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PROLOGUE

Subject: Closure 


Life is normal again for the living.  My family has accepted my death and seem almost happy again. As for the news staff, stories perpetually arrive.  I’m no longer newsworthy.   
My condo–Carey’s home now–is difficult to return to.  Thankfully, the mirrors have shown me mercy and have been silent since I used the FBI agent’s phone to bring Moran on track.  All this activity and interaction has weakened me.  It may take a while to return again.  
Then again, what does time mean to me? 

She loves me.  Carey said so, but does it matter?  What we feel can never be.  It is not possible to love a dead man.  One of Gordon Lightfoot’s best songs runs through my mind, the one about the ghost in the wishing well...but this hero has failed.


I seek only closure to my personal circumstance. 


Closure.  The one thing that yet eludes me.  The one thing I cannot move on without, is the one thing I appear destined to never achieve.


Carey.  Please.  I beg of you!  Help me to attain closure.  Help me find peace.  Without the knowledge I seek, I can never rest.  Lacking this one commodity, I will forever remain encased, entrapped, enclosed in this quasi-existence state of being.  My elastic bubble of being, my own transparent hell.


My energy is very nearly gone, so I must end this rambling monologue. 


For all eternity, 


I will remain, 


Yours truly, Davis Fairfield, Florida’s News.  

From the beach, a lone figure stared at Carey’s window with venomous eyes.    

Killing Davis was the worst thing I ever did . . . now Carey’s taken his place.  If she finds out what he learned, heaven help me, I’ll do it again.  I’ll kill her, too, if I have to.

A thumb and forefinger stroked the duplicate key to her condo.  It had been used only once before.  


That was the night its owner had murdered Davis Fairfield.


Watch your step, Carey.  Don’t make me use this key again.
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Sue Masters leaned on the edge of Carey Sampson’s desk in her semi-private carrel at Florida’s News and cleared her throat.  The Local News editor’s motherly face was creased as it often was when she was uncomfortable about what she wanted to say.  Carey intuitively knew, but wasn’t about to make it easy for the primary eyes and ears of editor-in-chief Bill Jackson to begin questioning her judgment yet again. 


“Something on your mind?”  Carey spoke casually, barely looking up.  Her blue silk blouse was rolled up to the elbows and her linen jacket hanging on the back of her chair.  Carey was acutely aware she looked busy and efficient.  It was when she used to look more casual, less occupied, that the questions about her ability had arisen.  She thought she’d squashed all of them with both a wife murderer and a serial killer behind bars, thanks to her investigating.  It was irritating to have to go through this all over again.   


Sue’s voice was halting, atypical of the newsroom veteran.  “I just wondered . . . you know how you mentioned you’d been seeing Davis, after he died, last fall . . . and I wanted to be sure that business was all over.”


Oh.  She hadn’t expected that.  A huge lump filled her throat.  Davis.  Dead.  But looking at her through the mirrors.  

She looked up slowly, managing to affect a surprised look.  “Good heavens, no.  Not since I first told you about my silly hallucinations.  He’s gone for good.  I’ve put his memory to rest.”


You don’t really believe I’m gone, do you?

An involuntary shiver ran down her spine as the temperature seemed to drop a few degrees, raising goose bumps on her arms.  She rubbed her arms and pretended it hadn’t happened again.


Sue looked relieved.  “So, no more mirror trouble?”


Carey let a small smile flicker across her face.  “I have more important things to do than stare at myself in the mirror.”  Her voice was firm, with the confidence she wanted Sue to see.  She was relieved when Sue seemed satisfied.


No, you avoid the mirrors, especially the one in the hall.  


The truth was, she avoided mirrors now, not so much for fear she’d see Davis’ reflection again but that she wouldn’t, ever again.  His death had left a permanent hole in her heart and it was too painful to keep his memory alive when the rest of him wasn’t.  The last time she’d ‘seen’ him, he’d helped her escape a homicidal maniac, but then he’d said goodbye, forever.  She was torn between feeling grateful for his assistance and hurt that he’d left her again.  When he first died, she’d nearly cracked up, but somehow she’d gotten a grip on herself.  Her new-found hold on her job was guaranteed only as long as Bill thought she’d gotten her act together.  


She vowed to never let another employee of Florida’s News see such weakness in her again.  


“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some background info to dig up.”


“What case are you working on now?”  Sue’s behind was stubbornly glued to the desktop.


Carey pointed to a stack of manila files.  “There’s a pile of Davis’s cases to complete yet.  I’m thinking of looking into this hit-and-run next.”


Sue’s face reflected her doubts.  “As long as you don’t waste too much time on a cold case,” she began, but Carey broke in, her eyes flashing.


“They’re all cold cases.  They’re also the cases that Davis deemed worthy of his efforts.  I’m just following up on what he started.  Just like the last two I worked on.  All equally likely to lead to results.  That’s why Davis selected them in the first place.”  Her voice rang with a harder inflection. 


I chose them based on what I thought were gut instincts.  I didn’t believe in a sixth sense back then.

“You don’t know for sure that’s why Davis was looking into them.  Maybe he hadn’t had a chance to eliminate any of them yet.”


“Then I’m sure I’ll come to the same conclusion that Davis would have, if I get the opportunity to proceed.”  Her pointed comment wasn’t lost on Sue, who got up to leave.


Of course, that was back when I was alive.  So much has changed since then. 

Sue shivered.  “It always feels cold here at your desk, doesn’t it?”  She scanned the ceiling but there were no air conditioning vents above Carey’s desk.  Carey didn’t answer, so Sue left, rubbing her own goose flesh. 


It’s cold when I think about him too much.  Like I wish he was here, helping me out again.

I am here, Carey, to help you again.  Just like I did before.

I just wish I knew who killed him.

Me, too.  That’s the one thing that won’t set me free from this netherworld.  Not knowing who murdered me, in my own home.

She popped a coconut Lifesavers candy into her mouth as Nadir Matim, an Indian fellow who did the international news section, passed by.  He noticed and stopped with a grin.  


“Is it lemon this week?”


She shook her head at his silly fixation on her even sillier habit of selecting a different flavor of Lifesavers each week.  “Coconut.  You lose.”


“Damn.  It hasn’t been lemon for so long I thought for sure it would be the one this week.  Now I owe Shelby five bucks.”


Carey laughed out loud.  “Is that who you bet with?”  The effeminate copy editor who’d burned a flame for the late Davis Fairfield, was betting on her Lifesavers flavor-of-the-week?  “Why do you both care?”


Nadir shrugged his shoulders, blushing.  “It’s something we can always count on, just like the news.  Your Lifesavers are always changing.”


“My supplier ran out of lemon.  I have to special order them from Detroit to get single-flavor packs.  I don’t get my next order ‘till Thursday.  With luck, maybe it’ll be lemon next week.  Shall I save you one?”


“Oh, yes.  That would be very nice.  Are you working late again tonight?”


“I’ll just be here a little longer.  I’m still dependent on others for my transportation while my insurance company decides what to do about my poor old Mazda.”


“They can’t fix it?”


“Fat chance.  The whole engine was blown up, and it wasn’t that new.  They’re probably trying to find a way to say I was negligent in causing the whole mess.”


“But it was a killer who did that to your car!  He destroyed it to catch you.  Why can’t they believe that?” 


Carey grinned in spite of herself.  Nadir was so naive.  “Because it sounds so ridiculous.  How many serial killers are running around on the streets of Vero Beach, Florida, lying in wait for journalists to drive by so they can detonate the remote control bomb they had hidden in the engine?  It just seems too fantastic.  Hopefully the police report will be finalized soon and they’ll pay me off.”


“I can give you a ride if you need it.”


Nadir lived six blocks from work and didn’t even need to drive.  Carey on the other hand, had the use of Davis’s oceanfront condo for the time being, but that meant a long drive across the intercoastal waterway and down a few miles past the commercial beach zone to get home.  It wasn’t fair to ask him to drive her that far.


Besides, she didn’t want to encourage the obvious crush he had on her.  He was sweet, but after Davis died, it wasn’t possible to think about anyone else in that light.  She shook her head.  “Thanks.  I already have a ride today.”


She waved as Nadir left, mulling over the fact that she hadn’t really dated Davis.  The intensity with which he drove himself to hunt down the murderers in Florida was frightening, to say the least.  Solving his own brother’s murder ten years after it had occurred had launched his highly successful career in journalism and gotten him dubbed ‘The Closure King.’  


“My clients need closure, and only I can give it to them,” he’d said once as justification for his near-manic obsession.  It still gave her shivers.  It was his personal crusade, nailing the killers of innocent victims, all to give their loved ones closure.


Her computer beeped announcing the arrival of electronic mail.  She clicked ‘open’ and read the chilling words:  


Closure.  The one thing I appear destined never to achieve.

Her mouth went dry.  The odd messages she’d gotten all last fall hadn’t stopped.  Most of them had been completely garbled, but others had seemed to be from Davis himself.    


Like this one.  


Well, what do you know?  I just thought it, and it went through her e-mail.

She was grateful it was time to leave.  She snatched up her papers and threw them into her briefcase, not bothering to disconnect from the Internet.  Florida’s News would automatically disconnect her if her connection was inactive for an hour anyway. 


She pushed the exit door open and stepped out into the cool evening light.  Day lengths were just about at their shortest now, only a couple of weeks before Christmas.  It was more than cool out, she realized, it was downright cold.  The door swooshed behind her and she heard the click as it locked.  A single person in the parking lot was walking towards her.  As had happened not long before, her heart began to pound with fear.  A moment later, she relaxed.  It was one of the printer workers, who ran right past her.   


“Forgot my lunch box,” he said breathlessly, and hurried inside. 


She let out a long, shaky breath and was relieved to see a red Mustang convertible pull up to the curb.


She waved and climbed in.  “Hi Nathan.  Thanks for picking me up again.  I expect my insurance to come through in a day or two, so I’ll be car-hunting this weekend.”


Davis’s younger brother grinned, his green eyes reflecting his broad smile.  “Well, you’re not half bad company, for a back seat driver.  Besides, I know you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.  How about dinner at my folks’ house tonight?”


“Oh, I couldn’t just show up.  They’ve gone through so much.”


“Actually Mother would be madder than a wet hen if you didn’t come.  I’ve got strict orders to bring you in come hell or high water.”


Carey blinked.  Some days Nathan’s idiomatic expressions were overwhelming and she had no clue what he was talking about.  All you had to do was say your mother wanted me over, she thought in mild irritation.  “How is she this week?”


He shrugged.  “One neuron short of a synapse, as usual,” he said.  “Nutty as a fruitcake.  What can I say?  She’s my mother, but lately, the gates are down, the lights are flashing, but the train isn’t coming.”


“I doubt she’s completely off her rocker,” Carey protested.  Darn it, but Nathan could get her goat sometimes!  She grinned when she realized she was over-using the metaphor as he always did.  It was disturbing how much he looked like his late brother.  Tall with brown hair, fair skin but green eyes–Davis’s had been blue–and a slightly squarish face.  Davis’s had been rounder.  They had looked very much alike otherwise.  It still gave her the willies.  Seeing Nathan was like seeing Davis, but not quite.  Nathan didn’t quite match up.  


Then again, nobody ever did.  It served her right for never really dating Davis, though he’d asked and she knew he was smitten for good.  He was always there, a solid thing she could rely on, waiting for her to say the word.


But he’d died before she’d ever spoken what her heart felt, and now he’d never know.  

Nathan was nice and always fun, but he wasn’t Davis.  Nobody would ever take his place. 

Her heart felt heavy with the weight of what she had to tell his parents.  Almost too soon they pulled into the estate.  It was a waterfront home, like her condo that had been Davis’s.  The entrance was grand, with iron gates stretching between brick-and-stucco posts.  The whole acreage, twenty-two in all, Davis had once told her, was surrounded by a seven-foot high matching wall.  The house was classic Florida moneyed grandeur.  Nathan and she crossed the brick pathway and entered via the massive carved mahogany front door centered between vine-encrusted columns.


“Thanks for joining us on such short notice,” Nathan’s father Kendrick said warmly, holding her hand in both of his.  “I know it’s the busy season with the holidays approaching, but we’ve been discussing something since we got together last weekend and wanted to talk with you in person.  Please come in.”

Carey tried to hide her surprise at the unspecified reason for bringing her over.  Did they want the condo back already?  She swallowed hard.  She wasn’t up to searching for housing yet.   
Kendrick ushered them through the foyer into a grand living room.  It had to be at least thirty feet square but was decorated with classic furnishings tastefully situated so as to divide it into several sitting areas.  Nathan’s Uncle Max was seated on a leather loveseat in the center area, a lead crystal glass of golden liquid cradled between his huge hands.


Carey shivered slightly, remembering the first time she’d met Uncle Max.  Angry that the Fairfield’s had given her indefinite use of their deceased son’s plush beachside condo, he’d made it clear she should not expect to stay there long.  Then just a few days ago, he’d seemed gruffly affectionate.  She didn’t know what to expect this time.


It appeared her fears were unwarranted.  He leapt to his feet, sloshing the drink in the glass, and called out a boisterous greeting.


“Carey!  Good to see you!  Jolly good of Nathan to bring you here.  How’s the writing life for the top journalist at Florida’s News?”


“I’m getting back into the swing of things,” she answered, extending her hand.  He held it a tad longer than necessary, scrutinizing her face and peering deeply into her eyes.


It made Carey uncomfortable.  What was he looking for?  “I’m working on Davis’s cases.  There’s a number of them he was investigating, and I want to finish as many as I can in his honor.”


“Awkward, isn’t it?  Taking up a dead man’s cause?”


“On the contrary, Uncle Max, it’s a very kind gesture.  Carey had great respect for Davis and wants to be sure his efforts aren’t left unfinished.  I think it’s very admirable of her.”


Nathan smiled at Carey and put his arm around her shoulder.  She was grateful for his rescue, but Uncle Max wasn’t done.


“What other killers are you after?” he persisted.


Carey tried not to react.  “There’s plenty of cases to work on, but I think I’ll look into a hit-and-run case next.  The victim was a low-level clerk who worked for a law firm in town.”


“A hit-and-run?  You’re going to track down someone who left the scene of an accident?”  Kendrick’s eyes were raised.  “Surely the police are better equipped for that investigation?”


“You know, that’s just what bothers me.  I got the impression that Davis didn’t think it was just a dumb accident.  He had a few questions about the case, a few things that didn’t make sense.  I’ll see what I can do with it.  There’s several other cases I’m going to look into as well.”


Maida entered the room, dressed in a casual pants suit that looked too bright against her wan skin.  “Carey, how good to see you.  How is everything?”


“Just fine, Mrs. Fairfield.  I’m keeping busy.”


“Please, call me Maida.  I overheard you mention you’re still working on Davis’s cases?”


“Guilty as charged.  He was a good man, and his work should go on.  Which leads me to what I wanted to tell you . . .”


“Have they not given you a drink yet?  Kendrick, how could you let her just stand here without a drink?  Please, have a seat.  Will sherry do, or are you a scotch drinker like Max here?”  Her tone indicated she did not quite approve of scotch.  Perhaps it was Uncle Max she didn’t approve of.


“Sherry would be fine,” Carey said quickly.  She’d only had it once before, at the Fairfield’s house several months ago.  It was worth drinking the sweet stuff to keep Maida happy.


“Now, dear, we have some business to discuss first,”  Maida said it with firmness and then went on.  “Nathan tells us you’re still waiting for your insurance to replace your car.”


“Er–yes.  It’s taken a long time for them to recognize the fact that it’s totaled. Supposedly they’re waiting on the police report, so I’m stuck in the interim.”


“Good.”  Maida turned to Kendrick and nodded.


“Excuse me?” Carey said, blurting it out too fast. 


“What my wife means is, we’d like to assist you with this problem.  Davis’s car is still in the garage at the condo and it needs to be driven.  Why don’t you take it for the time being?”


Carey’s mouth dropped.  She turned to Nathan, who was grinning.  “But, surely–it’s a Jaguar, after all–I’m sure Nathan would prefer to use it.”


“Nonsense.  Nathan’s got a car which suits him perfectly.  The Jaguar must be driven, and regularly.  Why don’t you use it while your insurance gives you the runaround?”


Nathan nodded and grinned.  “I’ve no need for another car.  I’ve got the Mustang.  Besides, you’d look good in a Jag.”


“I think Davis would have been happy for you to use his car.”  Maida spoke softly, but it was apparent that it had been her idea all along.  Carey wondered why she’d been selected as the recipient.  She realized suddenly that Uncle Max hadn’t said a word during the discussion.  His face was still on his food, his shoulders tight and turned sightly away.  He probably wanted it for himself, like he’d wanted the condo.  She decided to take the bull by the horns and be blunt. 


“What do you think, Max?” she asked.  “Would Davis have minded?  First his condo, and now his car?”


Uncle Max finally looked directly at her.  “I think it is the ideal solution,” he said, and Carey was startled to realize he believed it. 


“Then it’s settled.  Nathan will take the car to have it detailed and get the oil changed and it will be ready for you tomorrow afternoon.  Right, Nathan?”


“My pleasure.”  Nathan smiled.


It was dejá vú.  Carey had been railroaded into taking the car, just as she’d been pushed into moving into Davis’s condo when her parents came down to Florida to reclaim theirs.


“Nathan, could you please bring out the cheese tray?  Now, dear, you were saying you wanted to tell us something?  There’s no problem with the condominium, is there?”


“Oh, no, it’s absolutely wonderful.”


“Of course, if you’ve found another place to live and wanted to vacate . . .” Uncle Max began but Kendrick cut him off.


“Nonsense.”  Kendrick’s eyes flashed at his brother in anger.  “Carey will stay in Davis’s condo for as long as she wants.  And she will drive his car for as long as she wants.  That’s what Davis would have wanted.”  Carey couldn’t read Max’s eyes.  They all sat down as Nathan arrived with a tray of cheese and crackers.


“Chevre, farm cheese, and a nice little smoked Gouda from Holland,” he announced.  “Did I overhear you were about to make an announcement of some kind?  You’re not moving out, are you?”


Carey felt her face flush, and drew on inner strength to pull herself together.  She shook her head slowly.  “It’s about Davis.  I didn’t tell you before.  His death wasn’t an accident.  He was murdered.”


The tray fell from Nathan’s hand, and the plate shattered against the marble floor.  Cheese flew everywhere.  Maida’s mouth fell open and Kendrick gasped, his eyes flickering over to Uncle Max, but Max’s eyes remained fixed into Carey’s.


“No–I can’t believe it,” Kendrick said faintly.  He was very pale.  A trembling hand reached for his own glass of sherry and he took a quick drink.


Maida’s reaction was less dramatic than Carey had expected.  Her shoulders sagged somewhat, and her voice emerged toneless and flat.  “You know, I couldn’t believe he’d been so careless in the first place.  It just wasn’t like Davis.”


Didn’t she realize it meant someone intended Davis to die?

Nathan blinked several times.  “He couldn’t have been murdered.  It was just a dumb accident.”  His voice rang with the insistence of someone who desperately wished it were so.


Carey hated to bring such dreadful news to them, but couldn’t let them hear it from the police first.  “I’m sorry.  I know how awful this must seem.  It’s bad enough that he died at all, but this way . . .”


She looked at Maida again.  She was still shaking her head about being right, not making the horrendous connection yet.  The terrible, unspeakable thought that Davis had had a deadly enemy.

“Who could possibly have–” Kendrick breathed out the words, unable to complete the sentence.  His glance strayed again to Max, whose eyes didn’t return the look.


Carey’s mouth was suddenly very dry and the sherry was not helping.  She wheezed and asked Nathan for water.  He stumbled up and returned momentarily with one, his hands as clammy and cold as the glass, and then he stooped to clean up the mess on the floor.


There was an uncomfortable silence.


“Perhaps I should leave you all in peace for tonight,” she began softly, but Kendrick’s head snapped up, his eyes deeply saddened but his jaw firm.


“No.  Please.  We would like you to stay.  Dinner is almost ready, and we would like to ask you more, if possible, about how you came to this conclusion.”


With a halting voice, she explained how a few weeks ago she’d found Davis’s glasses lying beneath his car in the garage.  His contacts had been taken out earlier and left in the upstairs bathroom, as were his keys to the car and to his desk at work. 


“So, you see, he hadn’t just come home and left the car running while he headed upstairs as the police originally thought.  He’d already been up, then came back down.  His regular car keys were upstairs–it was the spare key to his car that was in the vehicle.  We think he heard the car running and was hit on the head.  His glasses flew off and ended up beneath the car.”


“He heard the car running?” asked Kendrick, his voice hard.  “How could that be?  He had the only keys.  Not to mention the fact that I’m the only other person with keys to his condo.”


“I don’t know how it happened other than what I’ve told you.  Somehow someone got inside, maybe when he drove in, and he was lured down to the basement garage, then struck unconscious where the fumes of his running car killed him.”


“Maybe he didn’t put in his contacts that day, or had a spare pair at work?” Nathan suggested.  He seemed to think she was spinning a fisherman’s yarn.


“No.  The police believe this as well.  It’s not just my wild imaginings,” she said, then regretted sounding flippant.  She went on.  “I’d hoped to prove that the fellow Nathan and I were after, Leo Perkins, was the one responsible for Davis’s death.  He even confessed to me, but later, I found out it couldn’t have been him, so we’re back to square one.  The police have just reopened the case, but haven’t had much time to spend on it yet.  They’ll be talking to you soon.  I wanted to let you know before they threw it at you.”


“Give us time to get our stories straight, eh?” snapped Uncle Max.  His face was flushed and he was breathing heavily.  


“Uncle Max, she didn’t mean that.  More like time for us to deal with the shock,” said Nathan, his mouth twisted into a tight grimace.  “Isn’t that right, Carey?”


“I’m so sorry.”  She shivered suddenly.


Yeah.  Me, too.

Dinner was uncomfortable.  Carey was seated at the head of the table across from Uncle Max, with Nathan to her right and Maida and Kendrick on her left.  As the bearer of bad news, Carey felt tainted with the unpleasantness.  Kendrick and Uncle Max both avoided her face.  Kendrick kept stealing quick glances at Max, but Max kept his eyes firmly affixed to his meal, refusing to make eye contact with anyone.  Maida seemed exhausted, unable to offer much in the way of conversation.  Nathan tried as usual to cheer everyone up with comical tales but even they fell flat in the wake of Carey’s unsettling news.  

