honey. That chance, I wasn't willing to take. Nice try getting me off the subject,” he teased as he led Lillian by her hand toward the porch bench swing. Michael sat down naturally pulling Lillian's hips toward his lap for her to sit on.
Once again, a combination of panic and want filled her to her soul, it was an up and down roller coaster of emotions leaving her speechless as she attempted to stop Michael from pulling her onto his lap.
It was too late. On his lap, she sat not moving an inch to get more comfortable, avoiding his face and those eyes the best she could. She fumbled with her hands not knowing where to set them.
"Put your arms around my neck,” he demanded. An instant later and lack of her conscious knowledge, they went around his neck.
"Now, let's get this nonsense out of the way.” He laid his hand on her leg being sure to keep her steady on his lap.
The searing heat in her hip by his touch alone sent her body into flames. She now knew what it was like to be a roasting marshmallow. No spine to stop the handsome man from leading the way, just a lump of mush, scared out of her mind of men in general, resistant to embracing femininity in its greatest form. What happened to my independent, take no nonsense or orders from any man ever again attitude? Counseling? What the hell good did counseling do for me since I'm sitting on a strange man's lap while feeling his ... oh, God, no.
Lillian swallowed hard as erotic thoughts filled her head.
Her face was now inches away from Michael's face as he whispered to her.
"You're blushing, Lilly."
Her heart raced and as if it couldn't be possible, she felt her cheeks burn hotter. They had to look purple at this point.
He grinned, fully aware.
"I want you to name all the reasons why you think we shouldn't get involved, continue to feel the way we just felt when we were kissing one another?"
Lillian laughed to herself. She tried to organize her thoughts.
It quickly became apparent that such a natural thing as thinking was tough, nearly impossible, while Michael held her steady on his lap. She could feel his strength. for Christ's sake, his legs, solid and warm beneath her bottom. One arm wrapped around her waist while the other held her thigh. She questioned her earlier judgment about wearing the shorter skirt. With his hand flush against her flesh, she felt as if she were about to explode. The perspiration reached her brow.
He just kept gazing deeper into her eyes, trying to overpower her with his good looks, charm, alluring use of his body. His confidence apparent in his tone, his handsome features, total alpha-male perfection, but she wasn't born yesterday. She squinted her eyes, accepting his challenge.
She took a deep breath before beginning.
"I'm not good with commitment."
"Neither am I, so we'll both learn as we go. Next!"
"Carla! She's my best friend. What if things don't work out between us, it could jeopardize our friendship? You're her brother, first. I wouldn't ask her to choose sides."
"That wouldn't be a problem because if things didn't work out between us, she'd blame me anyway. Your friendship wouldn't suffer one bit. Next reason. Make it a good one, Lillian.” He stole a quick kiss, gave her thigh a squeeze, before pulling back, smiling.
Lillian released an exasperated sigh. She placed her hands on her hips, stared into Michael's eyes, attempting to be firm. She fought the urge to allow her sexual attraction to such a charismatic man as Michael Fields to dictate her every move.
"I don't like your attitude or all the experience you've had with women. I don't date much, have only had one ... I mean a few intimate relationships.” She quickly glanced away, trying to recover from her slip up.
Too late, Michael's smile enlarged. It was obvious by his facial expression, he picked up on her accidental confession. The ear-to-ear grin wounded her confidence in denying his advances, never mind the questions it evoked in her mind.
Would his knowledge of her lack of experience come back to haunt her? She suddenly sensed her cheeks flush again. She wanted to run and hide from embarrassment.
She felt Michael embrace her waist tighter, then he placed the palm of his hand against her cheek. She swallowed hard as he softly turned her face toward his.
"I'm relieved you're not as experienced as I am. I wouldn't expect anything less from such a classy woman like yourself.” He caressed her cheek with his thumb.
There was no turning back. Lillian instantly realized that everything about this man set her on fire. His eyes, his voice, the tone of it alone made her fantasize about all the possible words he could use to seduce her. She focused on both now, once again feeling like the marshmallow, with no spine, just mush at the knees. Could it get any worse?
"Believe me when I tell you that all the intimate experiences I've had, in the long run, will mean that you will undeniably ... be more than ... satisfied when I make love to you ... I'm a sure thing, baby!"
It just got worse.
She gasped as his conceit, then failed in her attempt to get up off his lap.
Michael held her tight. Again, he cupped her chin in his hand.
He looked deeply into her eyes when he spoke to her.
"I love the fact that I can push your buttons so easily. I'm just kidding with you because you look so serious. Damn! How can one woman be so sexy, so cute?"
He smiled.
Lillian released a breath, feeling exasperated by Michael's tactics. He confused her.
"I'll make you a deal. You go out on a few dates with me without anyone knowing. We'll meet out of town, see how it goes. If it works out, we'll let everyone in on it. If it doesn't, no one but us knows what happened. No hard feelings, okay? How does that sound? Wait a minute before you answer.” He quickly kissed her again.
Before Michael left, Lillian accepted having dinner with him tomorrow night.
Now she hoped that it wouldn't be the biggest mistake of her life.
* * * *The stranger stood in the darkness, lurking for just a glimpse, a peak at his treasure. The anger filled his stomach as he watched Lillian get seduced. The other man held her close, pulled her against his body, touched her. She was too good for that. His heart pounded, his hands began to sweat. Lillian stood only across the street. Who is the guy? Would he get in the way of his plans he had in store for Lillian? The anger increased. He had wanted her long enough and waited patiently to make his move.
Lillian would be his. No one else.
He clenched his fingers into fists. The stranger couldn't live without her. He wouldn't! He tried to submerge his feelings, his attraction to her, the need to have her in his life, but failed enormously. He even tried to replace her, find a substitute, but no woman came close to his Lillian.
"Our time to be together will come, this I promise you,” he whispered as he stood watching Lillian's Love a little longer. He waited until the man left before he moved to a better location around the side of the house. He had a clear view of Lillian's bedroom window. He watched, waited for the light to extinguish, knowing Lillian lay in her bed alone before he snuck away, undetected through the darkness.
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Chapter 7Lillian drove down the Palisades Parkway making her way to Nyack. She glanced down at the slim-fitting, knee-length black chiffon dress she wore. Again, she wondered if it wasn't a bit too much. It showed off her figure. Self-consciously, she pulled the light shawl across the front. Too late to change her outfit now. She exited the parkway, making her way into downtown Nyack.
Lillian loved the area, the warm eclectic feeling emitted from the numerous assortments of unique stores was artsy, inviting. The traffic moved smoothly while the sidewalks filled with people window shopping or dining in some of the best restaurants in the area. Business boomed, especially on warm spring evenings like tonight.
Lillian located a parking spot in the municipal parking area. Before she exited her vehicle, she spotted Michael heading toward her car. He looked amazing, of course. Lillian couldn't take her eyes off of him.
He wore a pair of dark dress trousers, a button down white Oxford shirt, along with a matching dark blazer. He styled his hair in a way she had never seen him apply before. The front was slicked back and a bushel of brown curls gathered over the collar of his shirt.
Lillian stepped out of the car just as a small breeze passed between them.
The shawl moved off her shoulders. Michael grabbed it just in time.
Lillian shied away a moment, feeling self-conscious of her bare shoulders as she lost the shawl.
She watched Michael inhale, eye her from head to toe, then smile.
He leaned closer, placing a soft kiss against her cheek.
"You look stunning. You don't need this.” He tossed the shawl over his other arm as he took Lillian's hand.
She smiled, then turned to lock the car door.
"You look great, Michael,” she whispered giving his hand a gentle squeeze.
Michael smiled at her. “Thank you."
They walked down the busy sidewalks, making their way to a quaint little restaurant in downtown Nyack.
Every time Michael touched her or placed a gentle hand on her waist to maneuver them through the bustling crowds, Lillian felt the heat hit her cheeks. Acknowledging her attraction to Michael, she couldn't help but wonder if he were feeling the same. Perhaps he wasn't. Men tended not to ponder over little touches that women analyzed, or felt affected by more deeply. She smiled at the thought glancing up toward Michael. He had such a strong presence aside from his obvious good looks and personality. She couldn't quite name the feeling she had, but in his company, she felt feminine and alive.
The last block before the restaurant, Michael paused to move them to the side of the walkway, away from the crowded passage. Caught off guard a moment, Lillian held his arm tightly until Michael pulled Lillian into an embrace.
He stared down into her eyes, caressed her bare back with his solid hand.
"You look incredible, Lillian."
Before she could respond, he kissed her lips softly, then more deeply.
In her mind, there were no crowds of people passing by them, no busy streets, no music playing from the numerous bars, but instead, the silent energy of their kiss.
"I couldn't hold out any longer. I'm sorry,” he confessed, while his thumb caressed her bottom lip. She smiled. He took her hand, brought it to his lips. He kissed the palm of her hand, wrapped his around hers, leading her to the front door of the restaurant.
* * * *Lillian enjoyed Michael's company, thrilled by his grand sense of humor. Not before long, they were chatting away over espresso, holding hands across the table, and enjoying their first date.
"So, do you like your new position in the B.C.I. Unit?"
Michael sighed as he glanced down at their hands, then back up into her eyes. He smiled before answering. “It's a bit different."
"No high speed chases or bad guys shooting machine guns? How sad for you.” Lillian glanced at him sideways.
He laughed as he shrugged his shoulders in response. “I don't do boring well."
"Well death is permanent."
Lillian could tell by Michael's crinkled eyebrows that he was taken aback by her forwardness. Carla and her constant worries over the years for her brother's safety, filled her mind. Michael's new position was a lot less dangerous but even more demanding.
"You worried about me doll?” He asked then winked causing a rush of heat to hit her entire body. Blushing, she looked down toward their clasped hands as Michael gave hers a gentle squeeze.
They were silent a moment.
"I like my new position, I'm learning about a lot of the new technology and equipment available for use on the job. Pretty amazing stuff. There are a number of training courses available that I'm interested in taking."
"How about the other people in the department?"
"They're great. The senior detective and head of command is firm but lenient. It's like being part of a big family. Everyone wants to help one another out and offer assistance and advice. I like the unit and the team."
"That's great, Michael."
They finished their dinner, headed out of the crowded restaurant, back onto the busy sidewalks. They held hands, continued to speak about their similar interests, including how Lillian had started her business from scratch.
"That must have been tough, but you did it,” Michael told her.
"Despite the fact that some obnoxious guy told me the place appeared worthless, my security system stunk, and I didn't know crap about real estate,” Lillian stated sarcastically.
Michael stopped, bowed his head, then looked at her. “Did I say all that?"
He gently glided his hand through her hair, against the back of her neck. He leaned closer placing his other hand against her cheek.
"Obnoxious, wasn't I?"
Lillian smiled, nodded her head ‘yes.'
"Do you think you could forgive me for acting like such a jerk?"
"I suppose I could, considering...."
"Considering what?"
"How handsome you look tonight, not the least bit obnoxious."
Michael smiled. “Good."
He leaned down and kissed her softly on the lips. They embraced for a moment and continued to walk through the town enjoying their first date.
* * * *Lillian had the best week ever at work. She continually thought about her date with Michael and how perfect it was. Then the battle began between feeling good about dating Michael and the worry of getting too close. Feeling a little fearful again, she hadn't returned any of his calls the last couple of days, last night, or this morning. To add to it she just kept thinking about what Carla's reaction would be and questioning Michael's desire or even capabilities of getting serious. Lillian wasn't one for casual relationships. The fact he started to ask questions about her family, her childhood, wasn't exactly making her feel comfortable. She could only change the subject so many times before Michael would become suspicious.
The intensity of their kissing, touching, and desires was beginning to reach that point where stopping became difficult. She was scared, there was no use in denying it. The pressure was on. The urge to run seemed the best solution. She knew this time would eventually come, but she thought she would be able to handle it better. Yet now, faced with it, she failed. She could only avoid seeing Michael for so long. When she did, she would have to resist the urge, the desire, to consummate their relationship. Consummate their relationship? Where the hell did that come from? I want the man so damn much, it's driving me crazy. I can't sleep. I can't eat. I can't concentrate. All I do is think about him. Damn it!
Lillian swore aloud, then tried to focus on parking the car. She was in deep thought about Michael. His sense of humor, his cologne, his seductive tactics made her body melt on cue. He was the whole package. Her body knew it, her heart knew it, but her mind reminded her of the danger. Snapping out of it and back to reality, she got out of the car.
Lillian had left early this morning to attend a luncheon in New York City for bookstores, publishers, and library personnel and had just returned around five thirty. Tired and hungry, her mind then spinning with ideas about all the business connections she made, she entered through the front entrance of Lillian's Love.
"Lillian, Michael has been looking for you. It sounded important. How did the luncheon go?” Aunt Mabel asked.
"Great. I know Michael has been calling me. I'll call him back later. Right now, I want to go change and relax a little. My feet are killing me.” Lillian headed up the stairs.
"Well, you go rest. We'll close up the store tonight,” Aunt Mabel added as she and Justin watched Lillian go.
Lillian closed the door, kicked off her black-heeled sandals and headed to the kitchen to pour herself a glass of red wine. Leaning against the counter, she closed her eyes welcoming the first sip.
"Mondavi ... mmmm.” She felt the smooth, dry substance flow down her throat all the way to her belly. She licked her lips as she placed the glass onto the counter.
She turned on her stereo, soon the sounds of Italian opera filled the apartment. A half a glass a wine later, she finally started to relax a little when she heard the knock at the door.
She should have known better than to think her aunt would just leave things alone. She probably wanted to talk. Lillian just wanted to relax.
She straightened out the short, black one-piece linen dress, then ran her fingers through her hair.
* * * *"Wow, you look incredible. Don't tell me you've been out on a date with someone else?” Michael asked, standing in the doorway.
Lillian immediately noticed the firearm, holster, handcuffs, and badge that sat on his hip. The dress slacks he wore complimented the beige, button down dress shirt. He looked so damn sexy, her heart leaped. She wanted to run like hell.
"Aren't you going to ask me to come in?” He entered her apartment as she stood to the side to let him pass before closing the door behind him.
Lillian stood to the side immediately feeling embarrassed by her bare feet. She glanced down reassuring herself of the fact her manicure from yesterday remained vibrant.
Michael walked into the apartment scanning the room.
"A glass of red wine, a sexy dress, classy music, do you have a hot date or something?” he teased, in an interrogating, typical cop way that made her heart leap. He attempted to remain serious, yet intimidating, leaning against the doorframe that led to the kitchen.
His flirtatious cocky grin caused Lillian's belly to flutter.
"No, I don't have a hot date, Michael. I've had a busy day, lousy trip back home from the city. The traffic was ridiculous. My head is spinning with numerous ideas for the store, the new contacts I made, and future events to plan. I almost wished I had stayed home instead of attending.” She walked toward the kitchen to retrieve her glass of red wine—to escape her desire to jump him right there in the entranceway of her kitchen.
"Would you like some or are you still on duty?” she asked as she eyed his weapon.
"No, I'm off. I'll take a glass."
Lillian turned to retrieve another wine glass.
* * * *Michael noticed Lillian seemed a bit tired. The edginess in her tone warned him to be on guard. He wanted to pull her into his arms, take her to the couch, and let her rest against him. He glanced down at her bare feet, nicely manicured then further up and over the curves of her body. She wasn't wearing small-heeled sandals, or high heels to make her appear taller. Instead, she stood in the kitchen petite, feminine. His heart raced.
He noticed Lillian's hand shaking as she tried to pour the wine from the bottle. He assumed he made her nervous or perhaps she was up to something after all. The thought of her with another man brought on an instant feeling of jealousy. He broke the distance between them.
He placed his hands on Lillian's shoulders. He felt her body tense at his touch.
"Let me help you. You're shaking. Driving in heavy traffic when you're tired can be stressful."
Michael filled the glass.
"To us.” He took a sip from the glass as Lillian looked away.
He sighed, suddenly filled with a bad gut feeling.
"So let's have it. What's the deal? You're avoiding me suddenly.” He moved across from her in the kitchen, leaning against the counter just a few feet away.
"I'm not avoiding you, Michael."
Lillian put her glass down, turning away from him, breaking eye contact, looking toward the cabinets. In an instant, Michael put his glass down to place his arms around her waist. Now, his chest lay flush against the back of her shoulders.
He leaned his mouth against her shoulder, kissing the small area of bare skin.
"I had a good time the other night. You told me you had a good time, too. I don't think, we're going too fast, but if you do, we can, slow things down a bit. Just talk to me, doll. Tell me what's wrong?” he whispered, scattering kisses against her skin.
Lillian rolled her head back against Michael's chest. He braced the counter, pressed his body against hers.
She turned her head sideways. He caught her lips with his own, enjoying the taste of wine and passion entwined.
They kissed deeper. Their desire, their mutual attraction, led the way.
Michael rubbed his hands across the linen material against Lillian's belly, making his way to her breasts. He clasped one in his hand.
Instantly, Lillian covered Michael's hand with her own.
Michael's lips released hers as he turned Lillian's body toward him, looking down into her eyes. The desire was apparent in her gaze, a silent acceptance that the intensity and need was like no other before it.
Michael needed to be sure, needed to know Lillian trusted him, believed in their attraction and desire to be one.
"Don't do this to me. Don't keep pushing me away like this. I can't take it anymore. I can't get you out of my mind, Lilly. I want you."
He didn't allow her to answer, to try to deny the mutual emotions out of fear, bad experience, or worse. He wanted to destroy every ounce of fear she had, any thoughts that he wasn't serious about them. He would be victorious in doing so.
His lips were once again over hers, devouring, conquering every quiver, every attempt to depart. He cradled her head with one hand as his other hand rubbed her thigh, pushing up the hem of her dress. Pleased she wore no stockings, his hand caressed the tone, solidity of her thighs. Continuing his path up to her hipbone and surprised at the feel of a thin string that served little purpose and covered very little, he continued on his mission.
* * * *Lillian tried to process her thoughts. She wanted Michael so badly, and wanted to take a chance. Just go for it. The battle began between logic and sexual desire. Would it be so bad to make love to him, have him know her so well, so intimately? Could she trust him with everything she had? Could she give him her heart, her body, including her soul? That's what she would be giving him ... everything.
Michael scooped Lillian up into his arms. She instantly felt the muscles through his shirt, the firearm on his hip.
She inhaled suddenly recalling his injured arm.
"Your arm, Michael—"
He smirked at her confidently.
She could see the desire in his eyes, could feel every ounce of her own sprinting through her body in a continuous flow as they headed toward her bedroom.
She watched him as he took in their surroundings. He was in her bedroom. They were going to do this. There was no turning back after today. The fear set in, she swallowed hard contemplating running once he set her down.
He glanced around the room. His gaze moved back across Lillian once he placed her back onto her feet. They stood by the queen-sized bed, bold yet feminine in its Victorian décor.
He stared into her eyes, pulling the holster and gun from his hip to place them on the bedside table. Once more, Lillian thought about running but she thought more about having Michael's hands touch her again. It was funny, but the second he let go of her to remove his firearm, she felt alone and incomplete.
Lillian never took her eyes off him. She found strength, security, and hope in Michael's eyes and touch. She wanted to remember this moment, the look of passion and want in his eyes while he slowly, unzipped her dress.
She absorbed the silence of the room. Her breathing slow and shallow, spiked the second she felt the linen material fall to the floor and Michael took in the full sight of her.
She wore a black strapless bra with similar matching bottoms. She knew neither covered much of her skin. She prayed that her body appealed to him.
Michael smiled wide as Lillian reached toward him, unfastening the buttons on his shirt while his hands glided over her skin. He attempted to pull her closer but she wanted to remove his shirt, see his body. He removed it, her gaze drawn to the muscles and the tattoo on his chest.
* * * *There was a knife, a gun bordering an American flag.
The words “Made In the U.S.M.C.” stood out in bold lettering below the flag. The tattoo almost matched the one on his left bicep. She glided her fingers across the tattoo on his arm. The fierce-looking animal wrapped in an American flag, holding some kind of intense gun in one hand, a hunting knife in another, with straps of bullets along his chest, stared back at her. The intensity in the animal's eyes matched Michael's and it was enough to cause goose bumps to emerge below her skin. Just under it were the letters U.S.M.C.
She continued to look him over just as he had done to her. She could have sworn she saw him blush. His tanned, muscular chest combined with the scars from his most recent wounds, stirred an emotion deep inside her. Perfect physical condition, lean, cut stomach, each muscle uniquely defined. Her imagination about his experience caused her to feel nervous. That nervousness, combined with her body's response, made her want him more.
He seemed to see it in her eyes as he gently caressed her thigh with his hand before moving toward her inner thigh. He continued to caress her body in search of precisely what he wanted.
Lillian placed her hand against Michael's neck, pulling him closer, kissing him deeply.
He squirmed out of his pants, their lips parting only for a moment. Lillian looked down, noting his Calvin Klein briefs acknowledging his sense of style, sophistication, and the fact that he found it important to dress fashionable from head to toe. That was something they shared in common.
Once again, he pulled her body against his, covered her lips with his appearing to try his hardest to hold out as long as possible.
Their hands continued to touch one another, fondle, grope, and caress every inch of their bodies. A pattern of slow and gentle then fast and furious continued in sequence.
Finally, they rapidly removed the remaining clothing, leaving nothing behind.
Michael scooped Lillian up, gently laid her down on the bed, and began to explore every inch of her. He started from her toes, making his way to her head, discovering every curve, beauty mark, with his mouth, his tongue.
Lillian squirmed with enjoyment, attempting to stop him from continuing his journey, using such a seductive, powerful weapon. She held her breath as he made his way between her thighs, being thorough, precise in his strategy, but she just couldn't take it.
She let out a moan, a slight scream, then laughed, covering her mouth with her hand.
Michael paused to smile at her. His eyebrows lifted in surprise at her sudden outburst.
Lillian felt the heat rush to her face.
"You're incredible."
Michael gently took her wrists, kissed each one before placing her arms above her head. Her body wiggled with every sensation. Goose bumps followed the path of his tongue as he crossed her belly. He tapped her hands, gazed seductively into her eyes, a silent signal to keep her arms where they were. He continued to seduce her, allowing his fingers to prepare for his next move.
He paused and Lillian inhaled instantly concerned that he may have changed his mind or something was wrong until their gazes locked. Michael had noticed the small red heart, hidden below her hipbone.
A tattoo!
He was surprised as he raised his eyebrows.
"Very nice and well hidden,” he added, winking before proceeding.
Slowly, as not to rush the momentous move, they became one.
Exhaling simultaneously, their bodies molded together, their gazes locked, he smiled at her and all the fear, anxiety and worry disappeared.
* * * *A good hour had passed. The smell of homemade biscotti filled the air.
"Oh, my gosh, I nearly forgot. I should get dressed. Go help downstairs. There's a book club meeting tonight. Kelly might need some help.” Lillian rambled on as she attempted to get up, but Michael stopped her, gently pulling her back against his chest.
"Why are you always trying to run away from me? Don't worry about it. They can handle it, Lillian. More importantly, I'm not through with you yet."
"Michael, I have to go check on—"
"No, you don't. Your aunt said she had it under control, that I should help you relax after your stressful day in the city."
"My aunt.... Oh, my God, she didn't? You mean they know you're up here with me? Oh, God!” Lillian rolled over to her side, placing the pillow over her head.
Now her aunt and her employees would know she and Michael were involved. Intimately involved. There would be no use in denying it. Next, Carla would find out, Jimmy, Uncle Phillip, everyone.
Michael started laughing. Leaning on his elbow, he pulled the pillow off Lillian's head. She immediately pulled the sheets back up over her chest.
"Don't laugh, Michael. This isn't funny. Everyone is going to know about us. Now what do we do?"
"I have a few ideas.” He traced her shoulder bone with his finger.
Lillian giggled as he continued to tickle her.
He began kissing her neck, her shoulder, then chest when suddenly he disappeared under the sheets.
Lillian heard her own laughter fill the room. Michael stopped and peeked out from under the sheets.
"I have to ask, Lillian ... I'm shocked you have a tattoo in such a delicate place."
"It's not what you think, Michael."
"Oh, no?” he teased as he pulled off the sheets, exposing Lillian's body, trailing his fingers across her torso, kissing her hipbone, before gazing into her eyes.
She rubbed her fingers through his hair, pulled his face toward her, kissing his lips.
"I was eighteen, stupid, hanging out with a bunch of my friends, who thought it would be cool to get a tattoo. Everyone tried to outdo the next person with the location they picked. They picked some ridiculous things, big ones no less."
She trailed her finger across the small heart while she recalled the circumstances of that day.
"Now, no one said what size or where it had to be, just that we had to do it. I went last, shocking them all, especially the young guy who did the work."
"That had to be pretty painful, because even this one on my arm hurt. I couldn't imagine getting a tattoo where yours is."
"I had to get it somewhere where only I could see it. I couldn't let my parents find out about it."
Michael kissed Lillian's hipbone again, then the small red heart. He remained silent a moment as if trying to register his feelings.
They caught one another's gazes but stayed silent.
Michael looked back down toward the heart, then back at Lillian.
"So ... how many people know about this tattoo?” He gently glided his finger across it.
Lillian giggled.
"Forget it. You don't have to answer that, Lillian. I have no right to be jealous,” he added quickly.
"Michael, you're the ... second man I've been intimate with, so let's leave it at that."
* * * *Michael didn't hide his relief, the jealous emotion. The idea of Lillian being with other men upset him. He knew he had no right to judge her. Look at all the meaningless one-night stands he had. How could he ask Lillian such a question? He'd never once asked that kind of information from a woman. Then again, there hadn't been any women he cared to know more about ... until now.
Michael kissed Lillian softly on her belly, continuing a pathway to her lips.
He could feel Lillian's touch, every sensation, as she rubbed her fingers through his hair. The goose bumps emerged instantly starting at his scalp, trailing down his neck to his back. His arousal lay hard against her. Maneuvering his body, rolling on top of Lillian, he began nuzzling his mouth against her neck.
"You smell so good. Your skin is so soft.... God, you're beautiful, Lilly,” he whispered against her ear.
Lillian pulled his body closer against hers.
He embraced her. Their eyes closed as if absorbing the moment.
* * * *"What should we do?” Michael whispered. Lillian opened her eyes staring and smiling at Michael. The silence between them only lasted a moment.
Lillian exhaled as the nervous feeling crept into her insides. She knew what Michael was doing. He wanted to know that she wanted him just as much as he wanted her.
"Make love to me again, Michael."
He crushed his lips against hers, kissing her fervently. Michael maneuvered his hips as Lillian wrapped her legs around his waist. An instant later, they united as one.
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Chapter 8His heart beat rapidly, his mouth felt dry, pasty, and he needed to calm down, just calm down. Just because Lillian wasn't in the bookstore and the detective's SUV remained parked across the street for hours, it didn't mean they were together. Together! The fury was enormous. He did everything he could to not lash out or bang his hand on the table in front of him. He needed to calm himself down. This wasn't the time or the place to lose it. He succeeded in convincing himself for now, but he needed to keep a better eye on his prize. The plan began to develop in his mind. It would be easy to watch her every move. He could do so from a safe distance. Perhaps from his most sacred location. The smile formed on his lips.
His phone rang. He spoke with the young woman on the other end.
"Yes, I'll be there tonight. I told you I would, my love. Remember, I will be a little late after work."
"I miss you, though. I love the negligee,” Carrie told him.
He imagined her wearing the white, silky fabric. None of her other lovers had ever given her anything like this. Especially nothing in white. It signified purity just like the words he wrote in the card. She was in love with him and he had something special planned for tonight.
"I'm glad you like it, darling, I can't wait to see you in it. I'll see you soon,” he told Carrie before hanging up the phone.
He walked back into the bookstore, took his seat in the main room where a book discussion had already begun. The young blonde, Carrie, did little for him. He hoped to see his Lillian once again. His heart filled with rage. Could she be with Michael? No way! he told himself repeatedly until he couldn't stand it any longer.
He knew it was risky, but he needed to know. He silently rose from his chair. No one seemed to notice. They were all too caught up in the discussion. He snuck through the hallway, careful that no one took notice. He knew where her office was and checked there first. She wasn't there. He then headed upstairs. She lived in the apartment at the end of the long hallway, to the right of a small, private sitting room. It had two double windows in the back, an old fire escape that led to the backyard. He knew every room, every closet, and private area, except Lillian's apartment. That was the next step on his list, but not tonight. He stared at the door that led into her apartment. She had to be in there.
He looked around him. His heart pumped harder, faster, and he wanted to get inside, take a look at her belongings, her treasures. But the cop could be in there. His blood began to feel as if it were boiling. He laid his ear against the door, overcome by the silence, except for his rapid breathing. He heard voices and needed to escape before he got caught.
Quickly, he snuck into the side room, walking behind the bookshelves. There was no other exit. He should have sprinted for the staircase. Then he saw the window.
* * * *"We could order in. We wouldn't even have to get dressed?” Michael teased as he watched Lillian fix her hair. Her skin, a natural olive color was now deeper after tanning in the sun. The summer had just begun and he could only imagine what Lillian would look like in mid summer. He instantly thought of some native goddess, stunning. He traced his finger along the light tan lines. They were thin, leaving him with only his imagination of what kind of bikini she wore.
"I told you we would still have to get dressed to go downstairs to meet the delivery person by the back door. There's a book discussion tonight. I don't think it's appropriate for the owner to be ordering pizza."
"Well, I guess that Tony's Pizzeria pub is our destination. You know we'll probably see a bunch of people we know there. Are you ready for this?” he asked as he turned Lillian toward him.
"No, I'm not ready for any of this. I feel like I'm on a roller coaster. This is happening so fast, Michael."
"You're not happy?” Michael asked as he held Lillian's chin in his hand. He gazed down into her eyes. Could she sense the hurt she caused?
She covered his hand with hers. “I've never been more happy in my entire life. There's no denying what we shared tonight, Michael. As crazy as this all is, as fast as it's going, I don't want to stop feeling this way. I guess I'm a little scared, that's all."
"I don't want to stop feeling this way, either. As long as we're honest with each other, it should work out fine.” He leaned down to kiss her softly. Lillian wrapped her arms around Michael's neck. The kissing increased until she put her hands against Michael's chest to stop him.
"We'll never get out of here if you keep kissing me like that. Come on!” she scolded, then continued to get dressed. Michael sighed behind her, pulling on his slacks, then dress shirt.
They walked out of her apartment. Lillian paused to lock the door. Michael stopped her from continuing down the hallway. He pulled her against the door, placing his lips over hers. Before releasing her, he squeezed her backside.
"I can't keep my hands off of you,” he whispered. She smiled wide, looking up into his eyes.
Interrupting the moment, they suddenly heard something in the sitting room next door. Michael went to see what it could be. Lillian followed close behind him. The room appeared empty, but Michael walked through the two isles before he called to Lillian from behind a shelf of books.
She met him toward the back of the room.
"Do you always keep this window opened?” he asked.
"No, I never open it. As a matter of fact, I never could open it. I thought it was painted shut."
Michael looked out the window, down the fire escape. He didn't see anything because of the poorly lit side yard. He closed the window, locked the top lock, then rechecked it.
"It's locked now, but you should be more careful, Lillian. Anyone could sneak in here at night."
"The alarm wouldn't set if that window were open,” she replied.
"There's no sensor on the window? You said you could never open it, that you thought it was painted shut? It looks like the guy who installed your system skipped this window. He didn't bother with a sensor. Call him tomorrow. Get it fixed,” he told her.
Lillian saluted him.
"Yes, sir, Detective Fields,” she teased. Michael pulled her into his arms again to steal another kiss before they headed to Tony's Pizzeria.
* * * *"Mrs. Sampson, thank you for the tea and the delicious cookies. You really didn't have to go to such trouble for us,” Detective Miller stated as he eyed his impatient partner. It became obvious the old lady was lonely, desperately in need of some company. He didn't find any harm in obliging her, especially if they were to get some useful information from her.
"Oh, Detective, it's no trouble at all. I don't get many visitors now. My arthritis is so bad, I have difficulty walking. Only my grand daughter, Allison, would come visit me every week."
"That must have been nice. I remember you mentioning this before when we first met. I asked if you recalled the last time you saw your grand daughter. You told me, at the time, three weeks ago,” Detective Miller stated as he read the words off of his little notebook. He wanted the old woman to know he wrote down everything.
She watched the detectives carefully. To Willy she seemed unsure, a bit nervous.
"These are delicious,” Detective Jacks complimented as he popped another cookie in his mouth. This brought a smile to Mrs. Sampson's face.
"She stopped coming around every week because of her new boyfriend, I think.” She sounded rather sad. Detective Miller couldn't help the feeling he had inside. His gut told him the old lady knew more. He had to be patient.
He looked at her face, sensing the sadness and the loss she felt. No one should have to experience such loss. To have a family member die by murder always seemed heart wrenching to the detective.
"That must have been very upsetting for you?"
"I was very upset, but she told me she was in love with him. I had a bad feeling, but what do I know? I'm just an old lady, these are different times."
"Maybe not. You know, sometimes, it's wise to follow a feeling. Did you ask her why she wasn't visiting as much anymore?” Detective Miller took another sip of tea. The taste of cinnamon apple killed his taste buds, but it was a small price to pay for a break in this murder case.
* * * *Mrs. Sampson brought her hand to her temple closing her eyes. She tried to remember what the young man looked like, but her memory wasn't so good anymore. She did however remember his eyes. They were blue. They hid the devil within.
The detectives watched her. She appeared to be remembering something or perhaps trying to decide whether she should tell them what she knew. Detective Miller reached over to touch her other hand.
"Are you feeling all right? Can I get you something?” he asked softly. She opened her eyes to smile at the detective.
* * * *The detective was average looking but charming, which made him attractive. He had light brown hair and light blue eyes, and wore a gold band on his left hand. He looked to be in his forties. Mrs. Sampson felt comfortable talking with him. Her gut told her it would be okay to confide in this detective—a family man, the gold band gave that away.
"I'm all right, thank you. Do you have children?” Mrs. Sampson asked as she openly eyed his wedding band. He acknowledged her observation.
He stood up a second to retrieve his wallet.
"Yes, ma'am, I have three little ones.” Opening his wallet, he showed her the pictures of his family.
"You have a fine-looking family,” she acknowledged before looking down at her hands, which she kept clasped on her lap.
"My daughter, Jessica, Allison's mother, was a lovely child. A very smart girl who did great in school. She got caught up with the wrong crowd in high school, met a young man who really wasn't any good for her. He held her down, didn't want her to excel in life, surpass him, I think. Anyway, they got married young. Times were tough for them. Before Allison was born, Jessica's husband began cheating on her, being abusive. Finally, one day, he left and never returned. My daughter felt devastated, used. She didn't think she'd find another man to love her. She wanted nothing to do with Allison, so she left. I raised that girl from three months on. She never wanted to be like either of her parents. She wanted a better life. She was doing it. She worked at the hospital, started out as a receptionist, worked to pay for nursing school. She was an L.P.N. you know?"
"That's fantastic. A nurse's job is so important. So when did she meet this boyfriend? What did you say his name was?"
"I don't know his name. She never told me."
The detectives looked disappointed a moment.
"But I saw him once,” she added, sensing their disappointment and wanting to help the best she could. They both sat up in their seats a little straighter.
"What did he look like? Where did you see him?"
"I went to see my granddaughter at her apartment. They weren't expecting me, but I wanted to get a look at the man. Allison appeared excited to see me, but he wasn't.” She paused a moment, put her head down. The detectives waited.
"My memory isn't as good as it used to be, Detectives. I remember his eyes, though. They were blue, evil looking. He was tall, handsome, and young."
Detective Jacks wrote the description down on his notepad. But she knew they needed more.
"Do you remember what color hair he had? Maybe any distinguishing features? Like a tattoo, scar, mole, or something? Maybe a vehicle parked outside that could have belonged to him?” Detective Miller asked.
She sat there closing her eyes a moment before answering. She tried so hard to remember, but she couldn't do it. The tears escaped from her eyes.
"I'm so sorry I can't remember more. My memory is getting worse, I'm afraid. But I can tell you this much ... he was no good. A very evil, evil man, despite his good looks. I'm certain my Allison suffered the consequences of my surprise visit the moment I left the apartment. She hadn't called or returned my phone calls. One night, she called me and told me she loved him, that he brought her a special gift and they were celebrating that night. Three days later, you were at my door step.” She began to cry again. Detective Miller consoled her.
"We're going to do everything we can to find her killer, ma'am. I want you to call me if you remember anything else about him. Anything at all.” Detective Miller told her. She could see he wanted desperately to bring Allison's killer to justice.
* * * *After a half an hour, the detectives left Eleanor Sampson's place to head back to the precinct.
"Well, we have a little bit of a description. Now what?” Detective Miller asked.
"We go back to Allison's apartment, to her workplace. Someone has to know a name of this guy. He had to have left something behind at her apartment. Women love to hold onto things from their boyfriends,” Detective Jacks stated as they continued their investigation.
* * * *"Hey, Michael, how are you? How's the wound? I see you're working again,” Tony asked as he hugged Michael hello.
"Yeah, I'm back to work. The wound is fine Thanks for asking. The place is busy tonight,” Michael added as he scanned the bar. Lillian looked around as well, probably hoping they didn't see anyone they knew. That hope disappeared the instant they heard Carla's voice. Jimmy and their friends began to yell hello, from a corner booth.
"Lillian, right? You're the owner of the bookstore?” Tony asked. Lillian acknowledged him with a nod of her head.
"I'm Tony.” He shook her hand.
"It's nice to meet you. We order from here all the time. My aunt usually pick's it up."
"Mabel is a lovely woman. We're friends,” he stated. Lillian laughed as Tony smiled wide, winking. Her aunt appeared to have some secrets of her own, as well.
"You are even more attractive than she described. It's a pleasure to finally meet you. I'd better get back. Enjoy the evening, you two.” He walked away, heading in the direction of the kitchen.
"So it begins,” Michael whispered to Lillian, holding her hand as he led her toward their friends’ table.
Lillian noticed neither Carla nor Jimmy seemed to bat an eye at the fact she and Michael were together. She had a feeling they already knew. Aunt Mabel instantly came to mind.
* * * *Michael followed Lillian as she slid into the booth next to Carla. Their friends, Brad, Ron, along with Tyler, were looking over the menus.
"So, what are you guys doing here? I thought you had plans with your friend from work Carla?” Michael asked his sister.
"We did. What a long story that is."
"What happened?” Lillian inquired, hoping to take the obvious attention off of them. The guys, Jimmy as well as Carla, were all smiles. Michael and Lillian exchanged glances.
Carla seemed to get the hint as she began to tell her story about their botched evening. Before long, they were laughing, having a good time.
After they ate, everyone headed toward the bar, but Carla pulled Lillian with her to the ladies’ room. Lillian looked at Michael who smiled and shrugged his shoulders.
* * * *"So you're with Lillian, huh? I'm impressed,” Jimmy told Michael as he gave him a wink, smiling.
Michael took a sip of his beer but didn't respond.
"What's the deal, partner? This could be dangerous,” Jimmy whispered, so the others wouldn't hear their conversation.
Michael understood Jimmy's concern.
Jimmy picked up his mug of beer to take a sip.
"Listen, Jimmy, this is different. I really care about Lillian. I want it to work out. We've been dating for a couple of weeks now ... I've never felt like this.” Jimmy stared at his partner. Michael appeared serious, and Jimmy couldn't help to show the shock. He immediately placed the beer mug back down onto the bar.
"Holy shit ... you are serious about her, aren't you?"
"Yeah, I am. It's incredible to think I didn't even like her. I mean I went by my first bad impression of an irate woman, hair tucked under a baseball hat, paint all over her as she yelled at a plumber or someone. What a jerk I was.” Michael started laughing.
"You sure were. I remember that. But you two never met again until ... oh yeah, the premiere. She looked incredible that night. She's a stunning woman, Michael, and your sister's best friend."
"Don't worry about it. We've discussed this. I'll talk to Carla tomorrow."
Jimmy picked up his mug of beer again.
"I don't think you have to worry about Carla. She thinks this is great. She, along with Aunt Mabel, have been talking about you two for days. Aunt Mabel knew immediately about you guys. She thoroughly checked you out. We could use her on the force,” Jimmy stated.
Michael laughed. He picked up his mug of beer from the bar.
Jimmy quietly offered a toast. “To your new relationship. Don't fuck this up, partner. A woman like that only comes along once."
Michael shook his head. Leave it to Jimmy to tell it the way it is. He smiled, then took a sip of beer. He couldn't help but look toward the ladies’ room.
* * * *Lillian spoke with Carla by the front entrance.
"When were you planning on telling me about you hooking up with my brother?” Carla asked with her hands on her hips.
"I'm sorry, Carla. This just happened. It's been absolutely crazy.” Lillian nervously ran her fingers through her hair.
She immediately noticed Carla's smirk. She gave her a light jab in the arm.
"Carla ... you knew already, didn't you?"
Lillian placed her hands on her hip and squinted her eyes at her best friend.
Carla smiled wide.
"You had me going. I've been so nervous about this moment, about telling you."
"Well, your aunt spilled the beans. On top of it from the get go, that woman. Her concern for your well being and the fact that she doesn't know Michael made her begin her own investigation."
"Oh, God. Are you serious?"
"Dead series. Boy, can that woman interrogate. I had to tell her everything about Michael, yet she still thought you two were perfect for one another."
"That's my aunt. I could never pull anything past her. We both know her concern though, Carla.” Lillian glanced toward Michael. He and Jimmy were talking by the bar. Michael appeared happy.
Carla touched Lillian's hand.
"He won't hurt you, Lilly. I'm not just saying that because he's my brother. I'd love to see this work out for the both of you."
"I know, Carla. You know my greatest fear. It's been so long since I've been this close to a man—wanting to give everything I've got. Michael can be intimidating. It's scary as hell."
"Just try to take it slow. My brother won't hurt you. We'd all kill him if he did,” Carla stated.
They laughed, but Lillian couldn't help the uncertainty she felt.
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Chapter 9"I've got it!” Detective Troy Miller exclaimed as he rummaged through the laundry room.
"What have you got?” Detective Willy Jacks asked as he joined his partner, leaning against the doorframe. They had been at Allison's apartment for over an hour.
Troy held up a navy blue tee shirt already enclosed safely in a plastic evidence bag.
"Maybe we'll get lucky. This could belong to the boyfriend. I found it in this box in the closet along with a shaving razor."
"Let's get that to the lab. Hope the son of a bitch used it to shave."
The detectives took out their evidence collection case. Careful not to contaminate the evidence, they wore gloves and followed the training they received in various classes.
"After that, let's head to the hospital. See if any of Allison's co-workers knew this guy or heard Allison say his name,” Troy stated.
Willy nodded his head in agreement.
* * * *"Are you sure Allison said the name Martin?” Detective Willy Jacks, asked the sexy brunette in the nurse's uniform. She flirted with him big time. Willy's attraction was mutual.
She leaned against the doorway, eyeing Willy. No way he would pass up this catch. Appearing to be a perfect match by the way she flirted back with him, he had a good chance.
"Yes, Detective, she said the name Martin. He had blonde hair. I'm pretty sure of it. Blue eyes, too."
"How about a last name, a place of employment, anything else personal?” Detective Jacks asked.
"Um, I think she may have said something about him getting into trouble at one time. I'm not positive, but she may have said he had to receive counseling for his temper ... anger management, maybe."
"I appreciate the information, Maggie. Here's my card. Call me if you remember anything else.” He winked. She touched his hand when she reached for the card.
Oh, yeah, definitely an attraction. He held Maggie's hand there a moment. There wasn't a wedding ring on her finger. She seemed just as eager to flirt with him.
"Do you have a home or cell phone number I could reach you at in case another question comes up?” Jacks asked with a smile.
"Definitely. Just leave a message if I'm not there. I'll call you back, immediately.” She winked before walking away.
Jacks checked out her backside as she wiggled down the hallway in the nurse's uniform. He would be sure not to lose her number.
* * * *Jacks returned to the office with the information from Maggie, informing his partner of the possible lead. A few days later, along with some heavy pleading with the lab technicians, their investigation into the murder of Allison Lloyd had revealed a possible suspect.
"His name is Martin Crane, Captain, arrested over a year ago on aggravated assault, attempted murder. The judge charged him with aggravated assault, lowering his sentence to twenty-four months. This is a picture of what his girlfriend looked like after the attack,” Detective Miller stated, handing the captain the file along with the photographs.
"Holy shit, how the hell did this young woman survive this?” The captain asked as he looked away from the pictures.
"The better question is how the hell did this guy get off with such a bullshit sentence? Twenty-four fucking months, along with some anger management therapy? The fucking ‘perp’ got out eight months ago. Just in time for our fist victim. We're re-questioning some family and friends connected to this woman, as well."
"Where is this guy now? We may have enough to legally question him, confirm his alibi if any for the nights in question,” the captain asked.
"No one knows where he is. He's violated his probation already, hasn't shown up at his therapist's office. He's looking more and more like a good suspect,” Jacks added.
"Well, try your hardest to locate him. It may also be a good idea to locate this woman he assaulted. See if she may know where he is, also be aware that he's out, that he could be a suspect. She has every right to know. We can't provide protection out of our jurisdiction, but maybe we can make some calls,” the captain told them.
"She changed her last name, Captain. She's tried her hardest to put the past behind her. I had to tell her parents about the case in order to get them to talk to us. She's going by the name of Lillian Baxter now. She may need some kind of protection,” Willy stated, hoping to protect the woman from further harm.
"I know a few detectives in Rockland County, New York. They'd be eager to help us out here in New Jersey. You guys can connect with the Rockland County Sheriff's Department. Maybe their B.C.I. Unit,” the captain added.
"Good, we should probably go see her in person. This is not the type of news to share with someone over the phone,” Miller added. They continued to discuss Martin Crane.
Forty-five minutes later, they were on their way to Rockland County.
Tod drove down the Palisades Parkway. Usually, he enjoyed the scenery that bordered the parkway. It was on route to Bear Mountain. He often took his wife and kids there both in the fall and in the winter to ice skate. He just couldn't help the bad feelings he had. They were about to disrupt Lillian Baxter's new life. A life she deserved after surviving such an intense attack. Once again, the pictures from the case file entered his mind.
Willy looked at Tod as he drove the car.
"This sucks, I know, partner. But it's the best thing we can do for this woman. We have no idea where Martin Crane is or whether or not he's planning on going after Lillian."
"I know ... but it still sucks. This poor woman has made a new life for herself, established her own business. We're about to make her worst nightmares a reality."
"Hey, at least we have the opportunity to warn her. None of the victims so far even had a chance."
Tod agreed as they continued driving down the parkway until exit fifteen.
As they drove down County Road 210, they noted all the new developments under construction. The small town of Stony Point appeared booming with traffic and pedestrians, which more than likely made the police department have their fair share of activity. They passed by the Stony Point Police Department.
"We'll go see Lillian first, then head back here to talk to the Chief of Police,” Tod stated.
"Sounds good. We'll check in with the chief investigator of the B.C.I. Unit by the sheriff's department. I spoke to someone there this morning and sent over what we have so far. They seem eager to assist,” Willy added as they continued to drive, absorbing all the sites.
Tod noticed the increase in traffic as they approached the Stony Point Bridge. They made a left turn at the main traffic light, heading toward Lillian's Love. Numerous new stores and some private businesses had overtaken the old Victorian style homes. The town had improved immensely over the last ten years as more people frequented the little quaint shops. Suddenly, Lillian's Love came into view.
"Wow, look at the place?"
"It's impressive and a lot bigger then I was expecting. Park on the side street and we'll walk. That way no one picks up on the unmarked car right in front."
* * * *Lillian worked at the front desk, had just finished adding up another customer's order when two strange men walked through the door.
Instantly, she had an uneasy feeling.
Aunt Mabel walked around the counter to ask if they needed some help.
"We're looking for Lillian Baxter, the owner. Would she be in?” Detective Miller asked while Detective Jacks had his eye on Lillian. Both men looked around them before introducing themselves.
"Miss Baxter, I'm Detective Miller, this is my partner Detective Jacks. Is there someplace private we can talk?"
Lillian eyed both men. What could two detectives possibly want with her? She looked at her aunt who showed great concern.
"Aunt Mabel, can you cover the store for a little while please?” Lillian asked. Her aunt nodded yes.
"Are you sure you don't want me to come with you? I could find Justin—"
"There's no need to worry, ma'am. We just have a few questions for your niece. This shouldn't take long,” Detective Miller advised
Lillian led the detective's to her office.
"This is a nice store you have here, Miss Baxter,” Willy stated as he took position by the closed door.
"Thank you, Detective ... Jack's correct?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"So what is this all about?” Lillian leaned against her desk.
"Maybe you'd like to take a seat while we talk,” Detective Miller suggested.
Immediately, Lillian became worried. “Is something wrong? Is my family...?” She didn't complete her sentence. She knew better than to reveal a connection to her past.
The detectives seemingly noticed her response and didn't bother to stall.
"We know about you changing your name from Ross to Baxter. Your family is fine, but I'm afraid we may have worried them a bit. This is going to be hard, Miss Baxter."
"Please call me Lillian."
"We need to know if Martin Crane has contacted you?” Detective Miller asked.
Lillian gasped as she widened her eyes in surprise. Nervously, she changed position against the desk.
"We're sorry to do this to you, Lillian. We have reason to believe you may be in some danger,” Detective Miller added.
"I haven't heard from him. What do you mean danger?"
The Detectives explained everything to her. Her eyes filled with tears the moment she heard about the other women.
"We'd like for you to inform us immediately if Martin contacts you or if you become suspicious. We'd also like to notify the local police department of the situation. Keep everyone on the look out if you know what I mean?” Detective Miller asked.
Immediately, Lillian thought about Michael. What would be his reaction to this? What about all her friends? She didn't want this kind of attention. She should have never gotten involved with Martin.
"Is that really necessary? I mean are you sure Martin is responsible?"
"There's a good chance he is. He's left evidence behind and he has a history of violent behavior."
"I can't believe this is happening.” Lillian put her hand to her forehead, then began pacing in front of her desk.
She paused a moment, allowing the information from the detectives to sink in.
"I've done so much to put this all behind me. I left my family, changed my name. I've established this business, made friends, now he's trying to destroy everything I've accomplished again. Why can't you find him?” She raised her voice, it cracked as she covered her face in her hands.
She sensed Detective Miller instantly at her side.
"I'm so sorry about this, Lillian. We're trying our hardest to find him. This is why it would be wise to notify the local detectives."
"I have a friend whose uncle is on the force. Can we notify him, work something out so that only he knows how I'm connected to Martin? I don't need everyone knowing my business or feeling sorry for me. Being part of an abusive relationship, nearly dying at the hands of such a man, is not something I'm proud of, Detectives."
"You have no reason to be ashamed, Lillian. It's not your fault,” Detective Jacks told her “I'm not ashamed, Detective. I've been through a lot of counseling. I've had nightmares that are sure to resurface now. I have my aunt to protect. That bastard will never be able to touch me again. I've taken the precautions. If what you say is true, then I'll get into the mindset I need to. I just don't want everyone I know to get hysterical. Please, can we just inform them on a limited basis? My best friend's uncle can be trusted.” Lillian knew she was rambling. The panic set in along with the nervous shaking. She had to remain calm.
"I suppose we can work something out, Lillian. We understand your reasoning, but we don't want anything to happen to you. Here are our cards."
"Where are you headed now?” Lillian asked.
"To the Stony Point Police Department."
"I'm coming with you. Let me call my friend's uncle first. I'll let him know we're coming in.” Lillian picked up the receiver to call as the nervousness in her stomach continued to escalate.
* * * *Uncle Phillip couldn't hide his shock at the information presented by the detectives. It was too difficult for him to look at the pictures of Lillian just imagining how horrible of an experience it must have been. The pictures taken at the hospital after Martin Crane had gotten through with her absolutely chilled him to the bone. He wanted to pull Lillian into his arms, embrace her.
"I think, for the meantime, I'll have some extra patrol cars stationed near Lillian's store,” he told the detectives before glancing at Lillian.
"Honey, you should have your alarm system inspected. Make sure everything is functioning properly."
Phillip noticed Lillian's eyes widen in surprise.
"What is it?” Phillip asked.
"Michael and I were coming out of my apartment the other night when we heard a noise in the sitting room upstairs. He went to check it out. The window had been left wide open. Someone had painted it closed before I bought the place. Michael suggested having the security company come by to put a sensor on it now that it appeared to be working."
"Did this Michael see anyone, suspect that someone might have been there?” Detective Miller asked.
"We both heard something. It may have been nothing, but I figured I should mention it."
"It could be nothing, but you should get that fixed immediately. Now, who is this Michael guy? A boyfriend?” Detective Jacks asked.
"He's my nephew. He's also a detective in the local sheriff's department."
"If your friend's with this guy, Michael, maybe he can keep an extra eye on you. We'll contact him, go over the situation—"
Lillian interrupted Detective Miller. “No, you won't! I don't want Michael or anyone I know finding out about this."
"Lillian, that's just not possible. I'm sorry that this piece of crap is back, that your life may be in jeopardy, but we have a job to do. If Martin Crane is responsible for the brutal murders of these women, he could be coming after you next. Your safety is our priority. What if the open window had something to do with Martin? We're not going to take any unnecessary chances,” Detective Miller continued as Lillian walked toward the window, covering her face with her hands.
"What did he do to them? You said brutally murdered. What does that mean?” Lillian asked.
All three men looked at her for a moment. Detective Jacks took a few steps toward her, now standing right beside her.
"Lillian, there's no need to show you the pictures or describe what he's capable of. We know what Martin Crane did to you. You were lucky to survive. These women never had a chance. He made sure of that,” Detective Jacks spoke softly to her.
Lillian insisted on asking more questions.
"How bad did he—"
"He slit their throats at the end. Beat them to near death but not before brutally raping them.” Lillian seemed to try to hide the tears, the fear in her eyes. One tear escaped as she wiped it before crossing her arms in front of her.
Detective Jacks watched her closely. He could sense Lillian's strength, but with her small frame, the fear of her past with Martin Crane, she would need all the protection she could get.
"You can't handle this on your own, Lillian. We need to combine our police forces to catch him before he strikes again or he comes after you,” Detective Jack's added.
"Why didn't he come after me first? What would make him kill these women? What about the counseling he was supposed to receive and anger management? How could they release him from prison?"
"Prisoners do this all the time, Lillian. He could have pretended that prison cured him. Maybe he convinced some people who make these decisions that all the therapy worked. Either way, we're going to protect you now. Everyone will be on the lookout for this guy. If he comes close to the area, we'll get him. Your job is to be as careful as ever. Cover the basics, mix up your routine. Don't go anywhere alone. As soon as you get back to your bookstore, call the security company, have the window fixed,” Detective Jacks stated as he took her hand.
"I'm sorry this is happening to you. Please cooperate, don't take any unnecessary chances. We'll be in touch.” The detective released her hand. After a few minutes, the detectives left the file and some contact information with Uncle Phillip before they left the precinct.
Uncle Phillip walked over to stand next to Lillian by the window.
"I'm so sorry, Lillian. I never knew,” he told her. He wanted to protect her. He thought about Aunt Mabel and the fact Lillian had no other family around. She was part of their family.
"That's the way I wanted it. I don't want to relive this. I don't understand why this is happening. Martin's a killer? How could he do those things to those women? How am I going to explain this to Aunt Mabel? It's going to start all over again."
Uncle Phillip placed his hands on her shoulders, turned her toward him. Lost in thought it seemed she almost forgot she was at the police department, inside of his office.
"We won't let him find you, Lillian. We'll make sure he never comes near you.” He gently hugged her.
* * * *Lillian embraced the comfort she felt in Uncle Phillip's arms. She had become close with Carla's uncle over the years and respected him and his position as Chief of Police. Uncle Phillip was tall, largely built, the epitome of authority, wisdom, and law enforcement professionalism. He had a huge heart hidden within that tough exterior. He was well respected in the police department. Lillian knew Michael and Carla cared very much about him. She welcomed his fatherly concern considering that her own father was miles away. Surely, they would be worried and she needed to call them the second she got back to the store.
Uncle Phillip and Lillian spoke a little longer about surveillance at the store, paying closer attention to the things going on around her, and remembering the training she received in the self-defense courses she took. She suddenly recalled what her instructors stated about self-defense. It was not about fighting violence with violence but rather about being prepared. Taking the necessary precautions, making sure her own actions did not place her in a position of becoming a victim. Perpetrators looked for certain types of individuals, those who appeared weak, alone, oblivious to events going on around them.
The instructors stated that after taking the precautions—following her gut instincts, not placing herself in a potentially dangerous position, like walking alone through a poorly lit parking lot—if a perpetrator sought her out, self-defense was the last resort.
"I know exactly what to do, Uncle Phil. After everything happened, I took every kind of self-defense course possible. Now that I know what Martin is capable of, I won't under estimate him. I guess I should get going. I need to contact my parents, let them know I'm all right. I'm sure they're concerned now that the detectives called them."
"Give me a minute, I'll follow you. I have an errand to run."
"That's not necessary."
"I want to, Lillian. So stop being stubborn. Whether you like it or not, you're going to have plenty of protection. I'll even call Eddie to get him to come over to the store right away to fix that window."
"Thanks,” she stated. Fifteen minutes later, she walked out of the police station with Uncle Phil.
* * * *Lillian felt emotionally exhausted, but she had work to do downstairs in the store. She had already told Aunt Mabel what had gone on down at the police department and finally calmed her down.
Eddie arrived to fix the window in the small room upstairs. He expressed he felt responsible for not placing the sensor on the window to begin with. He was a nice man, had been very professional when he installed the alarm system. She convinced him that more than likely someone hadn't tried to break into the store and that she was just being cautious.
Lillian headed to her office. She had three messages from Michael but refused to call him back. She felt confused, worried. She didn't want Michael involved. It seemed to her that now wasn't the best time to start a relationship. She just didn't want to tell him about Martin or what he had done to her. The easier thing to do was just push him away, have him be angry for a while and avoid getting him involved. She tried this tactic with Carla, but of course it failed. Twenty minutes after Lillian talked to her, Carla arrived at the store providing instant emotional support as well as a double Cappuccino Latte Mocha Swirl.
* * * *"Why don't you two go upstairs for a while. Have some lunch, enjoy your special coffee. I'll cover the store with Kelly. You look like you could use the break, Lilly,” Aunt Mabel stated with a smile as Carla took Lillian by the arm to lead her away from work before she could argue otherwise.
"I called my uncle, Lillian. I hope you're not mad?” Carla asked as she helped remove some cold cuts from the refrigerator. Lillian retrieved some bread to make sandwiches.
"No, I'm not mad. I hope he calmed you down. You've been looking at me funny since you arrived.” Lillian took a fresh tomato from the bowl on the counter.
"You're imagining things, Lilly. I've never looked at you any differently even after you told me about Martin. Stop trying to cause a fight.” Carla stood next to Lillian with her hands on her hips.
Lillian took a sip of the specialty coffee. It was tasty.
"I'm not trying to cause a fight.” Lillian turned away from her friend.
"The hell you're not! I know you, remember? You're going to try to be mean to me, make me dislike you, so that you can protect me, keep me from feeling what you're going through."
"I am not, that's absolutely...."
Lillian tried to deny it but Carla had her head titled. Her eyes narrowed as her hands held her hips. It didn't help that Carla stood six inches taller than Lillian, looking down at her.
Lillian raised her hands in the air, a signal of defeat.
"All right! All right! You're so damn smart. Why couldn't you just play along with it? Can't you see I'm worried about anyone who's close to me?"
"I know that, Lillian, but what you need right now is your family and friends. This is serious. We're all frightened."
Carla was silent a moment as she nibbled her bottom lip. Lillian knew she was holding back a comment or a question.
"What Carla? Just spit it out?"
"Have you thought about what you're going to tell Michael?"
Lillian held her head down, ran her fingers through her hair. The tears filled her eyes as she looked at her best friend.
She could feel her lip begin to quiver. The tears came on so suddenly, causing her voice to crack as she spoke the words aloud.
"I love him,” Lillian said, then began to cry. Immediately, Carla held her. Lillian could feel Carla crying as well.
"He loves you, too. I could tell immediately."
"I don't want him involved, Carla. I don't want him to get hurt."
The two women embraced.
"I know that, but you really don't have a choice here. You guys love one another, Martin tried to kill you. He's now wanted for questioning in multiple murders. Michael is a detective, Lillian, working for the B.C.I. Unit, for Christ's sake. There's no one, I mean no one, who would be able to protect you more."
"I can't explain everything to him. He'll hate me for staying involved with Martin for so long...."
"What? Are you kidding me? Gosh, Lillian, I thought you said counseling helped to heal you? Deep down, you still think you were somehow at fault, don't you? You think you asked to be beaten to near death because you stayed in an abusive relationship?"
"No, I don't. I know it wasn't my fault, but I can't help the weakness I feel. Martin apparently still has a hold on me. As little as it is, I'm scared to death, Carla. Damn it. I'm so scared!” Lillian turned away to face the cabinets in the kitchen. Her hands braced the counter as she tried to hide the shaking.
Carla turned her gently by the shoulders, taking Lillian's hands.
"He doesn't have a hold on you. You're stronger now. Look at what you've accomplished, Lilly. He can't destroy it. He can't destroy you. We're all going to be here to help you. This time, you're not alone."
* * * *Uncle Phillip made some calls, set up the patrol car surveillance as well as sent out photographs plus any other information he could get on Martin Crane.
Lillian was important to the family, he would do everything in his power to protect her and keep that monster, Martin Crane, from ever touching her again. He thought about the photographs, about how Lillian nearly died. He would do anything in his power to help. After giving his people the heads up, he headed to the Rockland County Sheriff's Department.
He arrived at the sheriff's station and conversed with a few friends before seeing the sheriff. Together, they began to notify everyone there. He figured if he showed up personally to ask his old friend, the sheriff, for help, things would get done more quickly. While there, he wanted to talk with Jimmy and Michael. They were friends with Lillian. He knew they'd be willing to help protect her.
"So, this Martin Crane is wanted for questioning in three murders? Who is this in these pictures? My God how could someone survive this?” Michael asked as he looked at the file. Jimmy looked over his shoulder.
"That's the hard part, Michael, Jimmy. I'm asking you two to personally look out for Lillian Baxter."
Michael looked up toward Uncle Phil.
"Lillian? What does she have to do with this?"
"Well, son, that's her in those pictures. Martin Crane tried to kill her."
Michael swallowed hard as the color left his face “My God, we had no idea,” Jimmy began to say as he kept a close eye on Michael. “None of us knew, except Carla and Aunt Mabel. Poor Lillian, she's been through so much. You should have seen her today when the two detectives from Jersey showed up. We have to protect her."
Michael stood up and began to pace the office floor.
Uncle Phil absorbed it all. He and Michael locked gazes.
"Oh, shit! You're involved with Lillian, aren't you, Michael?” Uncle Phil asked. Michael glanced at his uncle, his facial expression hadn't changed. He looked angry as hell.
"Why didn't anyone tell me? I would have never come in here like this—"
"Forget it, Uncle Phil. I'm glad you did. Lillian's been avoiding me all day. She won't call me back. I could only imagine what this is doing to her.” Michael moved some papers on his desk, pulled his car keys from his pocket.
"Where do you think you're going? You get off in an hour,” Jimmy stated as Michael looked up at the clock on the wall. “I'm going to talk with Lillian."
Uncle Phillip stopped Michael from leaving by grabbing his arm, then releasing it.
"No, you're not. Not yet, anyway,” Uncle Phil stood in front of Michael.
"What do you mean?” Michael asked.
"We have to come up with some kind of plan of action here. I've posted Martin Crane's picture, all the information we have so far, through the department's computer system. Every police department in the county, the state, should have it by now. I also sent Eddie to fix the window in the upstairs sitting room at Lillian's store."
"Oh, shit, that's right. The other night, we heard something. When I checked it out...."
Michael didn't finish his sentence.
"Don't worry about it. Her alarm system is working perfectly,” Uncle Phil added.
"What if that was him the other night? What if he's in the area already, maybe wearing a disguise?” Michael asked as he went back over toward his desk.
"It couldn't have been. He's not in the area. The other detectives from New Jersey said Martin was last spotted in Pennsylvania. They think he's hiding out somewhere between New Jersey and the Pennsylvania border. The heat is on, big time."
"What do we do in the mean time?” Jimmy asked. “We do our best to protect Lillian and keep a lookout for Martin Crane. I have a lot of men on the case now, the sheriff and chief investigator will need detectives here at the sheriff's department, working the case, as well. I'm sure you're going to want to be a part of that too,” Uncle Phil said, directing his comment toward the two men.
"You bet your ass we do. Maybe we can track him down,” Jimmy stated. Michael remained silent.
After a few minutes, Michael headed for the door.
"I can't take this anymore. I need to see her."
"Wait, Michael. She didn't want you to know about this. She asked me once in front of the Detectives, but I had forgotten I had no idea you two were dating."
"What do you mean she doesn't want me to know?"
"She obviously is concerned about your safety. You can't go storming into the bookstore, ready for a fight, acting like the over-protective boyfriend. You'll scare the shit out of her,” Uncle Phil stated.
"I won't scare her or hurt her, ever. What are you saying?” Michael asked.
"She had to put the past behind her, move on with her life. She's a survivor, Michael. She's going to probably close up. This news is bound to make her relive the past and she'll want to keep you away from her. You can't push it. She could look at it as a sign of control."
Michael sat back down at his desk looking at the pictures in the file. “Michael, do you understand what I'm saying, son? Now is not the time for you to be forceful, make demands, insist that everything be your way or the highway. She'll need you to stay calm, be empathetic to her feelings, the fear that I'm sure she'll deny that she has. Lillian is going to need your support, all of ours."
"I hear you, I understand. When I go to see her, I'll be better than I am right now. Let me have the detectives’ numbers, so I see where they are at with the case. Jimmy and I are going to work this case. I'll talk to the sheriff, then the chief investigator about the situation,” Michael stated.
Uncle Phil wrote down the information on a piece of paper.
"Don't worry about Bob. I'll talk to him right now,” Uncle Phil said. Uncle Phil then headed back to work while Michael contacted Detective Miller.
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Chapter 10Lillian sat at her desk in her office. She buried herself in paperwork and order forms all day, trying to avoid the pain of remembering the past. She had no idea how she would forget any of it tonight when she went to bed.
She loved her best friend, Carla, and was thankful for her and for Uncle Phil. He had called back an hour ago to see if Eddie checked the alarm system and fixed the window. Lillian also talked to her parents again, making a promise she would call them regularly.
Deep in thought, she was startled when she heard the knocking. Someone was at her office door.
She laughed at her scared reaction and tried to stay calm as the door opened.
Michael entered her office. He closed the door behind him as he said hello. She could tell immediately he knew what happened to her. He knew about Martin. By now most of the police departments would be on the look out for Martin.
She thought he looked tired, angry. She didn't want to fight with him, she wanted him to hold her.
She rose from her seat, said hello, as they met by the side of her desk.
The silence lasted a moment too long. Looking at her, Michael didn't say a word. The pain and the fear hit her hard.
Lillian lowered her head, began to move away from him, but he wouldn't allow it as he grabbed her hand to stop her, pulling her into the loving embrace she needed.
He held her close, tight, rubbing her back, then her head as she began to cry. She couldn't hold back the tears. She felt so safe with Michael, so willing to show her emotions. She knew he loved her just as much as she loved him.
"Oh, God, baby ... I'm right here, honey ... right here to keep you safe. I love you so much,” he whispered as she wiped the tears from her eyes and squeezed him one more time before releasing his embrace.
"I'm okay. Really, I am. It's been a trying day, very emotional. I'm swamped with paperwork.” She motioned with her hand toward the desk. She knew damn well she planned it that way in order to keep her mind off Martin.
Michael took Lillian's hand into his.
"It's nearly seven thirty. Why don't you leave that for tomorrow? We can go get a bite to eat."
"I'm not too hungry really. I wouldn't be good company tonight, Michael. I really don't feel like seeing anyone."
"How about just us? I'll cook for you at my place. Something light, you know. Come on. I'm not taking no for an answer."
He wrapped his arms around her. The second his lips covered hers, she felt the tension in her body release. Her eyes stayed closed when his lips parted from hers.
"All right, I guess,” she said in defeat.
Michael smiled wide. “My kisses are powerful.” He watched her fix up her desk, then turn off the light.
She locked up her office door as they headed down the hallway.
"You leaving, Lillian?” Justin asked as he met them in the hallway carrying an armful of books.
"Yes, I am. Kelly said she'd close tonight, so if you want to head out early, you can. Thanks for the extra help this morning, too.” Lillian grinned at Justin.
"No problem, Lillian. Are you feeling better? You seem upset today."
"I appreciate your concern, but everything is fine. I'll see you in the morning."
Lillian took Michael's hand as they headed out of the building after saying good night to Aunt Mabel, then Kelly.
* * * *Michael helped Lillian into his truck, then they headed to his place.
"What's that smell?” Lillian asked scrunching her nose.
"That would be dinner. I picked up some fresh shrimp along with filet of sole. I hope you're not allergic?” he asked suddenly all concerned.
"No, I'm not allergic. I like both. How do you plan on making it?"
"I'm not sure yet, but don't you worry about it. You're not going to do a thing. I'm cooking for you."
Lillian smiled as Michael drove down the road.
"So, what's up with that guy Justin? He's kind of young to be working at a book store,” Michael asked.
"What do you mean?"
"He's got the hots for you. He doesn't quite look like the bookstore type."
"He doesn't? What exactly does the bookstore type look like?"
"Not him. The kid is built. He's very quiet. He watches you a lot."
"What are you saying, that book type guys are scrawny? They don't work out?” she challenged.
Michael shrugged his shoulders.
"That's very stereotypical of you considering your line of work. Oh, wait. Cop's are known for their suspicious minds, arrogant attitudes, and love of donuts,” she countered.
Michael laughed. “I'm just saying the kid's got the hots for you."
"He's a cousin of Aunt Mabel's friend Joyce. He's also a friend of Uncle Phil's."
Michael smiled at her defensive tone. She always had all the answers. He placed his hand on her knee as he made the turn down the side street. His house, located in a cul-de-sac, was a lovely old colonial home with a large yard and nicely landscaped property. A small cabin cruiser boat sat on a boat trailer in the driveway.
"Your house is gorgeous, Michael. Is that your boat?"
"Thank you and yes, it is. Unfortunately, I haven't had time to launch it on the Hudson River yet. Too busy with work."
They got out of the car, meeting by the front bumper.
"Well, getting shot, taking on a Uzi, having a major concussion, can screw up recreational plans a little,” Lillian teased as Michael pulled her into his arms.
"Or meeting an amazing woman who's swept me off my feet, where all I think about all day is making love to her again. That can do a number on a man if you know what I mean?” He kissed her before she could respond.
* * * *The sun had set. It was just beginning to get dark when they approached the front porch. Lillian noted the colonial style American flag.
The house, decorated with old-fashioned furniture combined with new styles, made it look just as authentic. The fireplace in the living room was breathtaking, covered with stone and taking up the whole main wall in the living room.
"I can't believe you live here, Michael. This is a hell of a bachelor's pad,” she added as they headed into the kitchen.
"It used to be my grandparents’ place. They left it to me in their will. I left a lot of it the same, just added a few new pieces. I always loved it here."
Michael washed his hands thoroughly before preparing the meal.
"Why don't you go pick out a nice bottle of wine and pour us some while I prepare dinner.” He pointed toward the wine refrigerator as well as the glasses.
Lillian opened the bottle, poured the wine, placing a full glass next to the stove where Michael prepared the meal. She leaned back against the counter across from him.
She absorbed her surroundings, noting the feeling of safety, peacefulness. She owed it all to Michael. Tonight, he looked amazing. The fact he still wore his sidearm and badge just added to the scene, the attraction she already had toward him.
He boiled some water and threw in the shrimp. He mixed different ingredients as he prepared some cocktail sauce, adding some fresh horseradish. He even went as far as filling a server with ice, lining up the cooked shrimp in a circular order around a dish of his homemade cocktail sauce.
"Presentation is everything.” He winked as he placed it on the table. The sight of his dimples made her blush.
"Now, what should we do with the filet of sole?” he asked as Lillian washed her hands.
"Here let me help you.” She insisted as she retrieved a small frying pan, some garlic and shallots from the refrigerator.
"Where's your olive oil?"
Michael smiled, then retrieved it for her.
He brought her the can from under the counter as well as some breadcrumbs. Then he gathered other ingredients she needed.
Before long, they were working side by side, sautéing some chopped shrimp, butter, shallots, and garlic, then added breadcrumbs in the frying pan with olive oil. Lillian sprinkled some seasoning before they stuffed the filet of sole with the concoction. Lillian held the fish together while Michael added the toothpicks to secure it. With the oven pre-heated, Michael added each piece to the baking dish.
"One last thing,” Lillian stated as she lowered the flame under the frying pan that contained the drippings from the concoction. She took the bottle of white wine they were drinking, adding a little to the pan. The steam rose to the ceiling as Lillian moved the liquid around until the alcohol burned off. She turned off the gas, covered the stuffed filet of sole with the liquid from the pan before Michael placed it in the oven.
"What a team!"
* * * *Michael pulled Lillian against him. She laid her head against his chest, thankful for the diversion.
He held her close, loving the way she felt against his body. She was petite, delicate as her body molded against his.
He tried to forget the images he saw. He wanted to pretend the pictures weren't of the woman he held in his arms right now. But they were of his Lillian. He wanted to talk to her about it, but his uncle's words surfaced again. Michael knew he would just have to wait until Lillian felt ready.
Twenty minutes later, they were enjoying dinner together by candlelight.
* * * *After they cleaned up from dinner, Michael gave her a tour of his home. She wasn't the least bit surprised when he brought her to his bedroom.
The large master bedroom was decorated in all earth tones, the walls beige, the molding a shade darker. His bed, covered with a dark brown comforter that almost looked like suede was inviting with its cherry wood sleigh bed. An assortment of tan, brown, beige, and cream-colored pillows decorated the top. His furniture matched the bed. The master bathroom was to the left, behind a solid cherry wood door.
On the other side of the room was a sitting area and a corner fireplace, finished in dark cherry wood.
"This is really nice,” she told Michael as he followed her around the bedroom.
She paused by the dresser to look at some family pictures on the wall when she heard Michael removing his gun, holster, and badge, placing them in his top dresser drawer.
"So that's your secret hiding spot?” she teased continuing to look around. She caught site of a photograph of Michael in a Marine uniform standing next to another man in a police uniform. He looked a lot like Michael. The same eyes, the same colored hair.
"Is this your father?"
"Yes, that's when I came home on a short leave from the corp. We had a huge party here at the house."
Michael now stood behind her.
"You two look a lot alike."
"He got killed three years ago in the line of duty."
"I'm sorry, Michael. Carla had told me about him. I'm sure it's difficult to talk about."
"That's all right. He was a great man. Carla, my mom, and I have a real close relationship, so we help each other out when times get tough."
Lillian wanted to tell Michael about her parents, but she knew that subject would lead to discussing Martin. She just wasn't ready yet.
* * * *Michael wondered why Lillian didn't mention her parents. He just gave her an opportunity to talk about it, but she clammed up. Every line of questioning that entered his mind would surely make Lillian feel like it was an interrogation. He tried his best not to sound that way, but he couldn't help it. He wanted to know everything about Lillian, not only because he loved her, he wanted to protect her.
He suddenly sensed the fine line between the personal and the professional. He wanted to learn more about Lillian just as lovers do, though he couldn't help thinking like a cop. The detective side of him wanted to question her knowing that the more he knew about Lillian and her past, the better he could protect her.
Michael's head began to ache from analyzing everything when all he wanted to do was make love to his woman. Then it hit him. Lillian was already his lover, his girlfriend, before he took on the case. There would be no conflict, no fine line. He was a man, a homicide detective protecting his girlfriend from danger.
He watched Lillian place the photo back onto the dresser.
"How are you feeling?” Michael asked as he began rubbing Lillian's shoulders.
He felt her hesitate a moment. She seemed to know exactly what he meant. Did she expect him to not ask questions?
He didn't want to crowd her, but she seemed fearful.
"I'm fine. It's getting late. We both have work tomorrow.” She began to move away from him, but he wouldn't let her.
He stopped her next steps by softly taking her wrist into his hand. She glanced back with an expression, of what appeared to be hesitation and need combined. He pulled her to him, kissed her softly on the neck from behind, scattering kisses and nibbles until her head fell back against his chest.
He felt the depth of his breathing as his chest rose and fell in sync with Lillian's.
"We make a great team, Lilly. I loved cooking with you in my kitchen,” he whispered, turning her toward him. His lips covered hers, thoroughly devouring them. He didn't want her to leave. She would stay with him tonight.
His hands caressed the curves of her body. He wanted to feel that ultimate closeness like they had shared the other night for the first time. He longed to be inside her, claiming every inch of her as his own, knowing she was safe and right beside him.
He moved his hand under her blouse, feeling the firmness of her skin, the warmth of her body and the desire to make love to her in his bed.
Lillian appeared to want the same thing. Simultaneously, they removed one another's clothing.
Their gazes locked and a feeling of seriousness and possessiveness consumed him.
"I thought about you all day. Why didn't you return my calls?” he asked her, placing her naked body on the bed, eyeing her with pure lust. She giggled as his forearm brushed against her ribcage.
Do you know what you do to me? What the sound of your laughter does to my heart?
He dared not say the words aloud.
"Busy or not, I promise to return your calls from now on."
Michael licked his lips as his knee held position between her legs. He placed his hand over her belly, inches from her skin.
"What are you doing?” she asked. He hoped she was feeling the heat of his hand even though he wasn't touching her.
"Am I driving you crazy?"
"Yes!” she answered a bit too quickly. Michael smiled wide with satisfaction.
He continued to rub his hand above her skin still not touching but brushing lightly against it before pulling away.
When he was sure she least expected it, he placed his hands over her breasts, nuzzled his face against her neck. Lillian sighed in relief. His teasing methods were definitely driving her wild. In response, she rubbed her hands against his skin, grabbing at him.
She wiggled her hips against his as she nibbled on his shoulder, pulled his body as close as she could pull it against her body.
"I've waited all day for this."
Michael made his way down her body, licking, kissing, claiming every inch of her before finally satisfying their needs as he entered her in one enormous thrust. They made love into the night. He made sure she never thought of anything else, except him.
* * * *It became obvious that Lillian wasn't returning home. He was angry but sought the time as the best opportunity he could ask for. The killer set up the small cameras in every room, especially right above Lillian's bed. Then he placed one above the bathtub. He couldn't hide his excitement. It aroused him just thinking about watching her without her knowing, careful to hide them perfectly, confident that no one would be looking for them or be able to find them until he wanted them to. His plan appeared to be coming together nicely even though the old lady saw him. He couldn't help but wonder if she were able to give a description to the police. She wouldn't be talking anymore once he paid her a visit later tonight.
The killer worked diligently. He accomplished everything he set out to do before beginning to pack things up. He waited by the window, watched as the patrol car completed its rounds. How stupid were they to come every half hour? He laughed, waiting for the car to leave the street thinking that the security system Lillian installed was a complete joke.
He immediately thought of Michael. The thought of him touching his Lillian enraged him. Detective Fields may just have to become one of the casualties of this war. Of course, he would punish Lillian for her sins. She did not belong to Fields'. She belonged to him.
The killer's time alone with Lillian would be coming shortly. Thinking about her, he stood in her bedroom filled with a greater desire to have her in his arms.
He glanced around, feeling the romantic, spacious room. We have so much in common my love....
He glided the palm of his hand across the walnut Victorian dresser. His eyes caught sight of the wingback chairs and he imagined his Lillian sitting pretty, reading, while he lay in bed exhausted from their lovemaking.
He released a breath, felt his body quiver as he braced the dresser for support.
Opening his eyes, smiling, he absorbed the remainder of the scenery and the original old fireplace.
Oh yes ... yes, my darling ... we will be together soon.
Before he left, he opened the dresser drawer, ran his fingers across the silk, satin and cotton undergarments. He could feel his heart racing, his body responding to his needs. I need you, Lillian ... I will have you ... . Glancing around the room one last time, he thought about the next mission of the night.
He cleared his head. Focused on the objective as he flexed his muscles and felt the power running through his veins.
Old lady ... you're gonna die tonight.
* * * *The killer arrived at Eleanor Sampson's house an hour later. His adrenaline pumping. he thought about the information the police had, instantly feeling the perspiration cover his brow. He glanced at his watch, the time, 3:00 a.m. The old lady would be sound asleep. He quietly walked through the row of pine trees, entered the backyard, noting there appeared to be a light on in the living room. Peaking through the windowpane, he could see the television set remained on. Assuming she were sound asleep in the chair like most old people wound up doing, he quietly picked the lock on the back door. silently, he entered the room.
He tiptoed through the kitchen, could see her sitting there in the worn out, yellow and green plaid recliner. He glanced at an infomercial about a set of specialty knives costing only $19.95, as the numbers trailed across the top of the screen while the spokesperson gave a description.
He smiled, making a comparison between the knives set on television and the large hunting knife he held in his hand. He stood inches from the chair when suddenly the old lady turned around. She fired a gun. The bullet hit the wall behind him just missing his head. Thankful she missed and that he wore a mask, he attempted to disarm her.
He lunged for the gun, knocking the old lady in the head, she fired again, missed again. Things appeared to be getting out of hand. Suddenly, her eyes went wide, her mouth dropped. Things couldn't have turned out better. She appeared to be having a heart attack. He watched as she fell to the floor. The killer ran out of the house satisfied the old lady wouldn't be giving any more statements ever again.
* * * *Detective Miller accompanied by Detective Jacks arrived at the hospital after receiving the call about the assault on Eleanor Sampson. They wanted answers.
"This son of a bitch is worried, that's for sure, Willy,” Detective Miller told his partner. They were waiting to go see Eleanor.
"You're not kidding. The killer must think she knows more than she let on. This stroke isn't going to help us,” Willy added as he waited for the nurse.
"This guy is sick. We need more on him. He's in the area, that's not comforting. As soon as we talk to her, check out the house, we'd better notify Detective Fields and Detective Ray. I have a feeling Fields is Lillian's boyfriend."
"What makes you say that?” Willy asked.
"She didn't respond to your moves. You know you tried to hit on her?"
"She's a classy lady. I wouldn't have minded playing bodyguard.” Willy winked.
"It appears she already has a personal detective taking care of her."
* * * *"Detectives, Mrs. Sampson isn't doing well. She's having trouble speaking due to the stroke. Her vitals are weak. She may not make it through the night. It may not be wise to question her now,” the older nurse stated as she eyed the detectives.
"Well, this involves a murder case and Mrs. Sampson's granddaughter. I'm sure she'd want to help if she could. We'll be brief,” Miller said as they followed the nurse to Eleanor's room.
It was a heart wrenching sight for Troy. The sight of the nice old lady covered with tubes, hooked up to various kinds of machines, made him sad. Detective Miller took her hand as he sat by the bed.
"It's Troy, Detective Miller, Mrs. Sampson. Do you remember me?"
They got no response. Troy exchanged glances with Willy. Willy looked on seemingly knowing his partner liked the old woman.
"Can you hear me? We want to try to find out who did this to you."
The nurse looked on as Mrs. Sampson opened her eyes.
She looked toward Troy but couldn't speak. Instead, she squeezed his hand very lightly.
They continued to ask a few questions. “Squeeze once for yes, twice for no,” Troy told her. She squeezed his hand once signifying she understood.
"You're one tough lady, Mrs. Sampson. When you get out of here, I'm taking you to lunch,” Troy said. Mrs. Sampson stared back at him. It was so sad to see the woman in such bad condition.
"The person who broke into your house, was it Allison's boyfriend?"
Eleanor squeezed Troy's hand once. He nodded yes.
"Did he have a gun? Did he try to shoot you?"
Eleanor squeezed Troy's hand twice.
"Did you shoot the gun?"
She squeezed his hand once before coughing hard. The machines made some large, high-pitched beeps.
"You have to wrap it up, Detective. She needs her rest,” the nurse interrupted and Troy continued.
"You did a great job, Eleanor. You're going to be just fine. We're going to leave you now, so you can get some rest. We have a patrol officer stationed at the door, so no worries. You've done good, honey,” Troy told her as she closed her eyes.
The detectives left the hospital heading straight to the crime scene. They were hoping the killer left some kind of clue behind. When they arrived, the forensics team appeared to be wrapping things up.
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Chapter 11Lillian felt each pounding blow to her stomach as she fell to the floor. She stood in her apartment in Pennsylvania, and despite her attempt to lock the door, Martin broke in. He had been drinking. It was apparent by his slurred speech, profanity, and uncontrollable anger. She tried to call the police, but he pulled the chord from the wall. Screaming for help, Martin punched her in the mouth, trying to shut her up. He pounded on her, banging her head on the rug, choking her. I'm going to die.
She couldn't breath as he lay on top of her. “No!” she screamed, “No!” She yelled, flapping her arms as someone tried to wake her up. Lillian, drenched with sweat, buried in a nightmare, struggled in the entwined sheets tight around her legs.
He spoke to her softly, urging her to come out of it, watching the tears stream down her cheeks.
She heard, “Lilly baby, you're all right, honey. You're not there with Martin. You're here with me. It's Michael, I'll protect you.” Her eyes fluttered open. She cried so hard she couldn't breath, couldn't talk. Michael held her against his chest, whispering comforting words as she came back to the present.
She looked into his eyes. Quickly, she turned away from him. She was embarrassed, scared, and didn't want him to see her like this. She tried to get up from the bed, but Michael pulled her back against him.
"You're not alone anymore, baby. I'm not going anywhere. I love you."
* * * *Lillian continued to cry until she fell back asleep against Michael's chest. His heart ached as he held her, listened to her breathing spike then settle down. It broke his heart to see her like this.
Michael's cell phone started vibrating on the bedside table. He was relieved he had turned the ringer off. The sound hadn't disturbed Lillian.
"Detective Fields, this is Detective Miller. We're sorry to have woken you, but there's been an attempt on a witness. It appears that this Martin Crane may be our suspect."
"What? When? Where did this happen?” he whispered as he sat up a little bit in bed, being sure not to disturb Lillian.
"About two hours ago. One of the victim's relative saw the boyfriend, gave us a description a few days ago. I guess he feared she knew more, so he tried to eliminate her."
"He wasn't successful."
"Thank God, no. Mrs. Sampson is one tough old lady. She shot at her attacker twice before he had the opportunity to knock her in the head. He left without finishing the job. We believe that he may have thought she died from a heart attack. She didn't, though. It turns out she had a stroke. She can't talk, but we were able to verify the same man who was with her granddaughter had tried to kill her."
"Will she be safe there at the hospital?"
"We've posted officers by her door, also by the main entrances. We have the description, which matches Martin Crane. There were boot prints left on the kitchen floor. We'll try to confirm the size. There are also tire tracks left in the mud around the corner from the home. A neighbor awoke from the sound of gunfire, peaked out the window, and saw a car speeding away, but no details about the make of the vehicle. It was too dark. I didn't want to notify Miss Ross, Miss Baxter, I mean, because of the time, but I did speak with your uncle. He's sending a car to stay outside her place tonight."
"I'll call my uncle. Lillian's here with me. She's staying at my place. I think we should have her aunt's house watched, as well. I'll take care of it. Let me know how Mrs. Sampson is doing."
* * * *Troy hung up the phone, glancing at his partner.
"Sorry Willy but Miss Baxter is sleeping over at Detective Fields’ house tonight. Which makes me feel a hell of a lot better."
"Damn, that's too bad. I would have driven the hour to go keep an eye on her myself. Let's wrap things up here, hope that someone spots Martin Crane before I do. I want this guy bad, Willy."
"I think there's a club starting, my man,” Willy replied. They continued to hunt for Martin Crane.
* * * *Lillian opened her eyes, smiled as Michael watched her. He held her closely. Their gazes locked.
"What's wrong, Michael? What happened?” she asked.
Gently, he guided her head against his neck. She whispered his name, her lips brushing against his skin.
"How did you sleep, darling?” he asked knowing she awoke from a horrible nightmare, wondering if she had forgotten or if she were hiding her pain.
Lillian remained quiet a moment. Could she be remembering how she woke up afraid? Did she recall hearing his voice as he spoke to her, calming her down.
"I'm sorry, Michael ... I can't.... “She rolled away from him, getting up from the bed. He wasn't quick enough to grab her to stop her.
She darted naked across the room and into the bathroom.
Michael heard the shower start. He got out of bed, about to go check on her, when his cell phone rang again.
"Hey, Michael, did you tell her?” Uncle Phil asked. Michael explained about what happened to Lillian last night.
"She's pushing me away. I can't let her do this."
"Give her some time, Michael. Don't push it. I'm glad she's with you. I don't like the thought of her at the store alone. This is serious, Michael. I'm worried about the both of you."
Michael remained silent a moment.
"What is it, son? Talk to me."
Michael looked toward the bathroom door. He could still hear the water running.
"I'm in love with her."
"Hell, son, I knew that already, which is why it's so important you keep a close eye on her. It's the perfect excuse to spend more time with her, maybe make her stay at your place instead of the store. Even with the security system she has there, if someone really wanted to get in, they could. Maybe you shouldn't tell her about Mrs. Sampson."
"If I start withholding information from her and she finds out, she won't trust me. She'll refuse to let me protect her. I'll tell her in a little while,” Michael said.
They discussed the evidence found at the scene last night before Michael hung up the phone.
He went over to the bathroom door, knocked before he entered. When he heard no response, he walked in anyway.
Lillian stood naked, washing her hair, the soap left a trail across her toned back, along the curve of her hips.
Michael leaned against the counter watching her.
"Are you enjoying yourself? I could use some privacy?” she stated with a smile, turning away, rubbing her hands through her hair. The motion lifted her breast just right. Michael's body reacted.
"After what we just shared, don't tell me you're shy."
* * * *Lillian gazed at Michael who leaned against the counter completely naked.
He looked comfortable standing there and completely turned on.
"Are you going to invite me in or what?"
"It's your shower."
He smiled as he took the three steps forward, taking position behind her in the beige and brown, marble-covered shower stall.
Lillian laid her head back, letting the spray of hot water from the brass shower fixture run over her shoulders.
"I want you to know that I'm here for you, Lilly. You're not alone,” he whispered.
She could feel the heat of his breath against her wet hair. She closed her eyes not wanting to talk about it. She wished she hadn't had the nightmare last night, the fear, anxiety of explaining things to Michael made her want to run. The weakness appeared to be coming back. Damn it! She needed to be stronger than this.
"I love you, so please don't be afraid of me.” Michael massaged her shoulders while kissing the back of her head.
"I'm not afraid of you, Michael. I'm worried this may just be the wrong time for us."
The words were out before she thought them through.
Michael pulled Lillian's body back against his. She welcomed the strength of his hold, the feeling of love that instantly surrounded her.
"I know what you're doing. It's not going to work,” he whispered against her shoulder before nibbling her collarbone. His hands held her firmly against him, every inch of her backside covered by his solidity.
"I care too much about you, Lilly. You're not getting rid of me that easily."
She felt the heat of his body, the water pulsating against her belly. Michael's hands covered her most delicate feminine parts as Lillian closed her eyes and offered her body to his touch as she reached up, placing her palm against Michael's neck. Their bodies locked together by desire and love. Together, they were complete. She couldn't denying it, couldn't fight it.
The tears escaped her eyes, the power of their love overwhelming.
"I love you too, Michael. I'm sorry about what I said. I didn't mean it ... you're right about that.” She was grateful she faced the wall. That she didn't have to look into his eyes, reveal all her fear and pain.
"I've always had to deal with things on my own. I've come this far from pure determination and will power.... I thought I could handle this on my own ... keep everything inside, but your arms feel so.... “She cried harder, unable to finish speaking. She could feel his embrace tighten. He laid his head on her neck. The warmth of his lips carried whispers of love, encouragement, the desire she stirred within him. She knew he wanted more.
She responded willingly, turning toward him, finding his mouth with her own. She needed him.
The warm water descended over their lips, between their bodies, finding no access, diverting to the sides of their hips. She felt Michael lifting her up, positioning her hips just so.
They made love in the shower, slowly, passionately as the water beat against them, temporarily washing away her fears.
* * * *Lillian and Michael headed back to Lillian's Love. She wanted to change her clothes, open up the store before her aunt and employees arrived.
She unlocked the door, heading toward her bedroom. She noticed the top dresser drawer sat ajar but dismissed it just as quickly as she acknowledged it.
She began to change her clothes, discarding the ones she wore yesterday, replacing them with a freshly washed pair of beige dress slacks and a fitted, red embroidered tank top. Tossing a pair of matching sandals onto the bed, she ran to the bathroom and applied her deodorant, and some makeup before she ran the hairbrush through her hair. She was glad she had showered at Michael's house. She needed to get back downstairs.
She stopped a moment as she entered her bedroom again, grabbing the tan-colored heeled sandals, inhaling deeply.
She smelt something different, like saw dust combined with aftershave. She ignored it, glanced at the clock on the nightstand.
"I have five minutes to unlock the front door and start the coffee."
Michael stopped her by the entrance to her apartment.
He kissed her softly. She tried to protest by pulling away, expressing how she really needed to get downstairs and that his kisses were a distraction.
"I'll unlock the front door. You make the coffee,” Michael told her, gently tapping her on her backside as they headed out of her apartment.
Michael locked the door as they left.
"Why did you do that?” Lillian asked as Michael eyed her backside again.
"It looks great in those pants.” He attempted to grab her again. She was too quick. This time, he missed the opportunity.
Michael unlocked the front door while Lillian made the coffee. Aunt Mabel arrived along with Kelly and Justin. He waited there a half hour, then walked Lillian to her office.
"What's going on, Michael? Why haven't you left for work?"
"I wanted to make sure you got off okay.” He was silent and Lillian stared at him.
"What?"
"There's something we need to talk about in regards to the case.” Michael closed the office door to give them more privacy.
Lillian instantly became nervous. She didn't want to talk about this, not now. Michael appeared to know what she was thinking, so before Lillian could look, he continued.
"Something happened early this morning.” He informed her about Mrs. Sampson and the attempt on her life.
"Oh, my God, Michael. Why didn't you tell me right away?"
"I wanted more information, first. Detective Miller wants us to up the surveillance on you. They're worried. So am I."
"I can't believe Martin would do something like this?” Lillian rubbed her temples. The headache arrived instantly.
"Look what he did to you. How could you wonder if he's capable of murder?” Michael stated, the anger apparent in his tone. He obviously didn't think first, how the words would sound. “You saw pictures. They showed you the file?” she asked, feeling the color instantly drain from her face.
"Of course I saw your file. I'm working the case with Jimmy."
Lillian turned away from him. The pictures were horrible, a reality, a nightmare, everything she feared including weakness. Somehow it didn't seem so horrible pretending in her mind that Michael didn't see the pictures. Now that he stated he had seen them, she felt mortified. She crossed her arms in front of her chest in an attempt to minimize the shaking.
Michael walked over to her. This conversation appeared to be going the wrong way.
"I'm sorry, baby. I'm sorry you had to go through that."
He tried to hold her, but she pushed away.
"I'm sorry you had to see them. Let me know what happens with Mrs. Sampson? I think you should go to work."
Lillian quickly headed to her desk, picking up some mail, refusing to look at him.
"We'll talk about this later. I love you.” He told her before leaving her office.
* * * *Michael figured she needed some space. He didn't want to fight with her.
He shouldn't have showed his anger. As he walked out the front door, he saw the patrol car, glad she now had around-the-clock protection. He needed to get back to work, meet Jimmy and try to locate Martin Crane.
It was mid afternoon when Michael sat at his desk just staring at the picture of Martin Crane. This man caused my Lillian so much pain and fear.
Before he had seen the picture of Martin, he assumed the guy would look like some sort of monster, ugly, mean ... obvious. But to his dismay, Martin Crane appeared to be the complete opposite. A handsome, well-groomed man with blond hair, blue eyes, nearly perfect physique, stared back at him.
He had an innocent-looking face that obviously hid the abusive murderer.
It was easier for Michael to think Martin Crane would look like some kind of monster. The fact that he was personally involved with Lillian, made him curious about what type of men interested her. He should have known that a classy woman like Lillian wouldn't go for some kind of dirt bag. By viewing Martin Crane's photograph, he could see no reason anyone would think otherwise.
"How ya doing, partner?” Jimmy asked, entering the office, interrupting Michael's thoughts.
Michael closed up the file, leaned forward in his seat.
"I spoke with Miller. They're still searching the area for any signs of Martin Crane or anyone who may know his whereabouts."
"I meant you, Mike. How's it going with Lillian?” Jimmy leaned against the desk.
"I'm not going to let this guy get his hands on her again. She's scared, she's holding back ... you know, trying to act tough. I don't know, maybe she's denying what's really happening. I wish I could help her more, but she seems closed up. I don't know."
"Listen, this thing between you two came out of nowhere, just like Martin Crane. Be patient with her. She'll realize she needs you, just as much as you need her. If it's any consolation, Carla called me a few minutes ago. She said that Lillian told her she was glad to have you involved. She feels safer when you're around."
This put a smile on Michael's face until his phone rang.
"Hey, Mike, it's Detective Jacks. I'm out in Emerson, New Jersey right now. I came across a friend of Martin Crane. He said Martin showed up in town a few days ago. He was acting somewhat funny. This guy remembers him saying something about staying with some friends for a while after getting out of prison. We can place him in the area of the first crime scene."
"What do you mean in the area?"
"I mean not only had he been seen by witnesses, but it appears he was dating Thea Rose, our first victim."
"Holy shit! So this does tie him to the murders. He has to still be in the area?"
"That's what we're finding out, Mike. He made a mistake when he attempted to kill Eleanor Sampson. She can identify him. That's why he tried to kill her.
We believe he's still here in Jersey, but he's evaded capture so far. He could easily get over the border and into New York."
"What about Lillian? Have you told her any of this?"
"I spoke with your uncle. He's going to call her. I'll assume that you'll be seeing her after you get off work tonight. Keep a close eye on her. She's a special woman. I don't want to see anything happen to her,” Willy told him, sounding concerned and interested.
Michael ignored his tone, said thank you, and hung up the phone.
Michael told Jimmy about the call. They started working on some of their own leads. They wanted a better understanding of Martin's personality. They searched for Martin's doctor from prison in the hopes of gaining some insight for a profile.
* * * *The next few days went by smoothly. Most nights, Lillian spent sleeping over at Michael's house. She would shower, change clothes in her apartment, then lock up the store with Michael and he would take her to his place. He made it clear he didn't want to take any chances. Tonight, she had time for a long bath. Michael was running late at work, but he had a key to the store, the back door, and her apartment. She figured he could just let himself in when he arrived.
Lillian closed up the store around 9:00 p.m., feeling emotionally and physically exhausted. She waited by the front door for the patrol officer, Ted, to go through his nightly routine of checking the store, making sure no one lingered around the property, re-checking that all the doors and windows were locked up. Ted knew both Michael and Uncle Phillip.
"Well, Miss Baxter, it looks like the place is pretty secure, but I did find this package leaning against the back door. There's no return address on it, so maybe I should call it in,” he suggested as he held the brown box in front of him.
"Please call me Lillian. I'm sure the package isn't anything to be concerned about. I've had packages delivered back there by mistake before. I'll take it and open it tomorrow morning,” Lillian told him knowing she sounded as exhausted as she felt. Ted accepted her explanation, leaving the store with her locking the door behind him before heading outside to his patrol car.
Lillian left the package by the front desk before heading upstairs.
She turned on the brass faucets in the bathtub, immediately the steam began to rise. She added some bath oils, some fragrant bubbles, anticipating the therapeutic results the bath would surely provide for her. Her body was tense, her mind exhausted, as she walked into her bedroom to get undressed. When she returned to the bathroom, the air appeared steamy. She embraced the warm mist as it caressed her skin. Leaning over the tub, she felt the water with her hand. It was hot, bubbly just the way she liked it.
As she got into the tub, she realized she had forgotten about her glass of wine. She allowed the indulgence during extra stressful times. The present situation definitely called for a glass or two. She was about to get out of the tub to retrieve the glass when she noticed the bottle of red wine. Two glasses sat beside the bottle on the counter. The silver bottle opener, from her china closet lay flat on the silver tray. It had been a heirloom and she rarely used the tray, except for company. She assumed Michael had set it up for her when he had stopped by earlier this morning. She smiled at the fact that Michael was fully aware of her relaxing ritual. Maybe he'd get there earlier than he had anticipated.
Lillian opened the bottle of wine, poured herself a glass before reentering the tub.
She closed her eyes, thankful for the peacefulness, lingering there longer than normal.
The tub made her relax, gave her much needed quiet time. Lillian closed her eyes and just soaked as she listened to the jazz music playing in the background.
The slow, sexy smoking sound of the music sent her dreaming of Michael. Her manicured fingers tapped slowly on the rim of the tub. She didn't have a care in the world.
Finally, after days of stress and emotional upset, she was beginning to relax.
Her mind drifted off with thoughts of Michael.
If someone had told her that someday she would fall in love with the town hero/most eligible bachelor, she would have called him or her ludicrous.
She laughed to herself, then glided her hand up the curves of her calves, noting the minimal amount of bubbles that remained.
It appeared that she lingered in the sanctity of peacefulness too long.
Fighting this realization, she held up her fingers. Noting they were a bit shriveled, along with the fact that the tub water was a cooler temperature, Lillian got out of the tub. She put on her favorite pink robe she always left hanging on the back of the bathroom door.
As she tied the belt around her waist, placing her hands in her pockets, and enjoying the comfort and warmth of the Chenille material, she felt the folded piece of paper.
Curious, she pulled it out, unfolding it to read the note.
"I hope you enjoyed the wine. Pour me a glass. I'm there with you now,” the note stated. She looked around the room, confused. She hadn't heard Michael come in.
She poured the glass of wine, hoping Michael would arrive soon, but the time had passed, still he hadn't come.
Lillian started to get a funny feeling. Quickly, she pulled off her robe so she could get dressed. Before she could put on all her clothing, the phone rang.
She picked up the cordless phone while she simultaneously continued dressing.
"Hello."
She heard nothing but breathing.
"Hello, who is this?” she demanded as she hooked the clasp on her bra, then started pulling on her blue jeans.
"Your body is lovelier than I imagined.” The voice was muffled, but she heard every word.
"Don't be afraid. I feel like I know you better now.” The caller took deep breaths in between sentences, causing her heart to race faster.
"Who is this?"
"You know who it is? I love watching you. I know you're going to love me touching you ... don't be scared, my Lilly. I know you so well, don't cry."
Lillian wiped the tears from her eyes just as he told her that. Is he watching me, right now?
She looked around the room, up at the ceiling.
"No, no, no ... you can't see me, but I can see you."
She heard the deep breathing. The haunting feeling intensified for each second she listened. Frozen where she stood, she panicked.
"I've been watching you for days now. I wish you stayed at home more. I love watching you sleep."
"You're sick! Go to hell, Martin!” Lillian yelled as she hung up the phone. She pulled on a tee shirt when the phone rang again.
"Hello” she answered it knowing it had to be him again.
"I'm not finished with you. You belong to me, Lilly, no one else. Stay away from the detective's house or he'll die because of you. If I can't have you, no one can! Sweet dreams, my love.” She waited, heard the dial tone, then started to cry.
He had gotten into her apartment even with the police around, with Michael around. She had nowhere to hide. She put Michael in danger.
She fell to the floor, hiding beside the bulky, soft bedspread that clung against the sleigh bed. How could he be watching her? How could he see everything she was doing? The phone rang again interrupting her thoughts. She jumped up, startled. She needed to call the police.
"Leave me alone, you bastard!” she yelled hysterically into the phone.
"Lilly, what's wrong? It's Michael."
Her heart felt as if it dropped to her stomach.
"Oh, Michael. Oh, my God, he's here! He's watching me!” She rambled on, crying.
"He's there right now?” Michael yelled in a panic.
"No. He ... somehow ... somehow he knows what I'm doing. Oh, God, Michael, ... hurry!"
"Hold on, baby. I'm almost there. I'm calling it in,” he told her.
All she could do was cry and wait.
* * * *Twenty minutes later, Lillian's apartment swarmed with detectives, police, and the sheriff's B.C.I. Unit.
Lillian continued to cry, still shaken up from the events as she sat on the couch in the romance section of the bookstore downstairs.
Michael knelt down on the floor in front of her. Jimmy stood beside him.
"Listen to me, Lillian. Are you sure no one has had access to your apartment?” Jimmy asked.
"No one has. I'm sure of it."
"Anything out of the ordinary happen today or the past couple of days?"
"Nothing."
"How about strangers coming in, unknown deliveries...?"
"Wait a minute, it may be nothing, but Ted found a package by the back door today. It's on the front desk."
Jimmy went over to retrieve it.
"There's no return address."
"This package never went through the mail. It had to have been hand delivered by someone,” Jimmy stated.
Lillian looked toward Michael knowing what he had to be thinking. Martin had been to the store himself.
"Maybe he had someone else deliver it. Paid some kid or something,” Michael suggested, as if hoping, that were the case. The thought that Martin could be in town, this close to Lillian, undetected, must have caused his stomach to twist in a knot.
"Open it up. See what's inside,” Lillian demanded in anger.
"Let's get one of the technicians from B.C.I. down here to check it out first. We may be able to get some fingerprints or hair fibers, something from it,” Michael said.
Jimmy called upstairs.
The technician Teddy pulled on a fresh pair of rubber gloves. He began the tedious job of opening up the suspicious package. Fifteen minutes later, they were all looking at an unlabeled DVD with a letter addressed to Lillian.
The technician placed the letter and the DVD into two separate, clear plastic bags. He passed the one containing the note to Michael who read it to himself. It became obvious that he didn't want Lillian to see it.
"Michael, what does it say? Did Martin sign it?” she asked as she tried to see the words on the letter.
"I think we should take all of this to the sheriff's department to be analyze. I don't think we should look at the DVD here.” Michael gave Jimmy a look to assist him in convincing Lillian that following procedure was necessary.
"He's right, Lillian. We have to follow protocol. Let's wrap all this up, head to the department. We'll see what's on the DVD."
"No! It arrived addressed to me. Your technician said it's clean. Let me see the letter,” she demanded. He hesitated at first, then Michael passed it over. The letter written in bold capital letters, was disgusting.
MY DEAREST LILLIAN,
I HAVE WAITED PATIENTLY, PLANNED EVERY MOMENT CAREFULLY. THERE WERE OTHERS I TRIED TO SUBSTITUTE FOR YOU, BUT THEY FAILED TO SATISFY ME LIKE I KNOW YOU WILL. WE ARE MEANT TO BE, MY LOVE. NO ONE SHALL STAND IN THE WAY. UNTIL I DECIDE THE TIME IS RIGHT, BE FAITHFUL TO ME. YOUR INNOCENCE IS MY DESIRE. YOUR BEAUTY AND YOUR SCENT IS IN EVERY BREATH I TAKE.
I LONG TO TOUCH YOU, FEEL YOUR NAKED BODY AGAINST MINE. WE WILL CONSEMATE THIS LOVE BETWEEN US. NO ONE WILL DARE DESTROY IT OR THEY SHALL DIE.
I LICK MY LIPS, I TOUCH....
Lillian couldn't read any further, Martin got even more descriptive, and violent, describing what his plans for her were. She closed her eyes, pushed the letter back at Michael's chest, and walked away covering her mouth.
Jimmy read the letter as Michael gave some more orders. The chief investigator arrived and Michael filled him in. A few minutes later Uncle Phil got there, as well.
Lillian stayed away from everyone to be alone in her thoughts.
* * * *"So what's on the DVD?” Chief Investigator Hal Johnson asked after he read the disgusting letter.
"We haven't watched it yet, sir. I don't think we should do this here. I don't want Lillian seeing whatever this sick bastard put on it,” Michael told the chief, who agreed.
"Detective Fields!” A deputy called down from upstairs asking that Michael come upstairs. Hal Johnson followed.
Uncle Phil went over to sit with Lillian who looked lost in thought.
"How are you holding up, Lilly?"
Lillian held herself, shaking with fear as she sat there in a pair of jeans and a tee shirt. It had been the first thing she grabbed to throw on before running downstairs. She felt a never-ending chill run continuously through her body.
"You read the letter?” she asked him, still not making eye contact with him.
"Don't think about the letter, Lillian. This guy is sick. The people who let him out should be fired."
"There's no use in placing blame on anyone. It's all Martin's doing. He's lost it. That's what scares me the most."
"We're going to protect you, Lilly. Detectives Miller and Jacks are on their way up from Jersey. It's obvious that Martin is in town or very nearby. We could use all the help we can get to secure your safety. Michael will make sure of it."
Lillian looked at Uncle Phil for the first time. Her eyes felt red, swollen, her chest all blotchy from crying.
She wouldn't put Michael's life in danger. It became obvious to her tonight that police patrolling the area along with her bookstore, was not enough to stop Martin Crane. Martin appeared to be ahead of them. She needed to protect herself, to take action herself. She wouldn't be able to survive another beating from Martin. The thought made her stomach churn. The tears flowed even faster.
"I have to stay away from Michael,” she whispered. Uncle Phil squinted his eyes as if not understanding her meaning. Before he could speak, Lillian stood up from the couch, covering her face with her hands and turned her back toward him. She couldn't muffle the deep cry caught in her throat.
Lillian didn't face him as she began to speak again. The words sounded shaky.
"When he called on the phone, he told me to stay away from Michael or ... or he would kill him."
Uncle Phil immediately turned Lillian around, wrapping his arms around her. She naturally laid her head against his chest while he held her.
"He won't be able to do any such thing, Lilly. Michael is well trained. He's always on his toes. Besides the fact that he wouldn't dare let anyone else be your own personal bodyguard."
Lillian pulled away, looking up at Uncle Phil in shock.
"How can you say that? I could cause your nephew to get killed. It's obvious Martin's capable of it. God only knows what's on that DVD. I will not let Michel get hurt. We have to work something else out,” Lillian demanded as she wiped the tears from her eyes.
Uncle Phil folded his arms in front of his chest.
"I think it's best if you two work this out yourselves. Why don't you come back to my house for tonight? B.C.I. will be here for a while. I think the store should stay closed tomorrow. My wife is probably waiting up for us, already preparing the guest bedroom."
"I want to know what's on the DVD. I want to be aware of everything going on in the investigation."
"Michael will fill us in the morning. Let's go tell him where you'll be. I'll see if you can go upstairs to get a few things. We'll put a closed sign on the front door. You can call your aunt and employees in the morning."
"Okay,” Lillian agreed as they rose from the couch.
* * * *A half hour later, Lillian stood in her bedroom along with a bunch of plain clothed detectives and uniformed officers. As she gathered up some belongings, the technicians were finding the hidden micro cameras that were scattered around the apartment.
Lillian went toward her dresser drawer. She was stunned at the sight in her home, mortified that her every move had been viewed by Martin. She felt violated, unsafe. She wondered if she would ever be able to feel safe in her home again.
She paused a moment by the dresser drawer as the image played back in her mind.
The other day when she came by her apartment with Michael, she noticed the top lingerie drawer stood ajar. She recalled a slight smell of saw dust combined with aftershave. It wasn't Michael's. Tears once again filled her eyes.
"Come on, baby, let's get you out of here,” Michael whispered as he put his arm around her waist.
"He stood here, in this room."
"I know, everything is going to be all right."
"He touched my things, Michael. I should have questioned when the top drawer appeared opened. There was a smell of aftershave and saw dust."
"He was sneaky, Lilly. You had no idea he would do something like this. The cameras are connected through a satellite dish. There's a small one located on the roof, all the wires run through the attic. All he has to do is log onto a website, watch from his computer or directly from his TV. This is high tech stuff. He covered his tracks pretty good, but the technicians feel they might be able to pinpoint a location or at least a vicinity to where the signal went to. This could help us find out where he's staying. Who knows. But for now, I want you safe. Try to get some rest. Uncle Phil said you can stay with him. I have a few officers guarding his house already."
"What about the DVD? I want to see it, Michael. I want to know what's on it,” she asked as she pulled some more things together, placing them into an overnight bag.
"I'll let you know in the morning.” He didn't make eye contact when he told her. Lillian had a feeling that he wouldn't tell her. In his state of worry, he would withhold information from her.
Lillian looked around her place one more time noting all the strangers that were there, invading her personal things, her personal life, but nothing bothered her more than the fact that Martin had been watching her without her knowing.
She thought about the dresser drawer, the smells of aftershave and saw dust. That must have been the time she stayed overnight at Michael's house. The day before that, they were there at her apartment, had made love the first time. The cameras couldn't have been hooked up yet. At least she hoped they weren't. She was relieved, knowing that Michael and she had only been intimate at his place. The thought of something so personal so meaningful, exploited by Martin, instantly made Lillian nauseous.
"I'll come by my uncle's house in the morning to see you. I love you, baby,” Michael told her as he kissed her goodbye. She glanced back knowing Michael watched his uncle walk her out of the apartment.
"She'll be safe with Uncle Phil,” Jimmy stated.
"I know she will be, but I'm still worried. There were cops patrolling this place like crazy. Look what he accomplished. That letter, it's sick, Jimmy. The guy is fucking insane."
"I know that, Michael, but we'll find him. I heard from Jacks. He and Miller will meet us at the department in thirty minutes."
Michael took a deep breath and helped wrap things up in Lillian's apartment. They were all in for a long night.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap14]
Chapter 12Michael, Jimmy, Detectives Miller and Jacks, and Chief Investigator Johnson, gathered in the computer-analyzing lab, at the sheriff's office. Michael allowed only one computer analyst and technician in the room. He wasn't sure what they would find on the DVD. He didn't want just anyone viewing it. He knew Martin had been watching Lillian on hidden video cameras. Forensics found one camera located above her bed, another directly above the bathtub. He felt sick, angry, just thinking about it.
"This is the most direct thing Martin's done by writing a letter, stating his intentions, and recording Lillian. Now, leaving evidence behind. He's helping us build a case against him, the idiot,” Detective Miller said.
"It seems foolish on his part, considering he's already served some time in prison, then again, he's obviously not dealing with a full deck,” Jacks added.
The technician said the DVD was ready.
A muffled voice, along with heavy breathing, was the first thing they heard. Martin appeared to be speaking to Lillian as the video showed her getting out of bed in the morning wearing nothing but a short lace, Victorian-style negligee. The video continued with her morning routine before skipping to her arriving home at the end of the day. She went to the bathroom where she started the water running in the tub, adding bubbles. The detectives watched every second of the video and Lillian's routine. She went to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of red wine before returning to her bedroom.
Michael tried to remain calm, but he knew what would come next as Lillian removed her clothing. All the while Martin spoke to her, his voice disguised with some sort of device. It sounded evil, disgusting as he described his intentions. Michael squirmed in his seat.
"Why don't we fast forward this?” Jimmy said, the technician did just that.
Michael was relieved. He never looked toward the others in the room. He didn't have to, they all knew he and Lillian were romantically involved.
Martin's speech became rapid. He stated his anger and frustration about seeing Lillian with Michael on her front porch. He described them kissing, stating Lillian's punishment for betrayal would be fierce. Then suddenly the movie changed locations. The figures on the screen were difficult to make out. The man whom everyone in the room assumed to be Martin, now disguised himself in all black, including a ski mask. The camera focused on a woman, mouth taped closed, wrists and hands tied together. Hysterical cries tore from her vocal chords, eyes red, bulging with fear. She lay completely nude, looking as if as she had already sustained a major beating.
They all watched, mortified at such acts of violence and anger as Martin made the victim suffer.
Martin laughed while he taunted, antagonized the young woman. They all could see her face clearly, the victim's fear, pain, now eternally imbedded in Michael's mind.
"I will have my Lillian. None of you can stop me. I hope you enjoyed the show. Good luck and happy body hunting,” Martin stated. The screen went black. No one moved or spoke a word for a few moments.
"Gary, first thing we have to do is analyze that crime scene. I think I saw some blond hair coming out of the ski mask. Zoom in on everything you can around the room. Something has to be there to reveal the location. Get a good picture of the victim. Run it through the system. Try Missing Persons first. We'll take it from there,” Michael stated with determination.
"We can check our area system, as well. More than likely she's from New Jersey. The other two victims were. They were seen with a man matching Martin's description,” Detective Jacks stated as he popped a piece of spearmint gum into his mouth.
"Sounds good. Now what about Lillian?” Detective Miller asked. Everyone in the room focused on Michael.
Michael ran his fingers through his hair, obviously affected by the video. His girlfriend was violated in her own home by some monster. His fellow detectives sat in a police station watching.
"She'll be under our protection at all times,” Michael stated. He looked toward the chief for support.
"She needs protection. We can provide it for her around the clock,” Johnson stated.
"She may be better off in protective custody with us in New Jersey. We have a safe place we can protect her. If Martin is in the area, maybe we can wean him out. He'll head back our way to find her. We'll be there waiting,” Detective Miller suggested.
"No way! Lillian is staying with me. I have a top of the line security system already in place. I have some experience in this line of work,” Michael added straight-faced.
"What kind of experience, Michael? You're personally involved with Lillian Baxter. How can you be sure you'll stay focused?” Miller asked as Michael interrupted him.
"This guy is not going to get his hands on Lillian. I can handle this. Besides, he's come into our town, messed with the wrong group of people. In Rockland County, the law enforcement agencies pull together as a team. Martin comes looking for Lillian, we get him, end of story."
"He's right about being able to handle this. He's the best bodyguard she can ask for. I give full authorization for Detective Fields’ added assignment. We need to find this Martin Crane, take this scumbag off the street. Now lets work together to get it done,” Chief Johnson said. They nodded their heads in agreement.
* * * *Lillian took a shower and got dressed before she headed downstairs for breakfast with Uncle Phil and aunt June. They heard the doorbell ring. Instantly, she recognized her aunt Mabel's voice.
Lillian entered the kitchen immediately embracing her aunt.
Her aunt held her tight, crying.
"My God, Lillian, I can't believe this. My poor baby, I just can't believe this,” Aunt Mabel repeated. Lillian continued to hold her, needing to feel the closeness, the comfort of her aunt's embrace. They parted but continued to hold hands as Aunt June offered everyone some coffee.
They all took a seat around the large wooden rectangle table, a family heirloom.
"Why didn't you call me sooner?” Aunt Mabel asked.
"I didn't want you up all night like the rest of us. Plus, last night, you had your date with Tony,” Lillian said with a smile. Aunt Mabel blushed a moment.
"So what. Tony and I have known one another for years. You're more important than anyone. Now tell me everything,” she demanded.
Lillian explained.
Twenty minutes later, Carla arrived to give moral support, as well.
Uncle Phil went off to his home office, leaving the ladies to talk while he checked in with Jimmy. He said he wanted to see how Michael was holding up.
* * * *"That's horrible, Jimmy. How the hell did Michael handle seeing that?” Uncle Phil asked as he listened to Jimmy update him.
"Like ice, Uncle Phil. Somehow, he made it through it. Now, he's on a rampage."
"Lillian's aunt is here as well as Carla."
"I'll come by later if I can. I'm sure Michael will be by soon. Be sure to have Carla and Aunt Mabel followed home by patrol cars. I don't think we should take any chances."
Uncle Phil agreed.
* * * *Lillian closed down the store today. The killer wasn't surprised. He could just imagine the fear they felt knowing how close he could get. His game of toying with Detective Fields would pay off. Fields appeared to be in love with Lillian. Any fool could see that, but he would make sure Fields wouldn't end up with her.
She's mine. She's meant to be with me.
Lillian was all he ever wanted and asked for in a wife. She even had the same tastes, the same interests. Her classy style, old-fashioned charm, his Victorian doll.
She showed that class and sophistication in the clothing she chose to wear to bed. What an enjoyable ritual to witness. Her most private secrets, her early morning customs, she shared only with herself. But not anymore. His viewing formed an even stronger bond between them.
He looked over the new garments, custom ordered just for his Lillian. He was certain the burgundy, see-through lace gown would be her favorite. It was his and she would wear it for him day and night. Together, they would live, love, only one another, in their own private, hidden world. He would take her to his special place, a secret location, only minutes from the bookstore. Fields would never find her again. Never touch her again.
They would be right under the detectives’ noses. None of them would figure it out. The killer laughed with assurance.
"Fools!"
He brought the expensive material to his lips, his nose. He inhaled deeply as he closed his eyes, imagining Lillian wearing the dress. He would take his time courting her. After all, time was on their side. He smiled wide.
No need to rush it. Every step was well planned, timed accordingly at his command.
Lillian would be madly in love with him, asking, pleading for his every touch.
He carefully placed the garment back into the box, then scanned the room.
Everything looked perfect. The house stood isolated from neighbors, forgotten about entirely. Most thought the place remained abandoned. The wooden pieces of plywood that covered each window gave that illusion. He thought of everything.
The Victorian furniture he collected over the past few months would bring them back into a time, a place no one could interrupt or disturb.
He chose an eclectic mix of styles, excessive in ornamentation, especially in the bedroom. Decorated rococo, the frivolous style. He loved the sound of the words as they rolled off his tongue. Only someone with exquisite taste, an appreciation of the era, could understand his obsession. Lillian was the only one.
He placed furniture everywhere, exactly as during the Victorian Era of 1837 until 1901. The furniture, overstuffed, around the living room, plump armchairs with button backs, easy chairs, ottoman's, pouffes, scattered around a room with large floral wallpaper.
Perfection.
He had stocked up on the necessary supplies from food to toiletries. They wouldn't have to live there for months. The thoughts made his heart beat faster. He smiled.
Lillian wanted to come to this town. She wanted to put the past behind her. They were meant to be together. He would help heal her, make things up to her, all the while staying right here in Stony Point.
He picked up an old photograph of Lillian, one he had admired mostly for her beauty but also for the scenery.
She looked happy sitting on a white bench in a rose garden, wearing one of her favorite vintage dresses. Lillian was his most beautiful lady. Soon, they would be together until the end of time.
* * * *Lillian spoke on the phone in Uncle Phil's home office. She had decided earlier today that she would call things off with Michael. This was not the time for an intimate relationship; for any relationship. Martin made it clear that anyone close to her would suffer. He had to know about Michael and there did not seem to be an alternative.
She loved Michael with all her heart, but his safety meant everything to her.
She could feel the weight of the last twenty-four hours on her slumped shoulders. Lillian hardly slept last night and her blood shot eyes were evidence along with spilling tears on a whim. She felt somewhat defeated and after contemplating numerous choices including leaving town, she opted to attempt at securing her future and her business.
Lillian immediately phoned Brian Gillson. Being an executive, with a huge publishing company, he hired high tech security firms for both corporate and personal protection. Brian had mentioned multiple times she should consider using the agency to redo her security system. He also said if she needed any extra security for any well-known authors, for premieres, that she should call him. The security company apparently offered personal protection, as well.
Lillian didn't want Michael playing bodyguard to her. She would die if anything happened to him. Look what happened to Mrs. Sampson. No way could she live with herself if she were to cause Michael harm.
Martin's voice, his words continued to echo in her mind. ‘Stay away from the detective or I will kill him.'
She swallowed hard as the tears filled her eyes.
* * * *"Oh, my God, Lillian, how long has this been going on?” Brian asked sincerely concerned for her safety.
"A couple of weeks. Obviously, I'm at my wits’ end. Can we meet tomorrow, talk about things? Maybe you can explain this whole security thing to me?” Lillian asked.
"No problem at all. Can we meet for lunch? Will you be safe?"
"I'm sure Michael's uncle will provide a patrol officer to accompany me. I need to investigate all my options.” Lillian glanced up to see Aunt Mabel standing in the doorway. She knew her aunt would not approve.
"I'll meet you at one."
"Thank you, Brian,” Lillian said before hanging up the phone.
"What are you doing, Lilly?” Aunt Mabel asked as she entered the office.
"I'm meeting Brian tomorrow for lunch."
"You're planning something. Why are you trying to push Michael away?"
Lillian rose from the chair.
She made her way toward her aunt.
"I love Michael with all my heart, that's why I need to do this. I need to protect him."
"You're going to try to break things off with him? Why? He loves you. You love him. He can protect you."
"But I can't protect him."
Lillian put her head down, the tears rolled down her cheeks. She sighed before she could look back into her aunt's eyes.
"Martin threatened to kill Michael. He's killed these other women. He's invaded my personal life, my home.... I ... I won't make it this time if Martin gets me. I'll die if something happens to Michael."
"Oh, Lilly, I know you're scared, dear, but Michael can protect you from Martin. I just know he can."
"No, he can't!” Lillian turned away. “Don't tell me how you understand my fear. No one could comprehend the fear I have.” I'm not discussing this with you or anyone else. I'm meeting Brian tomorrow, just exploring my options. I have every right to do so with or without Michael's permission. I have to break things off with him, Aunt Mabel. Can't you see this is my only option?"
"It's not your only option. You need as many people who love you as possible to be with you right now. You're not alone in this."
"I am alone in this!” Lillian yelled, she started to cry a little, then quickly calmed herself down. Aunt Mabel appeared shocked.
Lillian stood in front of her aunt, speaking softly, trying her hardest to keep control.
"Please understand what I'm telling you. Martin is crazy, he's lost it and he's after me. He threatened Michael's life. I'm taking that threat very seriously. I need to protect him.
Every day, every night now, I have to relive every second, every disgusting touch, every bit of pain that Martin inflicted on me. I have to deal with it. I have to live with it. I'm the one he's after again. Aunt Mabel, I won't survive this time. There's no way I'll make it if Martin were to...."
"Oh, Lillian—"
"But if I can protect Michael, keep him out of harm's way, off of Martin's mind, at least I'll know he's safe and that I didn't cause him to get injured. Please understand that I need to do this. Your lives are in jeopardy because of me"
"But Martin's not going to get you. Martin won't be able to touch you, Lilly, with Michael or the others around."
"Stop it, Aunt Mabel. Please just stop it. Michael and the others are not prepared for this. Look how sneaky Martin was. He broke into my home. I had what I thought was a great alarm system. I had security with the police around. Yet Martin got in. The decision is made. Michael and I are through. I'm meeting Brian tomorrow, end of story.” Lillian walked right into Uncle Phil.
She stopped. She could tell he wanted to hug her again, offer his advice, but she couldn't allow it.
"I heard everything, Lillian. I know you're scared."
Lillian sighed deeply, crossed her arms in front of her chest and refused to make eye contact with him.
"Michael won't budge that easily. He will be just as stubborn as you're being right now."
"If you don't mind, Uncle Phil, I'll stay here again tonight, but tomorrow, I'm going home. I'll work it all out by tomorrow."
"I can understand why you think this is the right thing to do, but I—"
"Please don't. Can I stay or not?"
Uncle Phil stared at Lillian a moment, as if knowing this was a fight his nephew and Lillian would have to work out for themselves.
"Of course you can stay.” Lillian began to walk away.
"Michael called, he's on his way. He expects you to leave with him tonight."
"I'm not leaving with him. You overheard the conversation. His safety is my number one priority, so prepare for the fight. I'm breaking things off with him. I'm taking him out of harm's way. I will be looking into some personal protection tomorrow. Michael, my aunt, you, Carla ... mean everything to me. I just can't chance it, Uncle Phil. End of story,” Lillian said as Aunt June joined the discussion.
"Thanks for letting me stay here one more night. I'm sorry about everything.” Lillian headed upstairs.
* * * *Aunt Mabel, Aunt June, and Uncle Phil walked toward the kitchen.
"Michael is not going to let her do this,” Aunt June stated as she prepared dinner.
"My niece is stubborn, but she's doing this because she's scared. More scared than I've ever seen her.” Aunt Mabel sighed.
"When she first arrived in town, after everything happened, she had a confidence about her. She received counseling, took self-defense courses, changed her name. She felt safe, knowing that Martin remained in prison. I remember the day of his release. Lillian, was a nervous wreck for days, worried that he'd seek revenge, come after her. She found out he had received counseling, rehabilitation, and hoped that it were true. We talked about the fear she had. She decided she would not live her life in fear. The time passed uneventful until a couple of weeks ago. She loves Michael. She's scared for his safety. That's why she's doing this,” Aunt Mabel stated to Phil and June as if trying to make them understand. The tears filled her eyes.
Aunt June patted her shoulder, consoling her.
"I can empathize with the decision she has made. She's scared, you're right about that. I can't help but think that she's making a mistake. Not that I'm not concerned about my nephew. I know Michael and unfortunately he has always lived on the edge, always placing his own life on the line for the good. But this is not some secret military mission, this is a police investigation and Michael is one of the best. I have all the confidence in his capabilities and I hope he can convince Lillian to trust him,” Uncle Phil stated.
"It has got to be hard to try and trust someone after experiencing such deep pain. I couldn't even imagine how Lillian must feel. I hope Michael can control his temper and find a way to protect Lillian and prove to her that she can trust him,” Aunt June added.
"Honey, you're talking about two very strong personalities. When he arrives ... it is not going to be a pretty sight,” Uncle Phil stated, then took a sip of his coffee.
* * * *Michael showed up at Uncle Phil's house around dinnertime.
The second he entered the kitchen, he could tell by their facial expressions that something was wrong.
"What's going on, where's Lilly?” he asked, his voice sounding tired, drained.
"There's been a change of plans, son. Lilly is staying here again tonight. She's meeting some friend of hers tomorrow about security."
"What security? What are you talking about? I'm her security. The police department and the sheriff's department are."
"She's scared son, but mostly, she's concerned about you and your safety. She's pushing you away. She doesn't want you involved."
"Where is she now?” At this point, Michael felt the heat reach his cheeks. He was ready to shake some sense into Lilly.
"I think you should calm down a bit before you try to talk things out,” Aunt June added.
"Where is she?” Michael demanded to know. When they didn't answer, he went searching upstairs.
"Calm your temper, son.” Uncle Phil yelled after him as Michael headed toward the living room, then up the staircase.
* * * *Lillian sat on the bed, writing out her schedule for the week. She figured if she were to get someone to protect her, they would want an exact daily routine to plan her protection better. She jumped as the bedroom door swung open.
Michael came barging in.
He appeared angry, red in the face. She could see the exhaustion as well as the anger. She caused both, but he would have to understand.
"What's this stupid idea you have about hiring your own personal security?” Michael yelled in a raspy, tired voice, with one hand resting on his hip next to his firearm and the other waving in the air.
"I'm not sure what I'm doing yet, Michael. I'm meeting a friend tomorrow to discuss options."
"No, you're not!” Michael snapped.
Lillian got up off the bed to stand by the dresser. He slammed the door closed.
"You can't tell me what to do. You can't control me,” she told him. It was exactly how she wanted things to play out. She would blame him for trying to control her, command her every move. He knew she feared that.
"I can tell you what to do, because I know what's best for you. Now is not the time to start going solo, Lillian. I'm your personal bodyguard from now on. You won't make a move without my, okay.” He pointed at her.
Lillian stood her ground. She wanted Michael safe, end of story.
"No!” She turned her back to him.
An instant later, she felt Michael abruptly turning her around by her shoulders.
"What's gotten into you? Why are you pushing me away? I want to help you, I want to protect you. Can't you see that? Martin wants you. He's been watching you, stalking you. Bringing some outsider into this right now is not going to help."
Lillian stared up at Michael as he held her shoulders tight. She had to do everything she could to not cry or embrace him or allow him to console her. She needed him to be angry with her so she could protect him.
"I'm meeting Brian Gillson tomorrow for lunch. He wants to help. He knows a lot of people. I made my decision. There's nothing you can say to change my mind."
Michael looked deep in thought for a second.
"Brian Gillson? You mean that guy whispering in your ear at the premier, the one who couldn't keep his hands off of you? Of course he wants to help you, he wants to—"
"Don't even say it, Michael. You need to leave. I'm tired. This conversation is over.” Lillian walked toward the bedroom door, opening it.
He stopped in front of her. She couldn't help but wonder if Michael knew what she was doing.
"Fine, you want it this way, you got it!” He left the room. She could hear him stomping down the stairs as she closed the bedroom door. Lillian began to cry.
* * * *Michael went downstairs where he met his uncle in the kitchen.
"I want you to call me the second you find out where she's meeting this guy."
"No problem, son. Who is this guy, anyway?"
"Someone she can't trust. Make sure you send a patrol officer with her."
"What about you?"
"I'll be there as well, without her knowing. Don't say a word to her.” Michael left the house.
* * * *The following afternoon Michael sat in an unmarked patrol car across the street from the restaurant. Lillian arrived with a patrol officer to meet Brian Gillson inside.
Michael watched as Gillson approached Lillian, gave her a kiss on the cheek, then a hug. She hadn't seemed to notice Michael's presence, nor the fact Brian let his hand gently glide across her ass. Michael had a clear, vivid view with the binoculars. He caught the slick move lots of guys used. It became obvious to Michael that Lillian hadn't had a clue what Brian's true intentions were.
* * * *"I'm so glad to see you, I've been worried sick since your call yesterday. Come sit down,” Brian told her leading her to a small table in the corner of the restaurant.
They spoke casually a few minutes while they ordered lunch, discussing the security company as they waited for their food to arrive. Brian moved closer to Lillian. She wondered if this were such a good idea after all. Brian liked her, but she knew it was more of a physical attraction. She tried to be polite as she nonchalantly moved her chair away from him.
"So I spoke with someone this morning about personal protection. Basically, there are various types of packages, let's say. It depends on how often you want them around, what their responsibilities are, how dangerous the situation is.” Brian paused to take a sip of his soda.
"Packages, huh? I'm not sure what to do. I guess I would be safe with the regular police around while I'm in the store. It's always pretty crowded. Maybe when I have to go out or when the evening comes, I'll have to improve my current security system, this guy got past the current one I really don't know what to do. Maybe this isn't such a great idea,” Lillian said as she brought her hand to her forehead in frustration.
Brian placed his hand over her other hand, then leaned forward.
"I could stay with you if that would help. Or, you could stay at my place. I have a good security system, top of the line, a guard at the gate. There are sensors around the property walls.” Brian stopped.
Lillian smiled as Brian apologized.
"I don't think any of that would work, Brian. I couldn't ask you to put yourself out like that. Besides the fact that things aren't exactly that bad,” she lied.
Their food arrived and they spoke more about the security.
"What about a security guard for day and night? Then you could at least sleep better, knowing you and your employees are safe? A private security company is going to provide better protection than just a patrol officer. These guards even carry weapons and receive intense training. Most of them are retired cops,” Brian added before he took a bite of his cheeseburger.
"There's a good possibility it might actually work. Aside from the fact that armed guards in a small bookstore in Stony Point would surely hurt business."
Brian smiled. “I suppose that would damper sales a bit."
"Excuse me, miss.” A young man approached the table carrying a two-way radio.
Lillian looked up at the young man. He couldn't have been more than sixteen.
He handed Lillian the radio.
"Some man asked me to give this to you. He said to lower the volume, then turn it on to listen.” Lillian looked around the restaurant, instantly worried.
"He also said to leave this. Keep it on the floor,” The kid added as he placed the large brown shopping bag on the ground.
* * * *Michael watched the scene unfold from across the street just as the patrol officer came closer to the table.
As the young man left the restaurant, Michael had another officer grab him.
Michael watched as Lillian did something to the radio.
* * * *She heard the static, then the words “I know your every move!"
Lillian heard a ringing. Suddenly, there was a small explosion. Everyone in the restaurant screamed, especially Lillian, as the bag on the floor beside her exploded, instantly filling the room with smoke.
The impact sent Lillian off the chair. She hit her head on the wall. Brian covered himself as others stared in shock.
* * * *The patrol officer jumped backward onto the floor. People were running out of the restaurant as the smoke thickened. The fire alarms blared. Across the street, Michael called for assistance. He had to get to Lillian. He prayed she wasn't injured. No one seemed to have any idea what had happened.
People were pushing through the exit doors while Michael attempted to get in. The seconds felt more like minutes as he finally pushed his way through, coughing at the smoke.
He could see Lillian lying on the floor. Brian sat wide-eyed in shock.
"You grab him. I'll get Miss Baxter. I think it was only a smoke bomb,” Michael yelled to the patrol officer as he pulled Lillian into his arms. Blood oozed from her temple. She was coughing from inhaling the smoke. Michael could hear the sirens in the distance. The firehouse was only a few blocks away. Some off-duty volunteer firemen entered the restaurant helping others out.
Michael brought Lillian across the street to the safety of his car just as Jimmy arrived on the scene.
Lillian sat speechless. She couldn't talk. Obviously, she was scared out of her mind.
"Lilly, are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?” Michael asked as Jimmy opened the first aid kit, placing some bandages over the cut on her forehead.
Lillian stared into Michael's eyes. It appeared she was in shock as her body began to shake.
One of the firemen came over along with a paramedic.
"Let us take a look at her, Detective. She may need to go to the hospital,” they told him.
Lillian's eyes rolled back revealing the white of her eyes as she passed out in the backseat of the car.
* * * *"What the hell happened?” Uncle Phil asked as he met Michael in the emergency room at the hospital.
Michael paced across the room consumed with worry. Why did Lillian have to be so damn stubborn? How the hell did Martin get away with this? What if something happened to her in there? He couldn't even get to her in time.
She looked so incredibly frightened and there wasn't a damn thing he could do about it. That Brian guy covered his own ass, never even seemed worried about Lillian.
"Lillian was at the restaurant with Brian Gillson. Some kid delivered a package along with a two-way radio. Apparently, a voice came over the radio saying ‘I know your every move.” There was a ringing sound right before the package exploded. So far, it appears to have been one of those shock bombs like the SWAT teams use in surprise attacks. Michael said the place lit up in white, there was a loud sound, then smoke everywhere. He couldn't get to her fast enough. He's freaking out right now,” Jimmy told Uncle Phil. Miller and Jacks were on their way down the hallway.
"Is she hurt?” Uncle Phil asked.
"She passed out. The paramedics said she went into shock, banged her head up a bit, but they said she's doing better. They'll probably release her after the doctor checks her out.
"I was afraid something like this might happen. Anyone else injured?"
"No, just Lillian. She sat right next to the bag. He planned it that way. You know this is going to do a number on Lillian's head,” Jimmy added before glancing toward the ER entrance. Miller and Jacks immediately joined the conversation.
"She's going to have to stay with Michael. There's no other choice,” Jimmy told them.
"Maybe this was enough to make her see that. Her reasons for meeting Brian today were to keep Michael out of the picture,” Uncle Phil stated.
"Why would she want to do that?” Jacks asked.
"Martin threatened to kill Michael if Lillian didn't stay away from him,” Uncle Phil told them.
* * * *"Detective Fields, you can go in to see her. Here are some sedatives to help keep her relaxed. She'll need them. Make sure she rests. She may feel a bit of a headache from the injury, but otherwise she'll be fine,” the doctor told Michael. He headed in to see her.
Michael opened the curtain as Lillian attempted to get her shoes on. He quickly grabbed her before she lost her balance.
* * * *Lillian felt dizzy, everything appeared hazy as if it were in a fog.
"Let me help you with that,” Michael said as Lillian looked up at him with a blank face. Her ears hurt. Although Michael was talking to her in a normal tone, she only heard it as a whisper.
She squinted her eyes. “What did you say!” she asked a little too loud. Michael repeated himself, telling her she was yelling. She couldn't think straight anyway, so she decided to stay quiet.
She hadn't spoken a word to anyone as Michael led her out of the emergency room.
She did everything she could to not cry in front of Uncle Phil, Jimmy, Jacks, and Miller. Thankful none of them pushed for a response from her, she stood silent.
Uncle Phil embraced her. The others did the same, one by one, offering consoling words, telling her they were doing their best to find Martin. Lillian forced a small smile just as one tear escaped her eye. She tried to wipe it away before anyone noticed, but she wasn't successful.
Michael held her around the waist, practically supporting all her weight as they waited for Jimmy to bring Michael's car to the back entrance. They were talking on their two-way radios. Everyone remained on the look out for Martin. Lillian felt as if she were in some kind of secret service movie, except she appeared to be the hunted.
The exhaustion set in. She couldn't sit up straight, so she opted to lay down in the backseat of Michael's car. She closed her eyes as Michael drove out of the back parking lot.
* * * *Lillian woke up in the middle of the night coughing, gasping for air as she held her ears with her hands. Everything echoed. Michael turned on the bedside table light.
Lillian pulled away from him still half asleep as she tried to get her bearings.
"It's all right, Lilly, you're safe. You're at my place. Everything is going to be all right.” Lillian slowly calmed herself down.
She laid her head back down on the pillow, covered her face with her hands. Crying, Michael laid his leg and hip across her, covering her body with his own. Lillian wrapped her arms around Michael's neck, then continued to cry.
"I'm sorry, Michael. It's all my fault ... someone could have been hurt or killed because of me."
"Don't cry, Lilly. It's not your fault. This whole situation is crazy. I know you're worried about my safety, but that all ends right now. You are under my protection from this moment on. No stubborn thoughts, you got it.” Lillian whispered ‘yes’ still holding onto Michael.
Lillian fell back to sleep. Michael held her in his arms through the night
* * * *Michael got out of bed, then got dressed before heading downstairs and waited for Jimmy to arrive.
Five minutes later, Jimmy was at his front door.
"So how is Lillian?” he asked.
"She's still sleeping. She only woke up once last night gasping for air, coughing. She feels terrible for what happened, blames herself."
"That's only natural for her to feel that way. That's what Martin wants her to think. She was probably reliving everything when she woke up coughing."
"Probably. I'm just glad she's here with me."
"When you can't be with her, we'll have to make her stay here with patrol cars out front. This would be the safest place for her."
"I know that. Do you want a cup of coffee?” Michael asked as they went into the kitchen. Jimmy accepted the cup. He sat down by the island on a wooden stool.
"So what did you get out of the kid? A description, anything?” Michael asked.
"Not much, except he made a hundred bucks. Martin was obviously wearing some sort of disguise. The kid said the guy had a beard, salt and pepper hair, wore sunglasses. He recalled the guy wearing dress pants with a blue button down shirt. No tattoos or distinguishing marks, but the kid said the guy was in good shape."
"How could he tell?"
"The kid's exact words were ‘He was pretty buff for an old man.’ That's what he said."
"That had to be Martin. Have you guys got any calls asking about Lillian?"
"No. We planted the story about some kids setting off a smoke bomb. The media ate it up. Luckily, no one in the restaurant noticed Lillian, the radio, or the package. The kid was warned that if he opened his mouth to anyone, he would be facing charges, sent to prison for interfering in a police investigation. I told him he could have gotten someone killed, still could if he were to talk. Jacks had a good time scaring the kid, as well. There is no way he's telling anyone,” Jimmy stated with confidence. Michael laughed.
"Well I'm going to try to keep Lillian here today. It was a good idea to close the bookstore, but she may give me a hard time. Try to keep me up to date with any new information."
"No problem, Mike,” Jimmy said as he patted him on the back.
"Did you eat breakfast yet?"
"With Carla this morning."
"You stayed at her place, huh?"
"Yeah, she's worried about the both of you."
"I'm sure she is. Maybe I'll call her, see if she can come by here to see Lillian. That might keep Lillian here for the day."
"I doubt that,” Lillian said as she entered the kitchen. She appeared showered, her hair still damp. She had dressed, looking like she wanted to leave for work.
"Morning, Lilly, how do you feel?” Jimmy asked as he kissed her on the cheek hello.
"Pretty good considering I have a constant humming in my ears. What are you two talking about?"
"Not much, just how we're both working right from here today,” Michael stated as he began to make some scrambled eggs for breakfast.
"I'm not working from here today. I never made it back to work yesterday, I can't not go in today,” Lillian insisted. Jimmy took Lillian's tone as a good sign to leave.
"I'll let you two work this out. Give me a call. Let me know how the day is going. I'll see ya, Lillian.” Jimmy left the house.
Lillian stood silently next to the counter with her back facing Michael. He asked her if she wanted some eggs. She nodded yes, she was starving.
He finished making the eggs, turned off the flame, then took the pan over toward the dishes. He began placing the eggs onto the dishes when he looked at Lillian. She hadn't moved from her spot. She appeared to be deep in thought.
Michael placed the pan back onto the stove. He wiped his hands, then pulled Lillian into an embrace. Lillian started to cry. Michael caressed her hair, her back, holding her tight against his body.
"Aunt Mabel will open up the store on Monday. It's closed today. Tomorrow is Sunday, so why not take advantage of a couple of days off? Let's stay here a while and if you feel up to it, I'll take you by after lunch to check on things, okay?” Michael whispered. Lillian nodded yes.
She looked up toward Michael as he gently placed his hand under her chin. He was silent a moment.
"I love you so much. You scared me yesterday, do you know that?” More tears ran down her cheeks. She didn't speak, instead nodded again.
Michael kissed her softly, pulling her closer against him.
"We're a team, remember? Now let's start acting like one. Come eat some breakfast while I get you a cup of coffee."
Lillian smiled, took a seat by the island, picked up a napkin to wipe her eyes.
* * * *Michael and Lillian remained at his house all day. Lillian explained to Aunt Mabel, Justin, as well as Kelly when they met at Michael's house everything that happened. They were all concerned for Lillian. The recent chain of events was frightening and she wanted to ensure her employees they were safe.
After they left, Lillian and Michael continued to work out of his office. She had tried to reach Brian Gillson several times without success. It became obvious that he purposely wouldn't return her calls.
She caught up with some paperwork, then her phone messages.
* * * *Michael spoke to Jimmy several times, glad Lillian hadn't asked him about the DVD or what was on it. He had been avoiding that conversation on purpose.
Detectives Jack and Miller tried to question everyone who was at the restaurant to see if anyone else saw the old man. After canvassing the neighborhood around the restaurant, no one had remembered anything.
By dinnertime, Michael was tired. It appeared Lillian was getting used to her new residence. She sat, legs crossed, on the couch in the office.
She glanced up at him.
Michael wondered if he looked as exhausted as he felt. He had been on the phone, and his computer constantly. His eyes were tired, he couldn't wait to hit the pillow. He needed sleep, so did Lillian. The black circles under their eyes told all.
He reached a hand out to her and Lillian smiled as she placed her hand onto his.
They made their way through the house. Michael checked the security system after checking in with the patrol officer stationed outside.
Holding hands, they made their way up the stairs and through the hallway. Lillian held Michael's arm against her side and leaned her head against his upper arm.
Michael released her hand to retrieve some towels from the linen closet. It had become part of their nightly routine.
They showered before heading to bed.
Michael could see Lillian checked his body out in the mirror as he emerged from the bathroom. He stood in front of the mirror, combing his hair, wearing a pair of navy blue boxer shorts as she tried to focus on brushing her hair. He made his way toward her.
Michael looked at Lillian as she stood by the mirror brushing her long black hair. She wore one of her vintage negligees, like the negligee from the DVD. The fact he had the instant thought, upset him. He knew it wasn't the one from the video, but the idea that everyone in the room saw Lillian, plus Martin had been watching her for days, deeply angered him. That anger felt enormous. He looked at Lillian. There was sadness in her eyes.
"What's wrong?” she asked. Of course he couldn't tell her.
"Nothing. You look beautiful."
He approached her. She smiled before she put the brush back down onto the dresser.
His arms were already around her waist, pulling her against him.
He hugged her close, inhaling her perfume, loving the scent of rose petals. His hand held the back of her head as she laid her cheek against his bare chest.
Michael rubbed her back, letting his strong fingers get caught in the lace garment. He moved the material off her shoulder and kissed the small, round bone protruding from her shoulder.
She looked into Michael's eyes just as his mouth covered hers.
He held her neck, her chin in his hands, noting her fragile, delicate skin, her size, shape, weight. He couldn't help but worry. She wouldn't have a chance if Martin got a hold of her.
In Michael's mind, images of the previous crime scenes, the victims, and the way they suffered, filled his head.
The monster responsible remained on the hunt for Lillian. She needed protection.
They parted lips, staring into one another's eyes.
Michael glanced over the mounds of flesh that held the garment in place. He wanted to focus on Lillian's body, the deep love he felt for her, instead of the visions of horror, and death.
Lillian rubbed her hand against Michael's arm gliding it down his leg. The lingerie instantly fell to the floor. Michael picked her up into his arms while she wrapped her legs around his waist as they continued to kiss.
A moment later, he lay on top of her on the bed, touching, caressing every part of her, preparing for copulation.
Lillian closed her eyes revealing her need for Michael to take her away from this place, her mind, body, and soul. He did just that as he slowly, expertly entered her. They moaned simultaneously. Feelings of relief consumed her.
Michael held Lillian's hands above her head as they stared into one another's eyes during the slow, deep, rhythmic movement—as if they never made love before or with such deep love or affection than right now, at this very moment.
Their lovemaking meant more than just lust or desire. Together like this, they were complete. They were one. The bond they formed would never be broken. Michael knew his eyes revealed the same emotion.
Their gazes remained locked the whole time. He leaned down, kissing her lips in between thrusts. They remained in a trance, a spell as old as time itself, until their ritual was complete.
Michael laid his face against Lillian's neck, kissing her softly, pulling her against him as he rolled onto his back. Lillian draped her arm across Michael's waist, getting comfortable as she laid her head against his skin. They were content, at peace, staying silent as they fell asleep together as one.
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Chapter 13At 4:00 a.m. Michael awoke suddenly from a terrifying dream. The instant he did, he realized Lillian wasn't in bed. She wasn't in the room. Panic struck.
He threw on his jeans, grabbed his gun and cell phone as he ran down the stairs. He halted as soon as he saw the figure in the corner on the living room floor. He would have missed her completely if it weren't for the moonlight that highlighted the sequences of the pillows scattered on the beige rug.
Lillian looked like a small child, huddled in the corner, knees to her chest, crying. His heart broke as he went to her.
"Lilly baby, are you all right? What are you doing down here? You scared me,” he whispered.
Lillian tried to dry her eyes.
"I'm sorry. I stayed away from the window just in case."
He sat down on the floor next to her.
"You don't have to be scared. I told you I would protect you."
Lillian smiled as she reached to touch Michael's cheek.
"I know that, Michael. I just couldn't sleep. I keep thinking about the DVD, that it may contain some evidence. I know you looked at it. Why haven't you told me about it, Michael?"
Michael swallowed hard, then sighed. He wasn't expecting to have this conversation in the middle of the night.
"It doesn't matter.” He reached for her, touching a lock of her hair.
Lillian turned away.
"No, Michael, you're not doing this to me. No way! I have every right to know what Martin is up to. I didn't have to tell you about the package."
"You wouldn't have held that information back. You respect the law."
Lillian rose from the floor. Michael did the same.
"I don't respect everything about the law. I respect you, Jimmy, the other detectives. That's the only reason. The law allowed a man like Martin to nearly kill me. The law let him go free after a shorter sentence, obviously nonsense counseling. No, Michael, I have little respect for the law."
Lillian turned away from him, crossed her arms in front of her chest.
Michael knew she had every right to be angry. He felt that anger, as well.
"The tape is worse than the letter he wrote you, Lilly. Let me leave it at that."
Lillian turned back to face him.
"No, you can't leave it at that. What's on it?"
"Lilly, why are you doing this? Can't you just leave it alone? If I'm telling you the tape is worse than the letter—"
"I'm on there, aren't I? He was recording me in my home. That's why there were all those cameras. How long, Michael? How long?"
Michael explained.
* * * *Lillian covered her mouth with her hand as she began to cry again. Instantly, he pulled her into his arms.
"Who watched the tape?"
Laying her head against Michael's chest, she heard and felt the hesitation in Michael's voice as he inhaled a breath before answering.
"The detectives, Jimmy, only those investigating saw the tape?” She cried harder against Michael's chest. He apparently wanted to console her, make her understand police procedure and the necessity for the investigators to view the evidence.
"Only a few people were there, honey, Jimmy fast forwarded a lot. The ending turned out to be way more then any of us anticipated. It was horrific, but we did manage to get some information from the DVD."
"What kind of information?"
"Hopefully the kind that will help us track down Martin, find the crime scene, the victim who appeared on the tape. Then we can put an end to all of this."
"He recorded himself murdering someone?"
"Honey, don't,” Michael warned her firmly.
Lillian remained silent. She was deep in thought.
He waited a few moments before speaking. “What is it, baby?” He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear.
"I just can't believe Martin is doing all of this."
* * * *Michael felt the anger and the tightness in his chest. Again Lillian appeared to be defending the monster. He just couldn't comprehend her way of thinking. His anger at her resistance to the facts and what all the evidence thus far, pointed to, made him question her integrity. Could she possibly still have feelings for Martin Crane, the man who nearly killed her?
Michael held her by the shoulders, placed some space between their bodies as he looked down into her eyes.
"Damn it, Lillian! What other proof do you need!” he yelled, abruptly releasing her shoulders, then turned away before he made matters worse.
He stood in the darkness, wearing blue jeans, his gun, and phone on his hip. He ran down the stairs in a panic so worried about her. Now, he was angry with her again, with her inability to see the intensity of the danger that remained, the evidence that continued to pile up against Martin. He and the detectives were still keeping an opened mind, but the forensic evidence found at the other crime scenes belonged to Martin Crane.
Michael turned toward Lillian.
"Look what he did to you, never mind what he's done to these women. I saw the video. He's out of control. He's sick. Yet you're standing here practically defending him!"
"I'm not defending him, Michael. I'm just shocked, all right? I'm trying my hardest to make sense of this. Don't you dare even think I would defend that man in any way. You have no right to pass judgment."
Michael stared at Lillian. She started to walk out of the room, still filled with anger. Michael stopped her, held her by her upper arm.
Their gazes locked, neither said a word, but the intensity, the powerful connection between them filled the room.
Releasing her arm, he gently took a handful of her negligee in his hand to pull her toward him.
"How the hell did we wind up fighting?” he asked still holding the fistful of material as he wrapped his arms around Lillian's waist.
"I think you started it,” she teased.
He smirked. “Well it's over now. Before the sun comes up, I think we have some business to take care of."
Swiftly, Michael lifted Lillian in the air, carrying her back upstairs to bed.
* * * *The phone rang awaking them from their sound sleep. It was 8:00 a.m. Back to realty.
"Hey, Mike, it's Troy. We got some good news on Mrs. Sampson."
"Great. How is she doing?"
"The doctors released Eleanor from the general hospital, placing her into a rehabilitation hospital. We've arranged for around the clock security for her. Hopefully, as her speech improves, we can get more information."
"That is really great news. From what you've told me, she sounds like a really strong woman, a good person. I'm sure she'll pull through."
"I hope so."
Michael could tell that Troy was concerned for Mrs. Sampson's safety. The security measures taken were necessary.
"I got some other news. Late last night, we received a call from a friend of Martin's who said Martin called him in need of some money, and a place to stay. The informant told Jacks that Martin said he was in trouble. He told his friend he was on the run, headed out of the area as soon as the heat cooled down.
The informant Mathew, told my partner that Martin said he'd call tomorrow to set up a meeting time. Martin threatened to kill Mathew if he called the cops."
"So where is this meeting supposed to take place?” Michael asked Jacks as Lillian arose from the bed. Michael watched her intently as she crossed the bedroom and headed towards the bathroom.
"We'll find out when Martin calls Mathew. There's just one thing that's bothering me about all this. It's the way Mathew said Martin sounded."
"What do you mean?” Michael asked.
"In the video, also in the letter, Martin acted in control, obviously from his ability to set up the cameras in Lillian's apartment, and evade capture. He doesn't seem to need much help. Why suddenly would he be in a panic or in need of Mathew's help?"
Michael thought about it for a moment.
"The heat is on just like he told Mathew. We have Lillian guarded. Maybe he's feeling the heat, losing confidence ... I don't know. Either way, until he's in custody, until we're sure he's connected, Lillian is under twenty-four-hour watch."
"How is she handling things, Michael?"
"As well as can be expected. She's having a hard time believing Martin is capable of all this."
"That's got to be tough. Did you tell her about the video?"
"Yeah, she gave me no choice, but that seemed to clarify things a bit. Her safety is the most important thing. Martin Crane will never ever get his hands on her again."
"We'll all make sure of that. I'll touch base with you later. As soon as we hear anything new, I'll call you,” Jacks said before he hung up the phone.
Michael thought about Troy and Willy. It was funny how relationships form between cops when they're working a case. Fortunately, all those involved wanted to work together, so they got along great.
Michael never had any problems with any fellow detective in his investigative career. It didn't matter where the investigators came from, what jurisdiction, state, department, or agency. There seemed to be an unwritten code of ethics or rules in homicide investigation. When a case needed solving, they pulled together, joined forces, combined their training and expertise to solve the crime. This case was no different.
"Michael.” Lillian yelled seductively from the bathroom. Michael smiled as he got out of bed, crossed the room and joined her in the shower.
After breakfast, Lillian would be spending her Sunday off with him and Carla.
* * * *Rockland County Sheriff's Department B.C.I. Unit
"So what do we got so far on the crime scene location?” Miller asked Brian, one of the technicians.
Jimmy and Jacks had been there for a while and began to update Miller.
They sat in a small room dissecting the video. The images were brought up onto a large screen for their viewing. Brian, a B.C.I. investigator and expert technician, focused on analyzing one particular scene. With their high tech video equipment, he was able to zoom in, magnify, and clear an image otherwise appearing blurry and shadowed.
"This is impressive. You were able to clear up this one scene from the video, even zoom in past the window and darkness?” Detective Miller asked.
"Yes, sir. With this type of equipment, I can clear up areas on a video that would otherwise be bypassed by the naked eye and assumed unclear. I can highlight, magnify, brighten, the entire recorded video, so that I can view everything."
"This system is amazing. Just last week, the Spring Valley P.D. had that hit and run during a summer concert event. A camera crew was on the scene. Their video camera technician was able to record the vehicle leave the scene of the crime. It was practically pitch black, we couldn't make out the vehicle or the license plate until we entered the info into this system. Within the hour, we had a clear view of the license plate, the make of the car, and an arrest followed. Here we go. This is what I wanted to show you."
"Looks like an apartment of some kind. Brick on the walls, Nyack? I've been in a bunch of apartment buildings down there. They all use a lot of brick inside. That's if the crime scene is in the county,” Jimmy stated.
"Well, Jimmy, I think Nyack is the place. Look at this,” Brian said as he focused on the window first. There was a sign on the building across the street. Brian zoomed in closer, brightened up the scene revealing what appeared to be an abandoned building and a ‘For Sale' sign. The address below the sign stated, Nyack.
"That's awesome, now lets locate the building. Can you figure out what floor this one's on?” Miller asked.
"Third floor,” Brian stated, then they figured out the location.
"Brian, you keep searching that video. There has to be more clues somewhere. He can't be this perfect,” Jimmy added as he patted Brian on the shoulders. The B.C.I. Unit had numerous well-trained detectives working day and night to track down Martin Crane.
Jimmy walked into the hallway, toward the fingerprinting lab. The BCI Unit, armed with lots of high tech equipment, was exactly what they would need to find their suspect. Right now, that equipment just helped locate the crime scene. A few minutes later, the detectives were grabbing their gear and heading to the location. Jimmy took out his cell phone.
* * * *Michael and Lillian were sitting in the living room when the phone rang.
"Yeah, partner, it's me. We've got a location on the crime scene. I'm headed over with Miller and Jacks. Do you want to come along, maybe get Uncle Phil to cover for you?"
"I'll call him. Give me the location. I'll meet you there as soon as I can.” Michael jotted down the address, hung up the phone, and immediately called his uncle Phil to come stay with Lillian.
"They think they found the crime scene location, honey. I need to go, but my uncle will be here in ten minutes to stay with you."
He pulled Lillian into his arms. “I love you. I'll be back as soon as I can."
"I love you, too. Please be careful."
He went upstairs to get ready.
Michael waited with Lillian until Uncle Phil arrived.
* * * *Michael arrived on the scene in his SUV. He pulled the vehicle alongside the curb directly in front of the yellow police tape. A small crowd had gathered, the B.C.I. unit truck was already on the scene, confirming he was in the right place. He could practically feel the adrenaline pumping through his veins. He had a gut feeling this crime scene would uncover more clues about their killer. In the back of his mind, he prayed Martin Crane screwed up somewhere along the way. Michael would remain at the scene, being sure to tear the place from top to bottom and find something concrete to help the case. He wouldn't be the only one.
To Michael, there was nothing like the feeling of solving a crime, never mind a homicide. This one was personal and he had plenty of good men on the case assisting. If there were evidence left at this location, together, they would find it.
He took out his badge, but it wasn't necessary. The deputies recognized him immediately. A few said hello as he made his way inside.
The apartment building currently under construction stood next to another apartment building recently put up for sale. He passed a few deputies in the hallway. Deputy Ron Travis had the job of logging in everyone who entered the crime scene. Presently, Jimmy, Jacks, Miller, two other guys from B.C.I., and now Michael were inside the apartment.
"I'll sign you in, sir."
"Thanks, Ron,” Michael said as he walked into the apartment.
He entered the front room, noticing it appeared spotless and contained very little furniture. Along with his first view came the smell in the air, a combination of death and bleach. He recognized it immediately.
"Hey, Michael, we're back here,” Jimmy yelled from a room down a short sage, green-carpeted hallway.
Michael entered the room, the intense odor hitting his nostrils hard. No matter how many times he was confronted with it, he would never get used to the smell. Putrid and pungent. The forensics technicians from B.C.I. were already gathering evidence.
Upon his initial glance of the body, Michael knew identifying the woman would be difficult. They needed to be sure the victim was Carrie Ramón, a restaurant manager reported missing from Saddle River, New Jersey, a week ago.
Michael recalled a picture of the girl sent to the sheriff's department by the State Police. This looked nothing like her.
"The freaking rage this guy has is incredible. The victim has numerous broken bones all of which occurred recently,” Jimmy informed Michael as he stood next to Detective Jacks. Detective Miller remained beside another technician collecting paper scraps found under an art desk.
"What about the cause of death?” Michael asked noting the position of the body. Bruise marks all over the inner thighs, the abdomen, and other injuries indicated she'd been raped and tortured.
"The son of a bitch slit her throat,” Jacks stated.
"Detective Jacks!” Gary, another technician called to them from the bedroom.
"I think you guys need to see this,” Gary stated. Jimmy, Michael, Jacks, and Miller followed.
They walked into another bedroom. The blinds were closed, the bed a mess, and the closet door ajar.
"This guy left a message.” Michael took the first look.
Inside the closet stood a large board with pictures of female victims from the previous homicides along with pieces of them attached by tacks underneath.
Lillian's picture, an eight by ten, hung in the center with a large red circle drawn around it. One picture remained missing.
To the side of the pictures, Michael noticed a sign in red letters. It was addressed to St Michael, the Archangel.
Michael read the words.
"THIS TIME THE POWERS OF HELL WILL TRIUMPH."
"Don't touch anything. I don't want anything contaminated. Take your time,” Michael stated as the others took a look.
The detectives met out in the hallway.
"Who could the missing picture be of?” Miller asked.
"Another victim we have yet to know about,” Jimmy suggested.
"You guys have Mrs. Sampson well guarded, right?” Michael asked.
Jacks pulled out his cell phone to confirm.
A minute later, her safety was verified.
"St. Michael is the patron saint of cops, right?” Jacks stated.
"Exactly! He's mocking us, challenging us. Especially me,” Michael replied.
"What does he mean this time the powers of hell will triumph?” Gary asked.
"The name Michael means ‘Who is like God.’ That was the war cry of the good angels in the battle fought in heaven against Satan and his followers. Michael is described as one of the chief ‘princes.’ The leader of the forces of heaven that triumphed over the powers of hell. Michael, the archangel, is considered the angel above all others,” Michael explained as everyone listened.
"So this sick fuck thinks he's Satan?” Gary asked.
"Or more powerful,” Jacks added. Jimmy shook his head in disbelief.
"I think I found something.” Miller knelt down by the art desk.
Michael joined him as well as one of the technicians. “What do you got?"
"Look at this, there's one small drop of dry blood on the side of the desk.” Miller pointed it out. Jacks and Michael looked for the blood.
"How the hell did you see that?” Jacks asked smiling.
"Trained eye, my man. Trained eye. I bet this son of a bitch had a paper cut or something while he diligently made us that lovely collage,” Miller stated sounding smug.
The technician opened up a small test tube, and a scraping device and went to work. He gathered the blood to be tested at the lab, then began to test for the presence of blood on the art desk. He first rubbed a cotton swab moistened with saline solution on the suspected bloodstain, added some hydrogen peroxide, then waited. Moments later, the swab turned red, indicating the presence of blood.
Let's keep looking. This guy is starting to mess up. We need as much concrete evidence as possible. I want him to get the death penalty,” Jacks stated.
"Let's go through this place with a fine-tooth comb. There has to be some other clue,” Miller added as they continued to look around.
"Who's with Lillian, Michael?” Willy asked, his concern apparent in his voice.
"My uncle and half the Stony Point Police Department,” Michael stated confidently.
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Chapter 14Monday morning Michael drove Lillian back home. Carla, Aunt Mabel, and Aunt June helped to clean up the place, especially Lillian's apartment.
From the moment she walked through the front door of Lillian's Love, she had an uneasy feeling. She tried to hold it inside but her facial expression gave away her emotion.
"Lilly, are you all right? What's wrong?” Michael asked. Lillian turned toward him.
"I'll be fine. You go ahead."
Michael hugged Lillian goodbye and gave her a kiss. “I'll call you in a little while."
A few hours later, Lillian's Love remained crowded with people both regulars as well as first timers. Many people asked what happened on Saturday. Aunt Mabel came up with the story of a break in. It wasn't entirely a lie and people were outraged.
When Lillian finally retreated to her office, she leaned back into her chair closing her eyes. She embraced the silence, the moment of peacefulness, then she realized the chaos of the day had slightly blocked the reality of what was going on in her life.
Martin Crane, the biggest mistake of her life, now jeopardized everything she had worked hard to achieve.
She recalled the way he used her own words against her. The numerous ways he messed with her head, her self-confidence, making her believe she was to blame for the abuse. Typical of an abuser, his technique was sugar coated with warm kisses, material items she could never afford on her old, menial job's salary. She fell for the bait, the lies, the love story happy ending, because she was weak.
Lillian felt tired. Tired of the fear, the unsettling feeling she got as she entered her store and her own creation. She was tired of running scared, letting Martin control her daily activities and every move she made.
In a state of exhaustion, she wanted to quit. She wanted to sneak out to her car, drive somewhere hoping that Martin followed and scream at the top of her lungs, “I Give Up!” until he showed up, ended her life, her misery, and the pain.
She shook her head in disbelief at her mind's state. What about Michael?
Michael became her protector, her strength, her hope that life would be better than it was right now. But the what ifs kept entering her mind.
What if Michael became controlling? In some ways, he was controlling her already. Making demands, changing her views on life. Again, it seemed as if she were headed down a similar path as before. Michael wasn't some kind of maniac, a psycho killer with demented ideas about his love for her. But he was a man. A man who wanted to make decisions for his woman, his mate. The thought of feeling out of control, pushed, and directed scared her.
She never felt more confused in her life.
Suddenly, the phone on her desk began to ring.
Michael had called three different times to check up on her. She hadn't had a chance to call him back. It had to be him on the phone.
She was wrong. Instead, she received a very exciting call. Elated, she wrote down the information, accepted the engagement, already planning the event, and festivities in her head. By the time she hung up the phone, she no longer felt out of control or down. One simple phone call, one independent decision, and her life seemed to be taking a turn in a more positive direction.
She opened her office door, found Justin heading toward Kelly at the front register. Lillian immediately followed.
There were no customers around, so she shared the news.
"Guess who I just got off the phone with?” Lillian asked excitedly.
"Who?” Justin asked.
"The promo people for Liz Babcock. Miss Babcock's book, Traditions is due out tomorrow. The bookstore that had been organizing a premier for her backed out at the last minute. They were trying to get extra money from Miss Babcock's people. Anyway, they want to have the premiere here, next weekend."
"What? How the hell are we going to pull that off?” Kelly asked. Justin looked just as concerned.
"We can do this no problem. Plus her promo people want to cater the whole thing. Do a patriotic theme—barbeque, beer, the whole nine yards. They're even going to supply the servers, and the staff to assist us. I'll work out everything when Mr. Ludwick calls. He's Liz Babcock's agent."
"Oh, my God! I can't believe Liz Babcock is going to be here. What about attendants? How many people are we talking?” Justin asked.
"A lot! They want to set up a large tent in the backyard, surround sound speaker system for when Miss Babcock talks, a band, other entertainment. It's like they're renting our store, our property. The benefits to us will be enormous. I'm so excited!” Lillian stated just as Aunt Mabel arrived. They filled her in. Kelly and Justin went back to work as Lillian headed back to her office. She had a million things to do.
After a few minutes at work, Lillian heard the knock on her office door. Looking up a second, she saw Aunt Mabel enter.
"Hey, what's going on?” Lillian asked as she continued to write on the white pad of paper in front of her. The list for the party grew longer by the second.
"Are you sure about doing this premiere here with everything that's going on?” Aunt Mabel asked.
Lillian had already thought of that. This was her future, her whole life on a string of failure or success. An opportunity like this one took place in fairy tales.
"Yes, I have. That son of a bitch is not going to get away with this. I have a business I need to run, a life that I'll fight for if necessary, and this is an opportunity of a lifetime."
"But, Lillian, your life is in jeopardy. What will Michael say about this? You should have checked with him first, before accepting."
"I don't need Michael's permission for this. If I pass this up, another small bookstore will get it. My reputation will be ruined, my life, everything I've worked for over in a flash. I can't take that kind of chance. Besides, I'm planning on asking Uncle Phil if he could place a few extra uniformed officers around Lillian's Love the day of the premiere. I have so much to do,” Lillian stated.
Aunt Mabel looked at Lillian as if she were making a huge mistake. Lillian knew she needed to do this. The consequences of saying no were disastrous. The book business, for everyone involved, remained competitive. Never mind the fact she owned an independent bookstore, not some franchise. Martin would not prevail. She'd rather die.
* * * *Thirty minutes before closing time Michael showed up just as the three uniformed officers were checking out the bookstore making sure everything remained locked and secure. Lillian sat in her office working, even after Aunt Mabel, Kelly, and Justin locked up.
"Hey, gorgeous, are you planning on working all night?” he asked as he leaned against the doorframe. She appeared absorbed in her work, which Michael found incredibly attractive. With her long black hair pulled up in the back of her head, secured by a pencil with cascading strands clinging against her neck, she looked amazing. She appeared surprised to see him there as she looked at the clock on the wall. 9:20 p.m.
"I can't believe what time it is. Have you been here long?” She began organizing papers, straightening up things and putting them away. “I've been here a while. I heard you've been locked up in here since lunch time."
"I have a lot to do. Did you hear the news?"
She turned off the small old-fashioned lamp that sat on her desk.
"What news?” Michael asked as he watched Lillian prepare to leave. She pulled the pencil from her hair. The ebony locks scattered over her shoulders, down her back. She ran her fingers through her hair, then continued to rush around the office, grabbing her briefcase and some files.
"We've been asked to do a last minute premiere here next weekend for Liz Babcock. She's a very famous, well respected author."
"Here? Next week?"
"Yes, isn't it so exciting? I have so much planning, organizing to do. You have no idea how huge this is,” Lillian said as she met Michael by the office door.
He could hear the excitement in her voice. He cringed thinking that now was not the time for such an event. He took her arm to stop her from walking out of the office.
Their gazes locked.
"I don't think this is a good idea. Martin's out there. A party this big and he can get lost in the crowd, wear a disguise, so no one will recognize him. No, Lilly, you're not having a premiere here. Not now!” he told her.
Lillian locked the door but didn't say a word. Michael walked with her as they turned off the last few lights, armed the security system, and locked the front door.
Lillian sat inside his truck when she finally spoke.
"Michael, I am having this premiere next weekend whether you think it's a good idea or not. I've worked too damn hard to put my life back together, start this business, bringing it to where it is today. This event could put Lillian's Love on the map, take it to new heights, new levels I could only dream of.
"Martin Crane tried to take my life once, he's not going to get away with it again. If he wants to come to the premiere, let him come. You'll be there. I'm sure Jacks and Miller will be there as well as whatever amount of undercover guys you want. This could work for both of us."
This time it was Michael who remained silent as he turned down the side street right before the avenue that led into his development. He noted the unmarked police car and a patrol car outside the house.
"I'm trying to understand how you're thinking right now, dealing with all of this. Really, I am, and I don't like this idea at all. But I'm not the only one with the authority to make such a decision. I would first need to discuss it with the others. If they think it's too risky, I'm sorry, baby, you'll have to cancel.” Michael looked at her. He could see the tears in her eyes surface. He hated to see her cry, hated to know she was hurting. He never wanted to be the cause of either.
He pulled into the driveway as Jacks and Miller got out of the unmarked police car.
They all met in front of Michael's SUV.
"Hey, Lillian, how are you?” Jacks asked as he gave her a kiss on the cheek, tapping the side of her arm. Miller did the same.
"Pretty good. What brings you guys around here? Have you eaten lately? We're going to scrounge something up inside.” Lillian asked.
"We were in the neighborhood and not in a while. We were gonna grab something before we head back to the hotel,” Miller told her.
"Well, we haven't eaten, either. I got caught up in some work at the bookstore that we'll fill you in on. I'll throw some food together for all of us while you three discuss why you're really in the neighborhood.” Lillian headed toward the front door. The three men followed.
Lillian defrosted a London broil and some hero rolls she had tossed in the freezer a few nights ago. She got out a frying pan, an onion to sauté with some butter and took steak seasoning out of the cupboard. She planned to make cheese steak sandwiches with home fries.
The three detectives spoke in the living room while Lillian cooked.
"So we get a call from Mathew an hour ago, saying that Martin called him. He claims to be in New Jersey. Martin told his friend that he knew he spoke to the police, that he was pissed off for him doing that, and he hung up the phone,” Miller told Michael.
"Do you think he's really there?” Michael asked.
"That's the tricky part because thirty minutes ago, we got a call from the Spring Valley P.D. that an officer investigating a traffic accident saw a guy matching Martin's description walk by the accident scene and get on a bus. The officer called it in immediately. They located the bus, searched it, and found no sign of Martin. The officer swears it was him,” Miller told him.
"We've got to try to wean this guy out. Set something up with a decoy or something. We were thinking about trying to find a female officer who could pass for Lillian,” Jacks began to say when Lillian entered the living room.
"My plan would be even better. Why use a decoy when you could use the real thing."
"Lillian, I told you I don't like the idea at all. It's too dangerous,” Michael began to say.
Lillian told everyone the sandwiches were ready, so they went into the kitchen.
"This is fantastic, Lillian. Thanks,” Jacks told her. Both Miller and Michael added similar comments.
"So what's this idea of yours that Michael's not too keen on?” Miller asked, taking a slug from a can of beer.
"I've been asked last minute to do a book premiere at Lillian's Love next weekend. The publicity people for a best selling author Liz Babcock."
"Liz Babcock who wrote Surrender?” Miller asked. Jacks looked at him kind of funny.
"My wife loves her work. She even traveled to California one time to see her in person, to get a book autographed,” Miller added.
The guys seemed to be satisfied with his answer.
"Well, you can see how huge this is. Anyway, there'll be a lot of people and this is the opportunity of a lifetime for me. I figured if you guys are there along with as many undercover officers you think necessary, maybe we could get Martin to show up."
"The problem is trying to control security and keep a close eye on you when you're doing your hostess thing. He could show up in a disguise...."
"You would be by me or at least near me at all times, Michael."
"It could work. Or he could not show up at all, really be hiding out in Jersey as suspected,” Miller began to say before Jacks interrupted.
"It could work really well especially if he's in the area. But, Lillian, your safety is the most important thing. No heroics!” he warned her.
Lillian smiled. She would be able to have the premiere next weekend plus possibly help catch Martin Crane.
Michael didn't hide his annoyance, but he didn't argue, either.
Around eleven in the evening, Jacks and Miller headed out and Michael set the alarm.
* * * *Lillian felt tired yet full of energy as she made her way upstairs with Michael. He hadn't spoken a word to her. She knew he was angry.
When they entered the bedroom, Michael completed his end of the day routine by placing his nine-millimeter in the top dresser drawer along with his badge. He proceeded to get undressed, never saying a word as he went into the bathroom to take a shower.
Lillian couldn't help but feel bad. She didn't want to hurt his feelings, she didn't want to feel controlled. That was exactly how Michael made her feel.
She got undressed, wrapped a towel around her body, then walked into the bathroom taking notice of Michael's body structure and muscle tone. Even though she could see the steam from the hot shower he took, it didn't seem to loosen the muscles in his neck or shoulders. That made it obvious to Lillian, as did Michael's facial expression, that he remained angry.
Lillian stood by the shower looking at him while the water sprayed against his chest.
"Are you angry with me, Michael?” she asked him softly, wondering for a moment if he would ignore her.
"I told you I didn't think it was a good idea, that I wanted to talk to you about it first."
"But Willy and Troy brought up the idea of a decoy, so it made sense to me to bring up the premiere."
"Oh, of course it made sense to you. You weren't going to listen to a word I had to say about it. You were too busy selling the idea of the premiere to them, batting those eyelashes to get your way."
"Whoa ... I wasn't batting my eyelashes!” Lillian placed her hands on her hips.
Michael looked away from her and exhaled.
"I wasn't, Michael. There's no need to be jealous. I want this over. Maybe the premiere will help."
The towel around her waist loosened and fell to the floor.
Michael took Lillian by the arm, pulling her into the shower with him.
He gently placed her body against the tile wall, held her arms by her side as he looked her in the eyes. Water sprayed off his body, onto Lillian's. He had the most serious look on his face.
"You drive me absolutely crazy, do you know that?” He leaned forward allowing his body to crush hers.
"I don't mean to,” Lillian whispered just as Michael's lips covered her own. He let go of her arms to cradle her face in his hands kissing her more deeply, pressing his body against hers. She remained lost in him, blocked by the water from his eyes and the worry they revealed.
She wrapped her arms around his waist, wedged her leg between his, moving her hips against him.
"I'm sorry I upset you, Michael. There's no way I'd make it through this without you."
As she held onto his shoulders, nibbled on his neck just perfectly, there was only one thing to concentrate on....
Michael held Lillian's hips in place. It appeared every muscle in his body worked as he positioned her, then entered her, strong and hard.
Their hips rocked together, their mouths covered one another, fighting for control but neither budged.
Michael moved faster, harder. then looking concerned, he eased up a bit. In response, Lillian inched closer, pushed harder letting Michael know she needed him, wanted him like this to satisfied both their needs.
The water sprayed over them, both sweating despite the cool water against their skin.
Michael couldn't hold off any longer, neither could Lillian as they came together and embraced.
* * * *Michael and Lillian snuggled together in bed. Holding her close, he realized he was getting used to sharing his life with Lillian. She was easy to get along with. Their interests were similar. The more they talked, the more they found out they had many things in common.
He thought about the time they spent together, the danger she had experienced and triumphed. He could tell by her breathing, she remained wide-awake but silent. He couldn't help but think about Lillian's life. He wondered how she met Martin. How things had gotten so intense and so wrong that she nearly died. He squeezed her tighter, then felt her snuggle closer against him. He kissed her earlobe, her cheek, then whispered against her ear.
"Lilly, are you awake?"
"I can't sleep. I have the premiere on my mind. Everything I have to do."
Lillian turned over, now, facing Michael. His hand lay flat against her hipbone.
"I know the decision is made. You know I'm not happy about it. I want to make sure you understand just how dangerous Martin has become. He tortured, brutally raped, and killed three women. One, only a few towns over in Nyack. The crime scene was horrific. He made it perfectly clear that he wants you. You're his main target and I'm scared."
Lillian touched Michael's face with her hand. She gently traced his lips with her thumb.
"I love you so much, Michael. I know you're worried. So am I, but Martin has to be stopped. This could be the way to do it. He ruined my life once before. I'm stronger now. He won't win this time."
Michael let his hand glide over Lillian's hip to her backside. He pulled her hips closer to his. Their gazes locked.
He wanted to know more about Martin. He wanted her to tell him everything. He hadn't asked any questions just went by the police report. He never pushed for answers for anything.
Does she trust me?
As if reading his mind, Lillian began to speak.
"You've been so patient with me, Michael. You haven't asked me about my relationship with Martin...."
"Baby, you don't have to tell me. It doesn't matter."
"Yes, it does matter. I want you to know everything about me, that way, you can decide ... if you still love me."
Michael leaned in, kissed Lillian softly on the lips as his hand caressed her backside.
"I'm going to love you forever."
She appeared touched by his words by the tear that instantly formed and escaped from her eye.
She leaned her forehead against his chest and softly drew circles on the sheets as she began her story.
"I met Martin at a party my friend Stacey had. It was a I've-got-a-new-apartment party. She invited everyone she knew. The apartment was huge. It was actually a renovated loft, with three floors. I remember being envious. I just landed a good job working for a marketing firm involved with publishing companies. I had to start at the bottom, but was quickly moving up the corporate ladder, you know?” She glanced at Michael only for a moment.
"Anyway, I met Martin, a friend of Stacey's boyfriend at the time.
"Martin worked for a small advertising firm, dealt a lot with computers, and through conversation, I found out he was some kind of a big shot.
"We started dating a week after the party. We hit it off pretty well. Things got complicated as Martin got busy with work and I needed to work longer hours to please my boss. We started drifting apart. I liked him, a lot. He was handsome, funny, and we shared some of the same interests. We both played Lacrosse in college, enjoyed outdoor activities. We hung out with the same people, but.... I had more guy friends and that upset Martin.
"At the time, I couldn't see it coming. The over protectiveness, the constant questions, the third degree. He always twisted things around, made me believe that I was to blame."
"That must have been tough. What set him off? When did he first start hitting you?” Michael cautiously asked.
"The abuse was verbal for a while, maybe six months or so. One night, while we were taking a break from one another, I met Stacey and a few friends at a bar in Pennsylvania. I met this guy, a friend of Stacey's. They worked together. He was the pushy type, if you know what I mean and things got out of hand. I handled it, though. But Martin showed up after the fact, and started a fight with the guy. Martin beat him up, told him never to come near me again.
While we were heading home, he told me I wasn't allowed out with Stacey anymore, that our time apart was over.
We headed back to my apartment. I thought he had calmed down, but he didn't. We were intimate already, he was a bit rough that night. I was concerned. I should have stopped things, but once again, Martin twisted things around."
Lillian took a deep breath. Michael could feel her body shaking.
He caressed her hair, kissed her forehead.
She continued, but still didn't look at him.
"In the middle of the night, he woke me up in a rage. It scared the hell out of me. He carried on about the guy at the bar, about Stacey being a slut, a bad influence. I stood up for my friend and he slapped me across the face, pinned me down on the bed. That was the first time he hit me."
Lillian sighed heavily.
"You didn't tell anyone, not even your friend?” Michael asked.
"The abuse continued for a few months until I confided in my friend Stacey. She convinced me to leave Martin and I did. I lied, told him I had a business meeting in Virginia for four days. Instead, I moved everything out of my apartment into storage. I moved into another friend's apartment, and filed an order of protection against Martin. But I couldn't leave my job. I had worked so hard to stay focused and excel in my field.
"I relied on that order of protection more than anything. It was my lifeline. It made me feel in control. It got me to go to work, to try to live my life.... It gave me false hope. They told me that the police would arrest Martin if he came within a certain distance of me. What a fool, to believe such a thing.
"The order of protection should be renamed an order of illusion. Martin got to me. I nearly died that night. You saw the pictures, so I won't get into the details. His lawyer got his sentence lessened. He would be released early for good behavior. I changed my name, left my family, my life behind to start a new one here. Now here we are."
"I'm sorry you had to go through all that. No one deserves that. You were smart to receive counseling, rebuild your life, move on."
Lillian moved closer to Michael, snuggled her face into his neck. She definitely loved the smell of his cologne, the strength of his embrace.
"Can't you see, Michael, how important Lillian's Love is to me? It's everything. It's my life. It's all of me. If I lose it, if I allow Martin to scare me so much, to make me fail, he wins and I'm dead. I can't allow that to happen. I had everything ripped away from me. My family, my life, the hopes of one day falling in love, being loved, respected and being successful. It's all happening right now, Michael. Lillian's Love, its success is about to surpass my wildest dreams. A famous author wants to have her signing at my little bookstore in Stony Point. I've fallen in love with you ... you complete me, Michael, and Martin Crane, or whomever, is not going to take away all my dreams.” Lillian held Michael's face in her hand.
"Aunt Mabel was right, you are my guardian angel. You'll keep me safe. Everything will work out fine.” Lillian kissed him, embraced him before she laid her head back down against his chest.
Michael held her tight, silently promising himself he would never let Martin Crane get his hands on Lillian again.
* * * *Starting first thing Tuesday morning Lillian had planned out a whole list of items and preparations that needed handling. Just as she and her staff began, the doorbell rang. Liz Babcock had sent her staff along with Mr. Ludwick and his assistants. Luckily, Michael's mom, Janet, had a friend who ran a Bed and Breakfast in Pearl River. Lillian arranged, with the owner, for Miss Babcock, Mr. Ludwick, and his staff to stay there. Other workers for the event stayed at a hotel nearby. Lillian did not know how much Miss Babcock liked Bed and Breakfast inns until Mr. Ludwick arrived elated at the accommodations.
Lillian worked non-stop past lunchtime. Realizing she missed lunch, feeling dizzy and tired, she hurriedly drank a diet shake and ate a protein bar. What a combination?
Five minutes later, the heartburn kicked in.
Mr. Ludwick wanted to rearrange the back porch, add some pieces to the gardens before the tent people arrived. He also had a professional lighting system and stage electrician come over to make major changes to Lillian's current circuit box. They were worried about a fire.
Lillian started heading out of her office, to the porch, when her cell phone rang.
"Hello!” she answered abruptly, stopping in her tracks when she heard Michael's voice.
"How's it going? I heard you had some unexpected visitors?"
"You spoke to your mom? Thank her again for me. She's a Godsend."
"I'll tell her. I'm on my way to her house. I've been so busy lately I haven't had the chance to stop by."
"Apologize to her for that, as well. How's the case going?"
"Nothing new, which has me a bit worried. Martin hasn't been seen. He hasn't made any other moves."
"Well, get ready for Saturday night. Are we going to discuss the security measures or what?"
"We'll take care of everything. You focus on the premiere and keeping Miss Babcock happy. I'll pick you up after work. I love you."
"I love you, too.” Lillian hung up the phone, smiling to herself just as she heard her aunt yell something about her daisies. Instantly brought back to realty, she sprinted back down the hallway to the porch.
* * * *Early Thursday morning around three, inside the Rockland Rehabilitation Center, the killer entered silently, undetected through the window next door. He had always been an avid cliff climber, athletic, strong but silent. He scoped out the room. It remained empty, as detected earlier. Now he had to get by the cop stationed outside Mrs. Sampson's room. He focused on his mission. The old bitch would die. She wouldn't be able to speak. Then he could move on with his plan. He needed to tie up all the loose ends, make sure no one would find them before getting Lillian.
He slowly opened the door, noted the nurses station located way down the hall at the other end of the hospital ward. He could see only one cop on duty in the hallway, but he knew there were three others by the exits. The one unit that patrolled the outside perimeter would be taking his scheduled coffee break.
The killer knew he had four minutes, fifteen seconds to get the job done and get out of there.
He tiptoed down the hall only two more steps, but the cop looked up. Busted. The killer went to Plan B, stabbing the cop with the syringe. A half a second later, the cop lay sprawled out on the floor.
He quickly entered the room. The old lady sat up, awake. He saw her hit the panic button. Alarms were going off, monitors blared. The killer started cutting wires and lunged toward his victim, stabbing her in the stomach. She screamed out in pain, rolled off the bed onto the floor.
He hoped he had killed her, but there was no time to check. He could hear numerous footsteps. People were running down the hallway. Quickly, he attached the connector to the bedpost, then the rope. An instant later, he leaped out the window. He sprinted, feeling the adrenaline rush, making it halfway across the lawn into the trees before the other officers arrived. He thought he made it until he saw another patrol car coming from the direction he headed. They spotted him as he ran back through the woods.
Confident there was no way they could catch up with him, he slid down the enormous incline, dodging rocks, trees, and other overgrown debris in the dangerous slope. From above, flashlights beamed down, but they were too far away to see him and the brush overshadowed the landing below. He finally hit the black pavement of a small storage garage for maintenance, hidden in the woods near a back, one-way side street.
Relieved, he had found the isolated area and parked his car there, knowing he would need a quick escape. He couldn't take a chance at being caught. He wanted his time alone with Lillian. They were going to be together soon.
He released a sigh the moment he was safely in his car, away from the hospital. He made it. He had succeeded. Now, it was time for the grand finale.
* * * *Four o'clock Thursday morning, Michael's cell phone started vibrating on the wooden bedside table. Lillian, exhausted, lay undisturbed. She hadn't heard a thing as Michael slowly got out of the bed and answered the phone.
"The son of a bitch attempted to kill Mrs. Sampson about an hour ago,"
Miller told Michael. Michael knew that Miller liked Mrs. Sampson. Willy told him about her.
"Is she alive?” Michael asked.
"Just barely. That old lady is a tough one. She must have heard him come in because she set off the panic button. He escaped out the window after stabbing her."
"What about the security?"
"Cop outside the door appeared to have been stabbed with a syringe. They still don't know what was in it, but the guy is snoring and out cold. We'll just have to wait until he wakes up."
"This isn't good, Troy. Her room was on the sixth floor. How the hell did he get up there? Where was the cop patrolling the outside perimeter?"
"Getting a cup of coffee. Martin must have been scoping out the place. He knew how long the cop would take before coming back. He also used mountain climbing gear to enter and exit the building. This guy is resourceful. It scares me."
"So did anyone see his face? Did they get close to catching him?"
"We believe the officer outside the room did. Two officers in the patrol car could only say that they saw blond hair."
"Well, keep me updated on the situation and Mrs. Sampson."
"Will do, Michael,” Miller said before he hung up the phone.
* * * *Friday night approached, Mrs. Sampson remained unconscious from her surgery, the police officer still out cold. They hoped the two would wake up soon to clearly identify Martin. Michael wanted them to look at a picture of Martin Crane, to confirm that he was in fact, their attacker.
Lillian remained a nervous wreck with Lillian's Love turned into some kind of Hollywood stage production. The band practiced all afternoon. The workers managed to set up the tent despite numerous complications, the chairs finally arranged precisely as the decorator commanded, and workers completed their final assignments. Saturday's weather forecaster called for sunny skies, the temperature predicted to be in the mid eighties. The whole town buzzed about the premiere and the final surprise was when Miss Babcock stopped by unexpectedly. She turned out to be down to earth, gracious, and very thankful to Lillian.
"I could use you on one of my covers. You're gorgeous!” she told Lillian in front of everyone. She heard that same sentence from practically every person all day long.
By the time Michael arrived to pick her up from work, her staff had told him what Miss Babcock said.
"Cover of books now too, huh?” Michael asked as he walked into her office.
Lillian laughed. “Don't you start. I've heard that all day today."
"Oh, how terrible for you. Are you ready?” Michael winked.
"Just about.” Lillian walked toward Michael. Instantly, he pulled her into his arms, kissing her deeply.
"What was that for?"
"I missed you, Miss Lilly. Let's go."
Lillian giggled at the pet name as they headed out the door.
* * * *Saturday evening, the stars were shining bright. All the festivities from the day had been a great success. Now Miss Babcock sat finishing up her reading from the story Traditions as the crowd listened in a trance. Lillian, Michael, and Carla stood side by side, listening. The premiere appeared to be a hit, a one of a kind event for the small town of Stony Point.
"Miss Baxter, a moment please,” Mr. Ludwick interrupted.
Lillian moved to the side while Michael gave her a little room but kept his eyes on her.
"Everything has gone wonderfully. Miss Babcock would like to give a special bonus to you and your staff. She would also like to have another premiere here in the future if your place is available."
"Oh, that's so kind of her, and yes, she can call me to set that up. It would be my pleasure to accommodate her. I hope you've enjoyed your stay with us."
"Definitely. The Bed and Breakfast was most wonderful. Thank you. Now we need to prepare the stage, make sure the band is ready to perform. Miss Babcock wants them to begin as soon as she finishes."
"Okay, let me just grab my friend."
"He looks more like a bodyguard. No one will be able to get close to you tonight,” Mr. Ludwick said with a wink. Lillian smiled.
She told Michael what she had to do and he accompanied her as Carla went inside to see the rest of the festivities.
* * * *A while later, Carla walked through the gardens in search of Jimmy. The dim lights, softly illuminated the paved walkway. She continued to walk by the gardens along with some other guests until she saw someone standing by the row of arborvitae trees that lined Lillian's property. She thought she recognized the person. He or she was hunched over as if sick to the stomach. Concerned, she headed closer.
"Can I help you? Is something wrong?” Carla asked.
She realized too late it was a trap as he grabbed her. Covering her mouth, he pulled her into the darkness. She attempted to fight him off, scream through the cloth that covered her mouth but it was no use. She felt dizzy as her vision blurred and the darkness set in.
A few moments later, an undercover officer walked by the same location only moments too late, the killer had his latest victim.
* * * *The band continued to play patriotic music. The people attending the premiere were enjoying the night. Lillian received compliments numerous times by both the locals and guests. By the time the evening concluded, Lillian felt like it had all been a blur. The clean up crew already got things started as well as the staff inside.
"Well, it looks like we kept him away,” Jacks said as he joined Lillian along with Michael on the porch.
"Hey have you guys seen Carla?” Miller asked as he ran onto the porch from inside.
"No, we haven't seen her for a while. Why?” Michael asked, immediately sensing Miller's concern.
"We may have a problem. Jimmy said she left her purse and keys upstairs in your room. No one has seen her,” Miller stated.
* * * *By mid morning the following day, all the authorities were on the lookout for Martin Crane and Carla Fields, Michael's sister. Lillian remained devastated, wanted to assist, but Michael made her stay at his place.
Lillian blamed herself for Carla's disappearance, everyone feared the worse.
Lillian had been crying all night that Martin had taken her best friend. They all knew what Martin was capable of.
Michael had been searching all night, looking for leads that never came. It appeared as if Carla had vanished through thin air. They finally came across one of Carla's high heel shoes by the arborvitae trees that lined the property. Forensics found some kind of cloth. Later on, they confirmed that the cloth was saturated with chloroform. Their fears were confirmed as twenty-four hours came around.
* * * *Lillian woke up around 5:00 a.m. Michael still wasn't in bed. She put on her robe, heading downstairs to the kitchen, when she noticed Michael sleeping on the couch. He hadn't even come up to bed, hadn't spoken but a few words to her in the past two days. He hated her, she just knew it. She hated herself.
Lillian sat down on the floor next to the couch watching Michael sleep. He looked exhausted, in need of a shave. She kissed her fingers, gently laid them against Michael's lips. The tears rolled down her cheeks as she started to get up to leave him.
"Don't go,” he whispered, his voice rough and deep.
"You stay sleeping. You need the rest. I'm sorry.... “Lillian didn't finish her sentence. There was so much she felt sorry for.
Her head heavy with sadness, remained down, the tears flowed.
"Come here, baby.” Michael raised the blanket off his body for her to join him.
Lillian snuggled up next to him. He covered them with the blanket.
"Don't cry, Lillian. We'll find my sister. We'll stop Martin."
"I should have listened to you."
Michael remained silent, confirming her belief that he blamed her for this. She heard him breathing but he never said a word. When will he say something to me? Tell me he hates me? Blame me for his sister's death? Oh, my God ... please don't be dead.... Oh, Carla, please. Michael blames me. I should have listened to him....
"I should have listened to you,” she repeated.
"Yes, you should have, but who would have thought he'd go after Carla? He's desperate, which means we're close."
"I'm so sorry, Michael.... I'll understand if you hate me. I hate myself."
"Don't say that. I don't hate you. This isn't your fault. He's a madman. He's the one I hate."
"I'll do whatever you want me to. Why don't you guys use me as bait? If he wants me, he'll come after me still."
"No way, Lillian. That's not even an option. I'll find Carla. I'll catch Martin. Now let's get some sleep."
"How can you be so sure? How can you even feel confident when Martin keeps succeeding in evading capture and now he has your sister?"
"How can I not? If I give up, if I don't fight, then Martin wins. You said it yourself, Lilly, we have to keep fighting."
Lillian stayed awake the rest of the time until Michael woke up around six in the morning.
By dinnertime the next day, Lillian sat in Michael's house all alone. Aunt Mabel, Kelly, and Justin had stopped by earlier in the day. So did Uncle Phil.
She assumed everyone was angry with her and when Aunt Mabel and Aunt June asked if she wanted company, she declined. Lillian wanted to be alone.
Lillian hardly touched the cheeseburger she had cooked herself for dinner.
Her mind remained on Carla. She thought about sneaking out of the house, making herself bait as she had suggested to Michael earlier. But what if she couldn't fight off Martin? What if he had already killed Carla? She closed her eyes tightly. The thought instantly brought tears to her eyes, pain in her heart. She thought about Michael. She would do anything to get his sister back, to stop all the killing.
Lillian cleaned up the kitchen, thinking about the small town of Stony Point, how this was supposed to be a new start for her. Her dreams were finally becoming a reality, her store a success. Now, surrounded by controversy, a serial murderer remained on the loose because of her. There had been no peaceful walks down main street, 9W or Central Highway in months. The comfort, the beauty of the town was lost because of Martin, because of the fear that he would take it all away from her. Lillian, feeling down, depressed, took a seat in the living room—the silence, deafening. She was alone with her thoughts until she heard some noise outside.
When she went to the kitchen window, she could see the smoke, a fire next door. She ran to the front of the house. The patrol officer wasn't in his car, he must have ran to go help. Lillian put on her shoes, and ran outside. She hurried across the side grass, scared at the sight as she prayed the family got out safely. She thought she heard screaming, the sound of fire truck sirens echoed in the distance. Turning toward the street, she could see them heading down Michael's block. She stood there watching, waiting until she saw the family escape unharmed. She never once heard the footsteps behind her. The needle penetrated through the skin on her neck. She could feel a man holding her upright. She closed her eyes.
* * * *"What the hell do you mean she's missing? Where the fuck was the officer!” Michael yelled into the phone while Jimmy and Miller looked on.
"Holy shit a fire? Are the Harpers okay? Thank God.” The others listened as he spoke. “We're on our way. Don't touch anything,” Michael commanded, running his fingers through his hair as he explained everything to the others.
By ten o'clock that evening, Michael felt consumed with fury. He was scared for both Carla and Lillian.
"We're gonna find them. They're probably together. That's a good thing,” Jimmy stated. The nervousness apparent in his shaky voice, making it obvious he was trying to convince himself as well.
"This is crazy. He causes a diversion, a good one, and takes her just like that. No one sees anything?” Michael spoke to the others. Miller and Jacks listened in. They appeared just as concerned.
"I shouldn't have left her. I promised Lillian I would protect her, now look.” Michael expressed his concern, blamed himself for the current situation.
"Don't beat yourself up, Michael. You were trying to find your sister. The rest of us got caught up in the present situation, as well. None of us should have left Lillian alone,” Jacks added, sounding guilty.
"This guy succeeded in causing two diversions to get Lillian. He's got to be in the area still. Let's get working on what we have,” Miller said.
The search was on.
At midnight, Detective Miller's cell phone rang. He received a phone call from Mathew, Martin's friend.
"He's on his way. He said he'd be here in thirty minutes. He wants cash along with my car. He's not alone,” Mathew stated. Immediately, the detectives were on the move.
"You stay here, Jimmy. Keep everything going. Be sure to check in with me. I want to interrogate this bastard, find out where Carla and Lillian are,” Michael said as he headed out the door.
Michael drove with the detectives. On the way, Jacks notified the New Jersey State Police as well as his department. They had Mathew's place quietly, secretly surrounded.
By the time Michael, Jacks, and Miller got there, Martin Crane was in custody.
"Okay, Michael, this is what we have so far. He was with a young woman, twenty, brunette, claims that he's been framed. I think it might be better if Jacks and I go in first. You're way too wound up right now. We want to find out where the ladies are, make sure this guy goes away for life,” Miller told Michael.
He knew they were right, so he stood behind the mirror, listening, watching.
Jacks and Miller walked into the room, Martin Crane appeared to be sweating and looked guilty. Michael thought he looked like shit. Scrawny, out of shape, a weasel, ready to plead for his life.
"Why didn't you check in with your parole officer?” Miller asked.
"I told the other cops I missed it. I wasn't sure what to do."
"Bullshit! Start talking, Crane. We know the truth!” Jacks yelled as he rattled Crane's chair from behind. Martin shook in fear. Michael watched through the glass. The guy looked like a dirt bag, weak, sickly. He had a bad feeling.
"We know you were dating Thea Rose. Somehow, she turned up beaten and dead. You like to beat women, don't you, Martin? You think you're such a man,” Miller antagonized him as he squinted his eyes at Martin.
"No! I didn't do it. I swear. I was framed."
"Bullshit! Who the fuck would want to frame a low life like you? We found your clothing at the crime scene. Just like at Allison Loyd's apartment. You left a razor.... “Martin interrupted Jacks.
"Who the hell is Allison Loyd?” Martin asked. Michael's bad feeling intensified.
Jacks and Miller continued to question Martin. After a half hour, and loads of tears from Martin, they believed Crane told the truth.
"I did show up at Thea's apartment and she was already dead. I swear I didn't do it. I freaked out, knew you guys would think I did it. I just kept running. I heard you wanted to question me, blamed me already for the murder and for others. I swear it's not me. I haven't killed anyone. I loved Lillian. Things got out of hand. I received counseling. I loved Thea,” Martin screamed out, hysterically crying.
The realization starting sinking in that perhaps after all this time they had been after the wrong man.
Michael quickly dialed Jimmy's cell phone number.
"Yeah, Mike, what's up?” Jimmy asked.
Michael filled him in. “I want you to go to the hospital, show Mrs. Sampson a picture of Martin Crane. Ask her if that's who tried to attack her twice. Then see if that cop woke up yet."
"He just did. Right before you called me, the hospital called. He's talking,” Jimmy told Michael.
"Get there immediately. Show him the damn picture."
Michael hung up the phone with Jimmy, his head spinning. They were after the wrong man all along. Now what would they do? Who the hell had his sister and Lillian?
Jacks and Miller appeared just as shocked.
"This doesn't make sense. Martin had been seen with the victims, evidence located at the crime scene,” Miller stated.
"The real killer made it look that way. This guy is smarter than Martin and us,” Jacks added.
"Wait, let's just think about this. Blond hair, blue eyes, great physical condition. An athlete, zip with computers, a perfectionist,” Michael said as he paced the room.
"You're right. This guy is meticulous. He ensured that he cleaned everything up. He doesn't like to be noticed. He prefers to blend in,” Jacks added.
They were coming up with a profile.
"He had access to Lillian's apartment, got in undetected. He was probably in the store at one time or another. Now who could do all that?” Michael asked.
Michael's cell phone rang. He answered it.
"Hey, Michael, it's Brian from B.C.I., we got some results from that drop of blood you guys found on the art desk from the crime scene in Nyack."
"That's great! Is the blood Martin Cranes?” Michael asked.
"No, sir, it wasn't. It belongs to Justin Phillips. The guy who works for Lillian,” Brian told him.
Michael's mouth dropped.
"Holy shit, that son of a bitch!"
* * * *Carla sat on the floor in the living room. Old music from an antique phonograph played in the background. Lillian remained passed out on the floor across from her.
"Lilly. Please, Lilly, wake up,” Carla whispered as she looked around the room.
"She'll be asleep for a little while longer. She'll need her rest."
"I can't believe you're responsible for all this. Why, Justin? Why!” Carla yelled.
Justin answered her with a backhand across the cheek.
"I don't need you alive. I could kill you right now before Lilly wakes up. You're as good as dead. It's Lilly I want,” Justin stated as he stood up, took a seat in an old Victorian-style, single-seater chair.
Carla glanced around, noticing the whole place was decorated from the Victorian era, a style Lillian liked. She noted the smell of fresh wallpaper. Justin appeared to be obsessed with Lillian. She glanced at him. He continued to just stare at Lillian, smiling, gawking at her as he licked his lips. Carla couldn't help the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She instantly thought of the women he had killed, the stories in the newspaper. How would Jimmy and her brother Michael figure out that Martin wasn't the killer and Justin was? He must have planted the evidence to frame Martin. Carla recalled Lillian's difficulty in believing that Martin could be a murderer. Michael expressed his upset with Lillian for even thinking Martin wasn't capable.
Carla looked toward Lillian again. Her best friend was right. Martin was innocent. Justin sat right under their noses. No way would Justin get away with this. Carla looked at him again, he was practically drooling over Lillian. She clenched her teeth, stared at him.
"They'll find us. They'll figure out it's you,” Carla stated.
Immediately, Justin stood in front of Carla. They were face to face.
This time he didn't stop so easily. Carla screamed out in pain as Justin twisted her wrist. She felt and heard the bone crack. The dizziness instantly set in.
Justin shoved her head against the wall. The fancy, pointed trim molding caused a gash on the side of her temple. Carla cried as she covered her head in defense.
"No, please!"
Justin stopped the moment he heard Lillian.
* * * *He rushed to Lillian's side.
"Oh, how wonderful, you're awake.” He sounded out of breath. Lillian's eyes widened in surprise and shock.
Justin is the killer? Her gut instinct was right. She just couldn't believe that Martin was capable of murder, but she figured things out too late. She needed to save Carla."
"What do you want with us, Justin? Why are you doing—"
She couldn't complete her sentence. Justin placed his fingers over her lips.
"Shhhh.” The sound, too loud to be anything but controlling, was eerie.
"I have so much to show you.” He touched her cheek. Lillian could hear Carla crying in the background.
"I don't think so, Justin,” Lillian said as she pushed past Justin, losing her balance as she tried to get away. Her head felt fuzzy, her body weak, tired. She wondered what was wrong with her. Her legs didn't seem to work, nor did her attempt to fight Justin. She wasn't fast enough. Justin grabbed her hair from behind.
She screamed out in pain, fell backwards onto the carpeting. He straddled her body with his as he held her arms against her sides.
"I expected a little resistance, Lillian. I planned on it. Let me explain what's going to happen to you.... Do you see all this?” he asked as he let go of one arm to motion with his hand around the room.
"I did all of this for you, for us. We're going to be together forever. We'll stay right here only minutes from town, yet no one will ever find us."
Lillian swallowed hard. She couldn't help the shaking or the tears.
"You can't be serious? Why are you doing this to me?” Lillian asked. Justin touched her cheek with his hand.
"I love you and you need me. You've been through so much, my darling. Now, I've created the perfect world for us to live in. We share so much in common. The love of an era, a time where talking, sharing experiences, and intimate moments together were the way time was spent. Just you and I! I can't wait!” he exclaimed.
Lillian got the chills. Justin was out of his mind.
He got up off of her, helped her to her feet before he pushed Lillian down in the chair. He grabbed her hands, tying them behind the chair.
"I have to do this for now. We need some time to get to know one another better.” He smiled at her, wrapping the silk material multiple times around her wrists. She could feel her circulation stopping. “You're hurting me, Justin. It's too tight,” she whispered. He leaned his face next to hers.
"This is nothing. Just wait, my little pet. There's so much in store for us.” He kissed her nose, letting his teeth touch the tip. Mortified, she closed her eyes.
He didn't tie her legs as he headed across the room but not before kicking Carla in the ribs.
"No! Please stop it. Don't hurt her,” Lillian pleaded. Justin just laughed as he left them there.
Lillian waited a few minutes before speaking to Carla.
"Carla! I'm so sorry, Carla!"
"It's not your fault. He's a sicko. There's no getting through to him."
"This is all my fault. I don't care what happens to me. I'm going to get you out of here."
"No, Lillian, don't give in to his demands. He's going to kill us both."
Lillian didn't answer Carla as Justin came back dressed in black, pulling a black sweatshirt over his head, preparing to leave.
He bent down next to Carla, began pulling her up from the floor. She cried out in pain.
"What are you doing with her, Justin? Where are you taking her?” Lillian asked as she tried to free her hands.
"We don't need her here. I want you all to myself. Tonight is our first night together. I'm not sharing you with anyone. I'll leave her body in a nice location that will certainly keep the detectives busy for a while."
"No, Justin, please don't kill Carla. Please! I'll do anything you want. Anything!” Lillian screamed.
"No, Lilly, don't do it. Fight him,” Carla yelled back. The tears streamed down her cheeks.
Justin dropped her back down onto the floor kicking her again. The loud thump, the cry of pain, sent chills through Lillian's body. He walked over to Lillian. She sobbed heavily.
He grabbed her face, his mouth so close to hers, his gaze penetrated through her. She had the feeling she was as good as dead.
"Is this what you want?” he asked still staring deeply into her eyes.
Lillian blinked her eyes once but stayed looking directly into the blue darkness. Is he for real? Would he actually allow Carla to live if I plead for her life? Lillian wasn't sure of the answer. She begged Justin to let Carla go, to keep her alive, free her.
"Yes.... Please,” she whispered, only thinking of Carla's safety. She had caused this whole mess. Justin wanted her and she wanted Carla, Michael, her aunt Mabel, and the others safe.
Lillian felt Michael blamed her, hated her for causing Carla's abduction. He wanted his sister back alive. Lillian was willing to do anything to make that happen. She loved Michael with all her heart. She didn't even have to give sacrificing herself a second thought.
"Say it again. Beg me to keep her alive."
Lillian stopped crying, stared into Justin's eyes.
"Please, Justin, don't kill Carla. She doesn't deserve to die. I'll stay with you ... forever,” Lillian said, bowing her head in defeat as she cried.
"No, Lilly.... Please,” Carla cried out.
Justin lifted Lillian's chin up toward him, placed his lips over hers. His lips crushed against hers, intruding in her mouth with his tongue while he fondled her breasts with his hand. His other hand remained holding her face. Lillian could feel the indentations in her cheeks as Justin dug his fingertips deeper. Lillian wiggled her body in her chair, trying to fight against his touch, but failed.
When he finally released her, a taste so foul, so disgusting lingered in her mouth, spread like a virus down her throat directly to her soul.
"I've waited so long to kiss you like that. To taste you. I'll do this for you, then not another word about your past."
"I promise, Justin. Please ... let Carla live."
He kissed her one last time, gently glided his hand down her hair, grabbing a handful, bringing it closer to his face. He inhaled deeply as he closed his eyes.
"I'll be back real soon. Be a good girl,” he warned her, then he picked up Carla placing her over his shoulder. Lillian could tell that Carla remained in serious pain, the tears streamed down her face, her eyes were red with fear as she looked at Lillian.
Lillian whispered, ‘I love you.’ Carla did the same, choking back cries of helplessness.
'Tell Michael I love him and goodbye,’ Lillian mouthed to Carla just as she exited the room.
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Chapter 15Lillian couldn't do anything but cry.
She cried and prayed that Justin wouldn't kill Carla. She prayed to be saved before Justin had his way with her.
She went back and forth with God, one minute praying for his strength, his use of special powers to get help to Carla. The next, she found herself becoming angry with God for doing this to her, to Carla, to the other women.
"Wasn't Martin beating me nearly to death enough!” she cried aloud into the silence. She never felt so alone in her life.
She thought about Michael, again prayed that God would help keep Carla alive. A gift to him, the safe return of his sister would be the final show of her love for him.
Lillian knew that the detectives were on a wild goose chase. That was exactly what Justin wanted. By the time Carla informed them of the true killer, if she made it, it would be too late for Lillian.
* * * *"Justin? Are you sure, Michael?” Jacks asked. Miller looked surprised.
"It's the only possibility. The blood you found from the crime scene in Nyack came back belonging to Justin. Think about it. How else could the killer keep getting so close, undetected? Plus, he fits the description of Martin Crane to a ‘T.’ No one has made a definite or absolute identification of the killer,” Michael said.
"But if the cop from the hospital can identify Justin as the person who broke into the hospital and maybe Mrs. Sampson, as well, then we've got enough on him,” Jacks added.
"That's why he wanted her dead so badly. She could identify him. He probably planted the evidence we found at the crime scene in hopes of getting Martin charged for the murders. He set him up!” Miller stated. They began pulling more of their information together.
"We need to head back immediately. We can put out an APB on Justin's car, get a warrant to search his residence. He is related to someone my uncle knows. I'll call him on the way. They'll get a move on things. Hopefully, Jimmy will call back soon,” Michael told them as they headed out of the police department.
It was a long drive back to Rockland County. Michael felt at his wits’ end. He felt somewhat responsible because he had a bad feeling about Justin from the get go. He never liked the way the guy looked at Lillian, always watching her. Michael knew he passed it off as plain jealousy. He hated other men looking at Lillian or showing interest. That was only natural considering the love he had for her. Now, he may never see her or his sister Carla again. The thoughts brought tears to his eyes. He swallowed hard, demanding they didn't surface.
As if reading Michael's mind, Troy spoke to him while he drove.
"Are you holding up all right, Mike? This has got to be tough,” Troy asked as if thinking how horrible the situation appeared.
Justin was the real killer, obviously not dealing with a full deck, plus he had both Michael's sister and girlfriend. The insanity of the situation disturbed him. The fact that they had all been tricked, angered him. None of them ever expected Martin Crane to be a total decoy.
"I'm trying my best. Thanks for asking. I just wish Jimmy would call!” he demanded.
Five minutes later, he got his wish when the phone rang.
Both the cop from the hospital and Mrs. Sampson confirmed that Justin had attacked them. He was the killer. Now they had to work fast to find Carla and Lillian.
If they were still alive?
* * * *Carla clung to the side of a rock by the stream. That bastard threw her body right out of the truck. She rolled a long way down the embankment, hitting bushes, rocks, and numerous branches before landing in the water. Her face was cut, the wound on her head oozed the thick red liquid caused by the gash. The fall caused it to tear wider as the blood blocked her vision.
She counted the time it took from where Justin held her captive to where he just dumped her. The time, short, approximately five minutes tops. She used her fingers one at a time signifying every sixty seconds she counted. Five fingers, five minutes. She prayed she were right. She was so scared not knowing if Justin would keep his promise to Lillian or commit another murder anyway.
He kept his promise. She was alive and knew her best friend made sure of that by sacrificing her own life. Carla wouldn't let that happen. Determined to make it back up the hill to get help, she pushed herself to a standing position and leaned against the tree stump for support. Lillian's life depended on it.
She started to get up, making the painful climb with one hand to pull herself up. The other wrist broken, now swollen huge, throbbed as badly as her head.
She heard the gunshot. She froze in place. Was it Justin? Was she shot? Did he return to finish her off? Her questions were answered when she looked toward the direction the shot came from.
A man stood in the darkness between the tall tress. She could barely make out his clothing, his face, but she could clearly see him holding a shotgun.
By the looks of him with his long beard, dark eyes, construction boots, and mean look when the moonlight finally hit his face, she would have been better off dead.
But she was totally wrong because the man turned out to be her second miracle of the night.
* * * *Michael, Jacks, and Miller just arrived at the sheriff's office. They had their search warrant in hand, the officers already at Justin's residence. Justin had ditched his car down the street from Michael's house. They should have figured he'd be smart enough to change vehicles.
"Did you run him through the system? I want to know about every vehicle he's owned, every house or piece of property he's ever lived on, his education, background ... everything!” Michael called out. Police personnel continued working the phones, the computer systems, and patrolling the streets.
Michael, Jimmy, Jacks, and Miller left for Justin's apartment along with a few deputies. Ten minutes later, they arrived at the house. Michael's cell phone rang.
"Yeah, Detective Fields, I've been trying now for an hour to get anything on this Justin guy and it's like he's never existed. Everything is coming up empty,” the detective from the B.C.I. Unit told him.
Michael figured Justin used his computer expertise to erase everything about himself and his existence.
"I guess we can add computer hacker to his list of crimes. Keep trying,” Michael told the detective. He informed the others.
They entered the apartment, making sure it was secure. Most of the things were gone. Justin must have been in a hurry because one photograph sat on the empty bedroom floor. It was a picture of Lillian, Justin, Kelly, and Aunt Mabel in the bookstore.
"This fucking guy cleared everything out. Now what?” Jacks asked.
"Let's talk to the neighbors. Maybe he revealed something to them or they saw him go somewhere. Whatever we can find out,” Michael stated.
* * * *Lillian felt exhausted and she desperately needed to use the bathroom. She couldn't just sit there in the stupid chair and wait for Justin to come back. God only knew what sick plans he had in store for them. In his absence, she came to the conclusion that Justin was mentally ill. That explained his belief that the two of them were some kind of soul mates.
He had been sneaky breaking into her apartment, setting up the video cameras. The thought of him seeing her naked, in her most private moments, sickened her. He was a wiz at computers, knowledgeable of world history and many other things. Never mind his athletic abilities or strength. She would be no match for him strength wise.
Lillian thought about the self-defense courses she took. She needed the element of surprise. She attempted to think about each step for each technique from her self-defense instruction. She had difficulty remembering what to do, how to make the moves and which one to choose. Her panicked state caused nothing but confusion. She prayed her instructors knew what they were talking about when they told her that it would all come back to her if she ever needed to use the moves.
She needed Justin to think he had control before she did anything in attempt to escape. If he kept her sedated or tied up, she wouldn't have a chance.
The only choice was to play along with him—enter his sick Victorian world and hope for the best.
She lifted herself up along with the chair, which turned out to be heavier than she anticipated. She wouldn't be going far, not as long as her hands were tied.
She found herself quickly out of breath, back aching and sweaty by the time she reached what appeared to be the living room. She was in some kind of basement. There were no windows anywhere. She made her way down the hallway. The first door on the right remained closed. Everything had been decorated the same way, same style, and era.
The door opposite the one closed, had a sign on it that said ‘Powder Room’ in script with a picture of a young woman in a vintage style dress. She wondered how she could maneuver the small space. If she did, how could she take care of her needs? She opted to search the house starting with the closed door.
As soon as she opened it, the sound of a music box playing a lullaby filled the air. Lillian fell back in the chair in shock. A full nursery, cradle, crib, stuffed animals, and all stared back at her. The sick bastard was telling the truth about keeping her forever.
The walls were painted beige, a border of vintage dressed bears both girls and boys, surrounding the entire room.
The girl bears wore long floral dresses trimmed in cream or white lace. Some held roses while others sat smiling. The boy bears wore overalls beige, brown, or navy. They held little toy trucks or baseballs in their paws.
There were toys scattered around the room as well as a magnificent solid wood rocking chair with padded seating that matched the wallpaper.
She couldn't define how she felt. There were absolutely no words to describe it.
"Oh, damn it! I wanted to surprise you."
Lillian jerked her head to the right as Justin entered the hallway smiling. Instantly, he was at her side massaging her shoulders.
His hands felt solid, large, cold. She hung her head in disgust.
"Do you like it, Lilly? Tell me you like it,” he whispered as he kissed her head, holding his lips there moments after the kiss. His hot breath and demanding words sent a knife through her heart. She felt herself shake.
She needed to keep her cool.
"You've been busy. It's beautiful,” she told him as she glanced back toward the nursery, pretending to be touched by his sick, perverse display of affection.
He began to untie her hands from the chair. Did she dare to make a move? Was it the right time? She waited to let fate decide.
"I'm so sorry about not letting you use the ladies’ room earlier. I had other things on my mind. Now we can concentrate on us.” He took her hand, holding it tightly while she rose from the chair. Her back ached. Her thighs were sore from using the muscles to carry the chair on her back.
He led her to the bathroom door.
"Why don't you freshen up? Inside the closet, you'll find a dress. I want you to wear it. Put it on. I'll be waiting,” he told her as he stared at her.
"What did you do with Carla?” she asked.
"I dropped her off,” he replied, laughing.
"What did you do with her? What do you mean?” She raised her head, moving toward him aggressively. Quickly, he spun her around, shoved her against the wall in the hallway. His strong, enormous hand covered her throat just enough to warn her.
"If she survived the fall, she's alive as I promised. You swore to stay here with me forever. That's the plan. Don't defy me, Lilly. I would hate to have to discipline you so soon in our relationship.” He squeezed her neck a little tighter. She held onto his wrists squeezing as hard as she could. She even tried digging her nails into the thin skin on his wrist, but it didn't lessen Justin's grip one bit.
He leaned in closer, gently kissing her nose.
"You haven't even given me the chance to explain the rules. You have to know the rules, the punishments for disobeying. Now get in there, clean up, put on the dress. I'll give you five minutes. I'll come in to help you if you're not ready. Do you understand?” he asked firm but softly.
Lillian couldn't speak, his hold so strong, she blinked her eyes, barely nodded her head ‘yes.'
He let go of her neck, pulled her into an embrace. His lips covered hers. She wanted to hurl. His hands groped her body while his tongue invaded her mouth to the point where she couldn't breath. Her reaction was only natural as she used all her strength to push him away. When she raised her knee up hard, he expected it, caught it midway. She didn't give up as she slapped his face and punched him in the stomach.
The fierce smack to his face was direct but not as painful as the double punch to her ribs. Left, right, she fell to the floor in pain.
Angry, he pulled her up by her hair. In one swift pull, he had lifted her whole body off of the ground, sent her flying into the bathroom. Her body slammed onto the marble tiled floor, but her head hit the ceramic toilet. She must have lost consciousness. Minutes or more could have passed. She opened her eyes in time to see Justin down on the floor next her, touching her face, kissing her cheek, wiping the blood from her head.
"I'm so sorry, Lilly. We really do need to discuss the rules. I thought you were smarter than this. Do you really want to suffer more? I wouldn't recommend it.... Now get dressed, so we can get started.” He smiled before leaving the room.
Lillian cried as she pulled herself up while holding onto the toilet seat and vanity.
She wished the blow to her head had knocked her out or killed her. Her first attempt at using her self defense moves had failed miserably.
She finally stood up, holding her ribs, her breathing strained. She looked into the mirror, saw the gash on her head. Her cheek was already bruised a deep purple, black, and red. She focused on the next step. She needed to obey his orders for now. Next time, she wouldn't be so quick to let her anger make the judgment. She needed to gather her strength.
With Lillian's mind, body, and soul full of fear, she did the inevitable. She washed up as instructed, dressing in the clothing Justin had set-aside specifically for her. The burgundy, vintage-style dress fit Lillian like a glove.
There were no medicine cabinets or cabinets below the sink. Everything was empty. There was nothing to use as a weapon, not even cleaning chemicals or something to throw in Justin's eyes.
"Are you ready yet?"
She jumped when she heard Justin's voice. “Almost,” she replied, hoping for more time.
"Put your hair up in that style I like. The one I always complimented you on."
She didn't know what he meant. She tried to think harder. He would surely hurt her if she couldn't remember.
"You do remember me complimenting you, don't you, Lilly?” he asked. She searched her mind thinking of the numerous ways she had styled her hair. There were so many because her hair was so long. She concentrated, thought about the bookstore and Justin. The Justin she thought she knew. Between the pounding in her head, she remembered one particular style where she brought all the hair to the top of her head, rolled it into a bun, letting a few strands of hair fall softly against her neck. That had to be it.
"I remember, Justin. Just give me a few more minutes,” she asked, styling her hair. She used the hairbrush and bobby pins that sat in a small basket on the vanity. They were hers. He had taken them at some point before kidnapping her. Her heart sank again.
She finished up just as Justin opened the door.
Justin stood staring at her. Eyes wide, smile enormous. She had been successful in fulfilling his fantasy thus far.
"My beautiful Lilly. You look perfect,” he told her as he eyed her body “Turn around for me?” he asked.
She slowly turned.
"Stop right there!” he yelled.
She froze, her back toward him as she faced the mirror.
Justin let the back of his fingers caress Lillian's skin, glide down the numerous buttons that trailed down her back. His hands were against the material.
"You missed one, my darling,” he whispered as he fastened it, fixed every single button on her dress.
Justin stood taller behind Lillian, dressed in black. He placed his hands on her shoulders before placing his mouth against her cheek.
His hands rubbed against her arms as he watched her cringe in the mirror, closing her eyes.
"Don't be afraid of me, my dearest Lillian. I'm going to take good care of you and our family."
"Justin, why are you doing this? Let me go please. I don't love you I.... “He turned Lillian around abruptly. She nearly lost her footing.
Justin grabbed her face. “Your Michael, the archangel, isn't coming. He's dead to you now. You concentrate on loving me,” he whispered, his lips against her cheek.
"Now kiss me,” he demanded.
Lillian tried to pull away, but Justin held her wrists behind her back, pulled her body against his.
"Kiss me!” he demanded one more time. Reluctantly, she brushed her lips against his softly.
He took her hand, looped it around his arm, then abruptly led her toward the living room.
* * * *Michael had everyone in the Stony Point Police Department as well as the sheriff's department working the case. Their evidence came together linking Justin to each of the murders. They had B.C.I. go through Justin's car. They found forensic evidence left behind from the other two victims. There were fibers from the rug in Allison Loyd's apartment, a card written from Justin to Thea Rose with his partial fingerprint.
"This is right out of Geberth's book ‘Practical Homicide,’ Jacks stated.
"The perpetrator will take away traces of the victim and the scene just like the victim will retain traces of the perpetrator,” Jacks added.
"You bet, because of that, we have established a link between the crime scene, the victim, physical evidence, and the suspect."
"The Practical Homicide Investigation Checklist and Field Guide, you can't properly investigate a crime scene without it,” Michael said. The others agreed one hundred percent. A well-known Homicide commander from New York City who also wrote ‘the book’ on Homicide Investigation created the field guide. Every law enforcement agency around knew about it and used it.
"Hey, Michael, they found Carla!” Jimmy yelled from the doorway. Everyone looked in that direction.
"What? Where? Is she all right?” Michael asked meeting Jimmy by the door with the others.
"She sure the hell is! Let's go,” Jimmy yelled. They headed to the location. Jacks and Miller followed. Michael hoped they were close to finding Lillian.
Ten minutes later, they were at Chuck Wilkox's small house, in the woods near Cedar Flats Road in Stony Point.
The place swarmed with patrol cars. An ambulance sat outside.
When they entered the house, the paramedics were wrapping Carla's wrist, tending to her wounds.
"Oh, my God, baby, are you all right?” Jimmy asked.
Carla began crying.
Michael joined Jimmy at her side touching her leg thankful his baby sister survived.
"Justin's the killer! He's insane. He's got Lillian tied up in some basement."
"We know about Justin. How did you get here?” Michael asked.
Carla began sobbing.
"Lillian saved my life. She promised Justin she would do whatever he wanted. He drove me toward the embankment and pushed me out,” she stated between sobs.
"That sick bastard isn't going to get away with this,” Jimmy said.
"I tried counting from the time we left the place he kept us at until he pushed me out. I think I know how far away it is. I counted on my fingers for every minute."
"So you counted about five minutes in that direction?” Michael asked pointing toward the back of the house, through Cedar Flats, onto a private back road.
"Yes. You guys have to hurry. He's got the whole place set up from the Victorian era. He wouldn't stop touching her, Michael, kissing her, making her promise to stay there with him forever. She gave her life for mine, Michael. She told me to tell you she loves you and goodbye.” Carla began crying again.
Michael's eyes filled with tears but none escaped.
"Let's get a map of this area. Since you guys grew up around here, let's see if you can figure out where the house is,” Miller stated knowing Lillian needed them.
"You go with them, Jimmy. Bring back my best friend alive,” she told her brother. Jimmy kissed Carla on the cheek before leaving the house with the others.
Fifteen minutes later, they had three possible locations. Michael, Jimmy, Jacks, and Miller were checking out the last location when they saw a vehicle parked in an old beaten-down garage port next to an abandoned house.
"This has to be it. Carla said it had no windows inside. Everything is boarded up. No one would expect people to live inside.” Michael looked at the house through the woods.
The moon illuminated the front overgrown grasses around the house while the four men gathered between pine trees.
"How do you want to do this?” Miller asked as he checked his weapon. The others did the same as they prepared to enter the house.
"Let's get some back up here, have them wait on my command. We'll each take one of the entrances. We'll have to be quiet about removing the wood. He may have the place wired with an alarm or something. If he does, and one of us sets it off, let's go in running. Don't shoot unless you've identified Justin. Be sure Lillian is out of harm's way. It's going to be tight in there. I don't want us shooting at each other,” Michael said.
The guys nodded their heads affirming his message. In situations like this one, it wouldn't be surprising if an accident like that happened.
Slowly, the others arrived on the scene staying clear of the view from the house, preparing to enter on Michael's command. They checked their communication devices, their ammo before heading on foot through the woods, down the hill, into the moonlit fields of overgrown grass. Minutes later, everyone sat in position, then slowly began removing the wood on the doors.
Michael found one back entrance that looked to be expertly sealed closed, but actually opened. He silently tiptoed inside. His eyes were wide in amazement at the sight. Carla's description was precise. The place looked like something out of a movie scene. Now where the hell were Justin and Lillian?
* * * *The music played softly in the background as Justin held Lillian close, towering over her. Her ribs were aching, her head throbbing. They had been dancing for so long.
Exhaustion set in, her head lay against Justin's chest. He had explained his rules to her, which were basically, ‘Defy me and die.'
How the hell could she regain enough strength to fight him if they kept dancing?
She tried to lift her throbbing head up, felt the blood ooze from the wound. The nausea and dizziness consumed her body. He put something in the drink he gave her or in the food they ate.
He had made her sit across from him to share a meal. ‘Their first meal together as husband and wife,’ was what he told her.
She resisted once again when he touched her chest. His words lingered in her head. “You belong to me. Every part of you is mine. I will take what I want from you.” He kissed her again. She tried to pull away, fight him. In doing so, he ripped the top of her dress. She screamed in anger.
The backhand across the face would have gotten the message across, but he took the punishment one step further, kicking her in the legs and ribs as she lay on the floor crying.
Now, he held her close, dancing with her as if the beating he had given her had never taken place. With the time passing, so did her desire to live along with hope of survival as he twirled her past the old fireplace.
Her eyes felt heavy, her body weakening until she saw the wrought iron poker by the firewood. If she could get to that, use it on Justin, she may just have a chance.
With the thought in her mind, she suddenly felt the spark of hope rekindle the flame. She stayed limp against her captor.
Justin stopped dancing while Lillian's body continued to move as if they hadn't. Her mind spun, her vision blurred, as Justin pulled her close.
He stared deeply into her eyes, whispering words of love, moving the rest of the ripped material from the dress off her shoulders.
He kissed her neck, her shoulders. He would take her right here, right now. She needed that poker.
She grabbed onto his shirt, pulling his body against hers, back against the wall next to the fireplace.
The poker sat there leaning against the stone, but she couldn't quite reach it.
Justin ripped the dress from her shoulders the rest of the way, crushing her body with his against the wall. She tried to move a little to the left to better position herself to grab the poker. Justin apparently felt her pull her head to the side in resistance to his kissing, so he grabbed it hard, banging it against the wall. She cried out in pain.
"I know you want me just as bad, but I am in control, remember? Don't move again,” he warned her before covering her mouth with his own.
Suddenly, they heard an alarm go off. A loud siren whaled through the room, Justin pulled back turning toward the doorway.
Lillian made her move grabbing the wrought iron poker just as Justin turned back toward her.
She saw triple of him, opted for the middle one to be her target. With little strength, she slammed the poker against Justin's side, cutting through his skin as he tried to grab it from her. She pulled back just in time, swung again cutting his shoulder before falling to the floor off balance.
She lay flat on the ground, no more strength. Exhaustion consumed her.
He yelled at her, grabbed for the poker, lifted it above his head in anger.
Lillian couldn't see, couldn't focus. Her vision blurred. She was about to lose consciousness and she didn't care anymore.
This is it ... I'm going to die.
* * * *Two gunshots rang out as Justin stepped backwards dropping the poker onto the hardwood floor. The sound of metal hitting the hardwood flooring echoed in the basement.
Justin turned toward the doorway, tried to reach for the poker again, when two more shots rang out, hitting him in the stomach and the chest.
He smiled wide at Michael, Jimmy, Jacks, and Miller as he fell to the floor.
Michael ran to Lillian's side along with the others. Justin lay dead as Jacks called for assistance over the radio.
The whaling sound of the alarm still filled the air.
Lillian remained bleeding, had multiple injuries, and was non responsive to Michael.
"We need an ambulance,” Michael yelled. Jimmy had already called it in.
They looked around the room in shock at the sight. Michael wondered how Lillian had survived this long, whether or not she would make it.
"She's one tough cookie, Mike. We'll get her to the hospital. She'll be all right, Mike,” Jacks said as he patted his shoulder.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap18]
EpilogueLillian slowly opened her eyes, instantly feeling the pain that seemed to cover her from head to toe. The tears streamed down her face. I'm alive. I made it.
"Don't move, honey. Stay where you are. You're safe,” Michael whispered as he stood from the chair. He looked tired, his face unshaven, his eyes bloodshot.
"Carla?"
"She's fine, Lilly. She's just fine. So don't worry."
"Justin?"
"Dead."
"Good,” she replied.
Michael smiled.
He leaned down to kiss her bruised cheek He took her hand, kissing it softly.
"You made it, Michael.... You are my guardian angel,” she whispered.
He smiled.
"I'm going to love you forever, Lillian. Forever."
* * * *Lillian remained in the hospital a few more days. Michael came to pick her up, taking her back home to his place.
They sat in Michael's SUV holding hands as they headed away from the hospital, back toward Stony Point.
Where are we going, Michael? The bookstore is that way,” she asked.
Michael smiled.
He headed straight to his house. She wondered what he was up to.
They parked the truck and walked up the front steps. Michael stopped her by the front door.
He pulled Lillian into his arms, kissed her a long time, then embraced her.
"What are you up to?” she asked.
"It may be a little while before I can kiss you like that again,” he teased, smiling and letting her walk through the front door first.
She looked at him sideways as if not understanding his meaning until she entered the house.
"Surprise!"
She heard everyone yell as their family and friends came out of the woodwork including Lillian's mom and dad.
The hugging, kissing, along with tears continued for a while until finally Michael asked for everyone's attention.
They all gathered around the front entrance in front of the staircase where he stood on the first step.
Lillian stood a few feet in front of him next to Carla and her parents.
"Everyone that Lillian and I care about and love are together right here in Grandma and Grandpa's house. This house holds so many wonderful memories for me of my grandparents, parents, my sister Carla, and my childhood gone but not forgotten.
"My grandparents always said they loved having us here filling every room with childhood laughter.
"My dream would be to do the same. Continue that love the tradition of family, laughter, the joys of life.” Michael walked down the steps toward Lillian, then knelt down on the floor in front of her.
Everyone smiled. The excitement filled the air as they all watched.
Michael took Lillian's hand, first kissing it softly as he looked into her eyes.
"Miss Lillian, will you marry me?"
"Yes!” Lillian cried, pulling Michael up toward her into an embrace.
They kissed long, tenderly, as everyone around them clapped and cheered.
When Michael released her lips, she smiled softly.
"I'm going to love you for the rest of our lives,” she whispered.
"I'm going to love you for the rest of our lives,” he replied, smiling back, feeling content in knowing he would forever have Lillian's Love.
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