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Gina hopped off the barstool. Perfect perpetually
tanned legs, a teasing smile, dark eyes that lit up beneath long
dark lashes. That was Gina. She not only turned heads, she stopped
men in their tracks and left them drooling and speechless. “Let’s
dance,” she said.

Carrie slipped off her stool. Short tousled bleached
blonde hair, big blue eyes. Part hippie, part techno geek. She
grabbed Lauren’s hand. “C’mon,” she said. “This is a great
song.”

“Not yet,” Lauren said. “You guys go ahead.”

Gina sighed. “Sometimes you’re so uptight.”

Lauren picked at her nail polish as her two friends
disappeared onto the crowded dance floor. The DJ kept the crowd
moving with a contagious dance beat. Carrie’s platinum hair glowed
under the flashing lights. More than a few men’s heads turned in
their direction. Lauren looked away. Gina was right. Sometimes she
was too uptight.

Around her, sexy young women in tiny skirts were
inundated with attention by hopeful young men. They were all so at
ease. Would she ever feel that way?

Lauren silently chastised herself. One of these days
she’d throw caution to the wind and do something wild and crazy.
She rolled her eyes. That would happen right about the time flying
monkeys took over the world.

The guy two stools over was slowly leaning closer to
her. The heavy scent of his spicy cologne stung her nostrils. She
sensed his come-on before he spoke.

“Hello,” he said. “How are you this evening?”

Lauren mustered a smile. “I’m fine thanks. You?”

“Doing great,” he replied through a toothy grin.
“Even better since you got here.”

Nothing original about this guy. He had short sandy
hair and pale blue eyes. He wore a baggy designer t-shirt and baggy
faded jeans. His line was dull. His look was dull. Lauren turned
toward the dance floor in search of her friends.

“Can I buy you a drink?” the guy asked. His eyes
remained fixed on her breasts.

“I’m all set,” Lauren replied. “Thanks anyway.”

He motioned to the empty spot on the bar in front of
her. “You aren’t drinking?”

“I’m driving,” she said. She wasn’t, though he didn’t
need to know that.

“But the night is young. One drink won’t hurt
you.”

His voice had a cocky edge. Lauren shook her head.
“No, I’d rather not.”

He shrugged. “My name’s Dean.”

“I’m Lauren.” She averted her eyes, picked at her
nail polish. Were Gina and Carrie ever coming back or was she
destined to spend the entire evening with Dean leering over her
shoulder?

“Want to go someplace quiet?” Dean asked.

Lauren would have laughed had she not had polite
etiquette programmed into her since birth. The guy offers to buy
her a drink and now thinks she should be so flattered that she’ll
fall right into bed with him? A few women probably did, though she
couldn’t imagine why.

Lauren said, “I’m here with friends.”

“Yeah? Where are they?”

“On the dance floor.”

“Want to join them?”

“No thanks.”

Dean shrugged again. “Your loss.”

Lauren ignored his sarcasm, as well as his look of
disdain. She turned her attention to the music and the people
dancing. The DJ had switched to hip hop, though the beat hadn’t
changed much. Lauren spotted Gina gyrating around two guys whose
tongues practically hung to the floor. No sign of Carrie.

Dean cast a sideways glance, got up, and walked away.
He repositioned himself toward the end of the bar, beside a blonde
with silicon boobs jutting out of her lacy top. Lauren was glad to
be rid of him.

Maybe she should swallow her nerves and get up on the
dance floor with Gina and Carrie. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t
dance. She did it all the time in her bedroom, when no one was
watching. But it took her awhile to work up the nerve to dance in
public. The night was young. People weren’t drunk enough yet.

She turned away from the dance floor and surveyed the
crowd. She spotted him instantly. He was leaning casually against a
pole, his black leather jacket the only rigid part of him. He was
tall and muscular and unbelievably sexy. And he was staring right
at her.

Lauren quickly looked away. Her breath caught in her
throat and heat rose to her cheeks. She tried to concentrate on the
music but, even with her back to him, she felt his eyes burning
into her. He was by far the sexiest man she’d ever seen. Why had he
been staring? Was he still? Why did she want that answer to be
yes?

She turned her head a bit and easily caught a
glimpse. He was still by the pole, still staring. His face was
without expression, his stance casual. He made no move toward her,
yet she was overpowered by his presence.

Lauren rubbed at the goose bumps on her arms and got
the bartender’s attention. “Could I have a shot of tequila
please?”

The two minutes the bartender took to pour her drink
could have been an eternity. Lauren shifted her weight on the
barstool, afraid to turn back toward the man in the black leather
jacket. Was it the fact that he’d been looking at her that was
making her uncomfortable? Or was it the thought that he might turn
away? Maybe a little of both.

Had she been more like Carrie or Gina, she would have
ordered a second drink and had it sent to the guy. Or boldly walked
over and introduced herself. But she was not like them. For many
reasons, she lacked that kind of confidence. Not to mention the
minor issue of her total lack of trust where men were
concerned.

Lauren swallowed the shot in one gulp. Her throat
burned. Good. Maybe it would relax her. Maybe it would give her
some courage.

She sensed his closeness before she turned. His
erotic scent filled the air. Her palms began to sweat and her
cheeks flushed. She took a deep breath and glanced to her
right.

His vivid brown eyes caught her off guard. Such a
deep shade of brown, they were almost black. He met her eyes,
didn’t blink. But she was not as skilled as he and she had to look
away.

“I’m sorry for staring,” he said. “Well, no, I’m
really not. I’m just sorry for being so blatant about it.”

Lauren chuckled at his honesty. His voice was every
bit as erotic as he. He smiled an easy, relaxed smile. He radiated
a confidence that somehow managed to lack arrogance. Lauren’s skin
grew warmer. She silently cursed the blush she couldn’t
control.

“Are you waiting for someone?” he asked.

“No.” Lauren gestured to the dance floor. “I’m here
with some friends.”

He touched the stool beside her. “Then can I sit here
and buy you a drink?”

Lauren hesitated, her voice lost somewhere deep in
his eyes. He grinned and said, “One drink? Then if you want me to
get lost, I promise I will.”

Lauren couldn’t help but smile. “You’ve got a
deal.”

He slid onto the stool. “My name’s Jesse Ryder.”

“Lauren Covington.”

“Covington? Any relation to Alex Covington?”

“He’s my father. Why?”

“I’ve been doing some work for him…”

Lauren’s stomach churned. She looked down at her
hands and picked at her nail polish. It would figure. The first man
she’d been tempted to let her guard down with and he worked for her
father. He was probably a hit man or something. She should tell him
to get lost. She should make up some excuse. She looked up and got
lost in his eyes.

The bartender approached and said, “Can I get you two
something?”

Jesse held Lauren’s eyes. “What are you
drinking?”

“Kahlua sombrero.”

“And a rum and Coke, please.”

As the bartender walked away, Lauren tried to summon
the courage to speak. He worked for her father. Was there any
justice in this world?

“You don’t look anything like your father,” Jesse
said.

“I take after my mom,” Lauren replied. She refrained
from adding a thank God to that sentence. “So what kind of work do
you do for him?”

“Mostly research, digging stuff out of the buried
past. Nothing all that exciting.” Jesse pulled a twenty from his
pocket and placed it on the bar. “I’m a private investigator.”

“Really? That must be interesting work.”

“Sometimes. Other times it’s boring as hell.”

Lauren chuckled. “I guess all jobs can be that
way.”

The bartender returned, placing the drinks in front
of them. Jesse pushed the twenty toward him, which he took and
moved toward the register.

“Beware,” Lauren said. “Here come my lunatic friends
now.”

Gina collapsed onto the stool on the other side of
Jesse. “Well hello,” she said.

Jesse smiled. “Hi.”

“And you are?” Gina asked.

“Jesse.”

Gina’s ruby red lips gave a dazzling smile. “I’m
Gina. And you are stunning.”

Jesse simply smiled. Carrie rolled her eyes as she
slipped onto the stool beside Lauren. “Hi,” she said. “I’m
Carrie.”

“Hi Carrie,” Jesse said. “It’s nice to meet you
both.”

“Great club,” Gina said. “We’ve never been here
before. I love the atmosphere.”

Gina twirled her long dark hair. Lauren chewed her
lip, suddenly feeling more than a little inadequate.

Jesse nodded. “Yeah, it’s not a bad place.” He turned
his attention to Lauren, locking his eyes with hers. “And I’m
definitely liking the atmosphere.”

Lauren grew warm all over. She sipped her drink, not
trusting herself to speak.

“Are you here alone?” Gina asked.

His eyes still locked on Lauren, Jesse said, “I was.
But I hope I’m not anymore.” He flicked a glance at Gina and added,
“I’m on probation till Lauren finishes her drink.”

Lauren laughed, relaxing despite herself. “Probation
period is over.”

Jesse gave her a boyish grin. “And I’m allowed to
stay?”

“Yes,” Lauren replied, grinning as well.

Jesse ordered a round for all of them and, despite
protests from the girls, paid for them all. “Don’t worry,” he said.
“I’m not trying to get you all drunk so that I can take advantage
of all of you. I’m man enough to admit there’s no way in hell I
could handle that.”

“Unbelievable!” Carrie said. “A man who actually
admits to his limitations.”

Lauren said, “A rarity indeed.”

Jesse leaned close to Lauren, his mouth inches from
her ear. “Dance with me,” he murmured.

Lauren was suddenly aware of the slow pulsating beat
of the music. A lump formed in her throat. His words had been more
a gentle command than a question. Of course, she could still say
no. His breath was hot against her neck. She swallowed the lump and
managed to say, “Okay.”

They found a spot on the far end of the dance floor.
Lauren put her hands loosely on Jesse’s shoulders. She was sure she
looked as awkward as she felt.

Jesse’s hands wrapped around her waist and pulled her
close. She wanted to melt into him. She wanted to run from him. The
warmth of his hands created an intense fire on her skin that burned
slowly within her.

Panic set in. What was wrong with her? Why did she
feel this way about a total stranger? Why did she find it
impossibly hard to resist the urge to nestle against his shoulder,
kiss his neck…?

They swayed slowly, their bodies close. She didn’t
trust her voice enough to speak. She didn’t dare look up into his
eyes.

Finally the slow sensual beat was replaced by more
raging techno. Lauren tilted her head up and was struck by how
close Jesse’s lips were to her own. She backed up a step, hoping
her complete lack of ease didn’t show. Jesse winked at her, then
took her hand and led the way back to their seats.

Gina leaned in close to Jesse. “You two looked like
you’ve done that before,” she said.

“I must confess,” Jesse said. “I have danced
before.”

Gina’s lips glistened with her smile. “I meant
together.”

Jesse gazed at Lauren, meeting her eyes and holding
them. “Maybe we were Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers in our last
life.”

Lauren smiled, despite the storm raging inside her.
She was much too attracted to Jesse. And he worked for her father.
Of all people.

Jesse’s eyes narrowed, his attention focused
somewhere behind Lauren’s shoulder. She turned to find Dean less
than a foot away. She turned back, groaning. Jesse cocked his head.
“Friend?”

“No,” Lauren replied. “An earlier aggravation.”

“I see,” Jesse said. “So he didn’t pass the probation
period.”

“No,” Lauren said with a laugh. “He didn’t.”

Dean stepped closer. His voice was low and worked on
being menacing. He said to Lauren, “I thought you weren’t
drinking.”

“Changed my mind,” Lauren said.

“Changed your mind about dancing too?”

“Yup.”

“Good. Then let’s you and me dance.”

Dean put a hand on Lauren’s arm. As she jerked away
from his touch, Jesse stood. He took a slow step toward Dean,
towering at least four inches above him. For a moment Jesse simply
stared at Dean, his expression indiscernible. Then, his voice quiet
and controlled, he said, “You touch her again and I’ll break every
bone in both your hands. Do you have any idea how many bones that
is?”

Dean glared defiantly, though he staggered back a
step. When he didn’t reply, Jesse said, “Each hand contains
twenty-seven bones. I’ll break each slowly, give you plenty of time
to count.”

Dean muttered a few curses as he spun away. Gina’s
eyes were wide with excitement. “Wow,” she said. “That was a huge
turn-on.”

Lauren shot her friend a look of irritation. To Jesse
she said, “Thank you. But I don’t want you risking a fight because
of me.”

“I’m willing to take risks for a good cause,” Jesse
said. “Besides, there wasn’t much risk involved with that.”

Carrie said, “You were so convincing. Would you
really have broken his hands?”

“Absolutely,” Jesse said without hesitation.

“Damn,” Carrie muttered. “My last boyfriend would’ve
let the guy maul me. The most I could’ve hoped for was that he’d
call 911 after running away.”

Everyone laughed. Lauren heard herself talking, being
part of the conversation, despite her growing need to protect
herself by withdrawing. Jesse would have to be kept at arm’s
length. If she could even be around him at all. She couldn’t
explain it. But she felt it. He was one of those people who liked
to be connected to whoever he was with. And that thought scared her
more than anything.

Lauren searched her mind for a plausible escape. A
good lie to get her out of this. “I have to make a call,” she said.
“Excuse me a minute.” Before anyone could question her, she slipped
off the stool and made her way toward the bathrooms.

A few minutes later she walked back to the bar. Her
legs were weak. Jesse watched her. She tried to avoid looking in
his eyes. “I have to go,” she said. “My brother’s got a house full
of people. I promised my mom I’d keep an eye on him, so I have to
get everyone out before my parents get home.”

“I’ll drive you,” Carrie said.

“No,” Lauren quickly replied. “Stay here and have
fun. I’ll catch a cab.”

“I can drive you,” Jesse offered. “No need for you to
get a cab.”

Lauren slipped her jacket on. “No, really, I’m fine.
You guys enjoy the rest of the night.” She briefly met Jesse’s
intense, questioning gaze. Guilt and sadness swept through her. She
said, “Thanks for the drinks. I had fun.”

Before Jesse had a chance to reply, Lauren was
weaving her way out through the crowd.
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Lauren shuffled up the walkway. She was grateful to
be home. She never should have danced with Jesse. What a fool she
was. She still felt the warmth of his hands touching her as she
pushed open her front door.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Alex shouted.

Lauren winced. Her father’s voice boomed throughout
the house. She stood riveted to her place on the carpet, feeling as
if she’d stepped into the middle of a bad movie she’d seen one too
many times.

With an exaggerated flourish, her brother Stephen
switched off the stereo and headed up the polished stairs. Alex’s
voice bellowed after him. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Stephen didn’t turn. He kept his head down. His
shoulders slumped. Lauren wished he would hurry, get up to his
room, get out of their father’s way. But, as always, Stephen became
more defiant, refusing to back down or show fear.

Alex stormed up the stairs behind Stephen. “Answer
me, damn it!”

Stephen finally turned. His eyes bore into his
father. “What?”

“Don’t play stupid with me. When are you planning on
finding employment? I will not support your incompetence
forever.”

“I told you, I’ll get a job.”

“You’ve been reciting that mantra long enough,” Alex
said. “I strongly doubt you’ve so much as completed an
application.”

“What the hell do you know?”

Stephen turned away and trudged up the remaining
stairs. Alex followed close behind, his face red, his hands balled
into tight fists. On the top landing, Alex slammed Stephen against
the wall. He ground out the words, “I know a great deal more than
you could ever hope to know.”

“Like how to beat on women?” Stephen said.

Alex’s fist caught Stephen square in the jaw. Blood
oozed from Stephen’s lip. “Stop it!” Lauren shouted. She stood on
the top stair, glaring at her father. “Leave him alone.”

Alex noticed her for the first time. He glared for a
long moment before saying, “Stay out of this.”

Lauren met her father’s icy blue stare without
flinching. “Leave him alone,” she repeated.

Alex breathed a heavy irritated sigh. He gave Stephen
one last shove. “Remember what I said or you’ll be history to this
family.” Then he strode past Lauren without a second glance.

Lauren stepped closer to her brother. “You okay?”

“Fine,” Stephen snapped. “I didn’t need you to rescue
me.”

“Sorry,” Lauren snapped back. “Next time I’ll let dad
beat you senseless.” She strode straight to her room, closing the
door behind her.
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Lauren awoke to the sound of insistent ringing. She
grabbed her cell phone, too groggy to bother checking the caller ID
display, and mumbled a greeting.

“Lauren?”

The voice had her instantly alert. “Yes.”

“It’s Jesse. From last night. Did I wake you?”

“No.”

“Yes I did. I’m sorry.”

Lauren glanced at her clock. 10:15. She rarely slept
so late. “It’s okay.”

“Carrie gave me your number,” Jesse said. “I hope
that’s not a problem.”

“Not at all.” Lauren sat up, tried to get herself
together. First she acts like a fool by running out on him. Now
she’s barely coherent. What a way to make an impression.

“I was hoping we could get together later,” Jesse
said. “For dinner maybe?”

“Ummm…”

“If you busy, I understand.”

“No, I’m not busy tonight.” Lauren couldn’t believe
those words had slipped from her mouth. She clenched the covers in
her free hand, pulling them up around her chin. She would have
liked to pull them over her head and pretend this wasn’t
happening.

“So is that a yes?” Jesse asked.

“Yes,” she heard herself say. “Dinner tonight sounds
great.”

“Cool. Seven okay?”

“Perfect.”

Lauren gave Jesse her address, all the while thinking
how insane this was. She couldn’t go out with this man. She was too
attracted to him. She couldn’t trust him. She couldn’t trust
herself.

Thankfully Jesse wasn’t one for long phone
conversations. She hung up, torn between childish giddiness and a
full blown anxiety attack.

“Leave me alone!”

Lauren’s mother’s voice broke through her thoughts
and her walls. Lauren slipped out of bed and pulled on her robe.
Then she cracked open her door and peeked out.

“Please don’t,” Kara sobbed.

Lauren stepped into the hall. Her stomach knotted.
Hearing her mother’s pleas should be just another typical part of
her life here at home. But it wasn’t something she’d ever get used
to.

She took another step toward her parents’ bedroom.
The sound of a stinging slap froze her. Kara’s cries were muffled
but the beating was not. Lauren remained in the middle of the
hallway. She wanted to help. She wanted nothing more. But calling
the cops would be a farce. Her father had too many connections. Too
many people who owed him favors. The only outcome would be that her
mother would get a worse beating afterward.

She’d tried before, when she was younger, to break up
the fighting. That also made things much worse for her mother. And
so her mother had asked her not to get involved. They all pretended
it wasn’t happening. As if they were a happy family.

The door across the hall eased open. Stephen stepped
out, looked at Lauren, then at their parents’ door. Neither said a
word. Soon the sound of skin being slapped eased off. Kara’s
muffled cries continued. Stephen glanced at Lauren once more, then
stepped back into his room and closed the door. Lauren rubbed the
knot in her stomach as she headed downstairs.

Her thoughts were lost, jumping from her mother’s
cries to her upcoming date with Jesse. Her emotions swirled in a
tangled mess. She wandered through the large, gleaming kitchen in a
fog.

“I’ll have scrambled eggs,” Alex said.

His voice jarred her. She pushed the filter into the
coffeemaker, then turned toward her father. He stood there, salt
and pepper hair neatly combed, his face clean shaven. His deep blue
silk suit was without a wrinkle. Every piece of him, down to the
silk handkerchief in his suit jacket that matched his tie, was the
model of perfection. He radiated success.

Lauren turned away. “I’m not cooking.”

“Excuse me?” Alex said.

“I said I’m not cooking.” Lauren poured water into
the coffeemaker. “You can make them yourself.”

“I’m certain I must have misunderstood you.”

Stephen shuffled into the room. He plopped onto a
chair at the table. “You making breakfast, sis?”

“No.” Lauren met her father’s glare. How could he
stand there looking so respectable after just beating his wife?

Alex smiled. A hollow, contemptuous smile. He said,
“I suppose I will be forced to disturb your mother then. She does
make delicious eggs.”

“No,” Lauren said quickly. “Leave her alone.” Her
defiance instantly deflated. “I’ll make your eggs.”

“Good. I’d like bacon as well.” Alex pulled a chair
out and sat, careful not to wrinkle his suit. He glanced at his
son. “Stephen, get me the paper from the front walk, will you?”

Stephen breathed a heavy sigh, though he did not
argue. He left the room, returning minutes later with the
newspaper. He tossed it on the table, then walked out without a
word.

Lauren watched the bacon sizzling in the pan. She
wanted to ask her father what he knew about Jesse. All those things
a daughter should be able to ask her father. Absurd to even
consider it.

What kind of work did Jesse do for him? Sure, law
firms used private investigators all the time. But was the work
legitimate? Or was Jesse simply another pawn for her father?

She’d long since stopped being naïve enough to
believe that her father upheld the law. He twisted it to his
advantage. He lied, cheated, and did whatever necessary to win. Was
Jesse helping him with that?

The phone rang. Lauren poured the eggs into the pan.
Her father didn’t make a move, so she bit back a snide remark and
grabbed the receiver.

“Good morning, Lauren. This is Suzanne. Is your
father in?”

“Hold on please.” Lauren handed the phone to her
father. “It’s your secretary.”

Alex grasped the phone with a look or irritation.
“Yes Suzanne?” After a pause, he said, “I realize that. I’m running
behind this morning.” Another pause, then, “Tell Simmons to wait.
He works for me, remember? I’ll be there in less than an hour.”

Lauren placed his breakfast in front of him as he
clicked the phone off. She said, “You still have your secretary
working on Saturdays?”

“Work doesn’t cease simply because it’s a
weekend.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Then why question that which you already presume to
know?”

Lauren sighed. She couldn’t say what she was
thinking, so she said nothing. She went up to her room, leaving her
father to eat alone.
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Three minutes past six. He’d be there in less than an
hour. Clad in cream-colored panties and a matching bra, Lauren
stood in front of her closet trying to keep her heart from leaping
out of her chest. Her cell phone rang. For a moment she stood there
holding her white jeans, staring at the intrusion. Then she picked
it up and flipped it open.

“Did he call yet?” Carrie asked.

“Yes. And thanks a lot.”

“You’re welcome a lot.”

Lauren laughed. “Some friend you are.”

“Didn’t you want him to call?” Carrie said. “The guy
is great to look at. And he’s actually got a great personality,
too!”

“Yeah…”

“He begged me for your number. Not that he couldn’t
have gotten it himself anyway. You know, he’s a smart guy, he could
probably get a phone number without my help.”

“Did you stay long?” Lauren asked. Not that she
really cared. Or so she told herself.

“Till closing,” Carrie said. “But he only stayed
about a half hour after you left.” Carrie chuckled and added, “Just
long enough to get your number.”

“Oh.” Lauren wasn’t sure why that made her feel
better. “I’m surprised Gina didn’t convince him to stay.”

“She tried. He wasn’t biting.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, he actually thwarted Gina’s sexual charms,”
Carrie said. “So when are you seeing him?”

“Tonight.”

“Good for you! Are you nervous?”

“Very.”

“Thought so,” Carrie said. “Though I don’t know why.
You had the guy practically panting over you.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“I would. You should’ve heard the third degree I got
last night. He thought you left to get away from him.”

“Why?” Lauren asked. “What’d he say?”

“Oh, he thought he might’ve been too pushy or
something.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That you’re crazy sometimes.”

“Gee thanks.”

“I meant it in a nice way,” Carrie said. “How did
things go with Stephen? Everything okay last night?”

“Yeah. Worked out fine.”

“Good.”

“I’ve got to finish getting ready,” Lauren said.
“Jesse will be here soon.”

“Call me in the morning. I want details.”

As Lauren flipped her phone shut, she glanced at the
clock. 6:17. She tugged on her jeans, suddenly worried that he’d
show up early and she wouldn’t be ready. Telling herself that she
had no more time to rummage through her clothing in search of the
perfect shirt, if in fact one existed, she grabbed a violet sweater
and pulled it over her head.

Standing in front of her mirror, she brushed her
auburn hair for the fifth time. It didn’t look any different when
she’d finished. Maybe she needed more makeup. More likely, she
needed a miracle.

“This is it,” she said to her reflection.

Lauren grabbed her purse and went down to the living
room. She found her mother sitting on the couch, sipping coffee
from a large mug. She hesitated, wanting to offer words of comfort,
to let her mother know she’d wanted to help that morning. But she
said nothing because that was how it was in her family. They’d all
been conditioned to pretend it wasn’t happening.

Kara looked up. A wide smile quickly transformed her.
“You look great,” she said. “Where are you off to?”

“I’ve got a date.”

“Oh? With whom?”

If it weren’t for the slightest puffiness below her
mother’s left eye, Lauren never would have noticed the bruise at
all. Her mother did an amazing job concealing bruises with make-up.
But, of course, her mother was an expert by now.

“A guy I met last night,” Lauren said.

“What’s he like.”

“He seems nice. Tall. Sexy.”

Kara smiled. “That certainly helps.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Lauren sat beside her mother. “I’m
nervous.”

“I can tell.”

Lauren fiddled with the ruby ring her mother had
given her on her sixteenth birthday, at the party her father had
not shown up for. “You’ll be okay tonight?” she asked.

Kara gave her a small smile. “I’ll be fine. You go
out and have a good time.”

“I’ll sure try.”

“You’re smarter than I was, you know.”

Lauren didn’t have to ask what her mother meant by
that. Not all relationships had to be violent. They danced around
the subject now and then, though her mother never actually came out
and talked about it.

The doorbell rang. Lauren’s knees were weak as she
made her way to the front entrance. She stood in the foyer a
moment, inhaled deeply, then pulled the door open.

“You look amazing,” Jesse said. He held a single
long-stemmed red rose. “For you.”

Lauren reached for it, hoping the flush she felt
rising to her cheeks blended with her makeup. “Thanks. Come on
in.”

“Jesse, this is my mom, Kara.” Lauren motioned into
the living room. “I’m going to put this in a vase. I’ll be right
back.”

Lauren lingered in the kitchen an extra minute,
listening to her mother and Jesse make small talk. Then she took
another deep breath and went back out. “Ready?” she asked.

Jesse nodded. “Sure am.”
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Jesse parked on the top floor of the five-story
parking garage. He and Lauren took the elevator down, then strolled
along the street, past the historical buildings scattered
throughout Boston’s North End. Lauren was surprised to find herself
wishing that Jesse would hold her hand.

“Carrie told me the three of you have been friends
forever,” Jesse was saying.

Lauren forced herself to concentrate on his words.
His voice was deep and hypnotic. “We met in kindergarten.”

“Have you spoken to her today?”

“Briefly.”

“Did she mention that she threatened me?”

“Carrie did?” Lauren asked, genuinely surprised.

“Yup. She said if she gave me your number, I’d better
be the best damn date you ever had.”

Lauren laughed. “Sounds like something Carrie would
say.”

“So I guess I’ve got my work cut out for me
tonight.”

Lauren wanted to tell him that he couldn’t be further
from the truth. If the date had ended at that moment, it would
already exceed any previous dates she’d had. How star struck did
that sound? She looked up at him, met his eyes, and smiled. Good
thing he couldn’t read her mind.

They stepped inside the small Italian restaurant.
Lauren had never been there but she knew its reputation well.
Everyone had heard of the place. Inside, it looked like a chunk of
Italy had been dropped on the streets of Boston. The smell of
garlic and tomato sauce permeated the air.

The maitre d’, complete with Italian accent, sat them
at a back booth. Jesse promptly ordered a bottle of Le Macchiole
Paleo Rosso. He did it with a confident ease that said he was
familiar with ordering good wine and speaking Italian. But there
was nothing in his tone to imply that it mattered to him in the
least.

“I love Italian food,” Lauren said. As she spoke the
words, she thought how dumb she sounded. Like a teenager on a first
date.

“Yeah, me too.”

Lauren met Jesse’s gaze and warmth spread all the way
to her toes. The waiter, who introduced himself as Antonio, brought
their wine. He poured a sample, then waited while Jesse tasted it.
With Jesse’s okay, he filled their glasses and left each of them an
embossed menu with a leather cover.

Lauren immediately opened her menu, grateful for the
distraction. She and Jesse discussed their choices, finding they
had many of the same favorite foods. And many of the least
favorites. When the waiter returned, they made it easy for him by
ordering an appetizer to split and duplicate dinners, right down to
the same salad dressing.

Lauren tried to study Jesse without being obvious.
His dark wavy hair was slightly unruly. He was freshly shaven,
though a permanent hint of a shadow remained. And he had the most
intense eyes she had ever seen. Dark, mysterious, as if a world of
secrets lay hidden behind them.

Jesse met her eyes. His smile was disarming. Lauren
searched for something to say that wouldn’t come out sounding lame.
She decided work was a safe topic. “So what kinds of things do you
investigate?” she asked.

“Just about anything,” Jesse replied. “Missing
persons, insurance fraud… whatever comes my way.”

“You do that for my father?”

“No. Well, sometimes. Occasionally he needs
information on or for clients. I don’t work for him often. I’m
self-employed, so I go where the work is.” Jesse sipped his wine.
Still holding Lauren’s gaze, he said, “What about you? Are you
planning on becoming a lawyer too?”

“No. I’m sticking with journalism. That’s my
major.”

Jesse questioned Lauren about her choice as if he was
truly interested. She told him she was in her last year at Harvard.
She suddenly thought that sounded utterly stuffy but Jesse didn’t
seem fazed one way or the other. She’d been working at the paper
since she graduated high school. One of these days she hoped to
actually write something the paper would print.

“You want to stay with Boston News?” Jesse asked.

“Yeah, hopefully they’ll give me some actual writing
assignments once I’ve graduated.”

“I’m looking forward to reading your stuff,” Jesse
said.

The waiter arrived with their meals. As they ate,
Lauren grew more curious about the man across from her. She said,
“Did you always want to be a private investigator?”

“No, when I was a kid I had big plans.” A hint of
playfulness crept into Jesse’s eyes. “I was going to be the next
Superman. But my sisters got sick of me stealing their tights and I
could never figure the damn things out anyway.”

Lauren laughed. “Too bad. I bet you would have looked
good in them.”

Jesse grinned. “I gave up my Superman dream and got
my degree in criminal law. I became a cop but quit after six
months.”

“Why?”

“I hated it. Too much bureaucracy. I don’t conform
well.”

Lauren’s smile widened. Jesse certainly didn’t seem
anything like her father. “You like what you do now?” she
asked.

“Very much. Most of the time, at least.”

“I guess we all have those days when we’d rather be
doing something else.”

“Was your dad disappointed?”

Lauren’s brows furrowed. “About what?”

“You not going to law school,” Jesse said. “He
must’ve wanted you to be a partner.”

“No.” Lauren pushed her food around with her fork.
“My father doesn’t believe women should be lawyers. We’re too
emotional.” Her father also liked to say that women were too weak.
But Lauren left that part out.

“Oh.”

“I didn’t want to go into law, anyway,” Lauren said.
“But I think my father’s disappointed about my brother not going in
that direction.”

“What does your brother want to do?”

“Anything other than become a lawyer.”

Jesse’s eyebrows lifted but he made no comment.
Lauren shifted in her seat. Time to move the conversation away from
her family. “Is your family from Boston?” she asked.

“Yup. I grew up on the South end. But my parents
moved to Florida about a year ago.”

“You must miss them.”

“I do. Two of my sisters went with them. My older
sister stayed here.”

“Are the two of you close?”

“Yes and no,” Jesse replied. “I love her but she can
be a major snob.”

Lauren listened with amusement as Jesse talked about
his sister and her husband. She could relate to the pretense and
the condescending attitudes he described. She lived it to the
extreme.

Did others perceive her family as pretentious?
Probably. Though her father didn’t pretend. He truly believed he
was better than anyone else.

“How old is your brother?” Jesse asked.

“Seventeen. His name is Stephen.”

“Are you close?”

Lauren sighed. “We used to be.”

“What happened?”

Good question. Too many years pretending life was
something it wasn’t. Too much time spent suppressing their
emotions, to the point where they showed none at all. “I’m not
sure,” she said. “Maybe just a stage.”

Lauren managed to steer the conversation away from
her family throughout the remainder of dinner. They shared a
decadent dessert, a mound of vanilla ice cream laced with rich
raspberry sauce, covered in a white chocolate shell and topped off
with real whipped cream. Jesse spoke with ease about his life while
Lauren wondered what his lips would feel like against hers.

As they walked out to the parking lot, Jesse took
Lauren’s hand. The warmth sent a shiver through her. She’d never
wanted someone so badly. Yet, the thought of letting him close
terrified her.

“Do you want to go to a club? Or a movie or
something?” Jesse asked.

“I really shouldn’t,” Lauren said. “I’ve got a paper
due Monday morning that I haven’t even started yet.”

Jesse leaned against his car, a black ’67 Mustang in
mint condition. He took Lauren’s hands in his and said, “So seeing
you tomorrow is out of the question?”

Lauren lost herself in the depths of his eyes. “I
really have to get it done.”

“You still have to eat.”

“You have a point there.”

“Tomorrow night? Just a quick break?”

Lauren couldn’t help but smile. “Okay.”

By the time they pulled into her driveway, Lauren’s
stomach was in knots. She wanted Jesse to hold her, to kiss her.
She was equally afraid of letting it happen. Jesse turned his body
slightly toward her. His hand touched her hair. His eyes searched
hers. She found her voice and said, “I had a great time
tonight.”

“Me too.”

His lips were warm and soft against hers. A rush of
new sensations flooded her body. Heat rose to her cheeks and she
hoped it was too dark for him to notice the blush.

Jesse pulled away slowly, tracing her lips with his
fingers. “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” he said.

Lauren reluctantly stepped out of the car. Her lips
still tingled from the kiss. Her entire body sizzled.

Jesse backed his Mustang out of the driveway. Lauren
stood in the foyer and watched it roll down the street. Then she
closed the front door behind her. Back home. Back to her private
hell.
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Lauren pulled open the refrigerator. “Anyone want a
soda?”

“No, I want details,” Carrie said.

Gina took a cookie from the glass jar on the counter.
“Yeah, spill it Lauren.”

“We just went out for dinner,” Lauren said. “It was a
nice night. Nothing earth-shattering to report.”

“Where did he take you?” Gina asked.

“Santori’s”

Gina whistled. “Nice place.”

Carrie asked, “Are you seeing him again?”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight?” Carrie said. “You’ve got to be holding out
on us.”

Just then, Alex strolled through the back door.
“Hello ladies,” he said.

“Hi Mr. Covington,” Carrie said.

Gina smiled that dazzling smile. “Hello.”

“And what are you lovely ladies up to this evening?”
Alex asked.

“Looks like Carrie and I are on our own,” Gina said.
“Lauren’s got a date.”

“Is that so?” Alex said. “Lucky guy.”

Lauren twisted the ring on her finger. If her friends
only knew the truth about this man with his perfectly creased
Armani suit. “As a matter of fact,” Lauren said, “I’d better get
ready.”

“Knowing you,” Gina said, “that will be an ordeal.
You’ll have everything in your closet scattered on your bed before
you decide on an outfit.”

Lauren ushered her friends outside and promised to
call them with details the next day. Her thoughts were miles away
when she walked back into the kitchen.

“Tell your boyfriend he’d better show up tomorrow,”
Alex said.

Lauren stopped inside the door. “What are you talking
about?”

“Your boyfriend. Tell him he is expected at my office
tomorrow. I will not accept his feeble excuses.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You are dating Jesse Ryder, correct?”

Lauren nodded. “But -”

“Your prince charming walked out on his job today,”
Alex said. “He claims that dating you while working for me is
presenting a conflict of interest. Therefore he chose to give up
his job.” His eyes bore into her. “I would not have anticipated
such weakness from Mr. Ryder.”

Lauren averted her eyes from her father’s icy stare.
“I don’t see why -”

“Tell him that I expect him in my office at eight
tomorrow morning.” Alex strode across the room, stopping within
inches of Lauren. He took her chin in his hand and pulled her face
up toward his. “If he can’t do that, you won’t see him again. That
will end the nonsense of conflicting interests. Understood?”

The smell of woman’s cologne filled Lauren’s
nostrils. “You can’t -”

“I can.”

Alex turned and abruptly left the room. Lauren was
left staring into the empty air.

What had she gotten herself into? She should have
known better than to date a man involved with her father. She
should have known there would be problems. What could Jesse
possibly be doing for her father that would present a conflict of
interest while they were dating? Something to do with one of her
father’s many girlfriends, maybe? Or something much worse?

She should simply break the date. That would put an
end to all of this. But the thought depressed her. She really
wanted to see Jesse again. And he obviously felt the same way or he
wouldn’t have quit his job.

But why hadn’t he mentioned it to her?

The first guy she truly had feelings for. The first
guy her father had something to say about. Sadly, it made perfect
sense.
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Jesse took Lauren to a small restaurant overlooking
the harbor. He had reserved a corner booth by the window. The sun
had already set. Stars glistened in the sky and a perfect half-moon
reflected against the water.

Lauren gazed out at the boats rocking in the ocean.
“Those are beautiful boats,” she said.

“Do you sail?” Jesse asked.

“Never been,” Lauren replied. “You?”

“I’ve sailed a few times. It’s okay. A lot of work. I
prefer speedboats and I love to water ski.”

“I’ve always thought that looked like fun.”

“It’s great. You’ve never tried it?”

“No.”

“I’ll get you out there this summer,” Jesse said.
“You’ll love it.”

The waitress took their order. Lauren chose baked
haddock because it was the first thing she saw on the menu. Jesse
ordered steak and fries with a Sam Adams. Lauren opted for iced
tea, though it might be better to drown out her thoughts with a
bottle of wine.

While they waited for their meal, Lauren managed to
hold a conversation despite the thoughts nagging at her. Should she
ask Jesse about quitting the job at her father’s firm? Or should
she let it go? Whatever was going on wasn’t really any of her
business. Then again, if it was true that she was causing a
conflict of interest, it was her business. Her head throbbed.

Lauren absently pushed the remainder of her meal
around her plate. Her mind was a cluttered mess. She wanted to
escape it all.

What she really wanted was to escape her father.

“Is something wrong?” Jesse asked.

Lauren looked up, a bit startled. She’d been miles
away in thought. “No, why?”

“You seem kind of distant all of a sudden.”

“No, nothing’s wrong.”

“Reading your food the way some people read tea
leaves?”

“No.” Lauren sighed. “It’s just that, well, my father
told me you walked out on your job with him.”

Jesse frowned. “Yeah, I did. But that was between him
and me. I hope he isn’t sticking you in the middle.”

“He told me you quit because dating me was causing
you a conflict of interest.”

“No, I didn’t quit because of you. Granted, this
complicated things a little. But your father… he needs a different
guy for what he wants done. That’s all.”

“What was he asking you to do?”

Jesse leaned back in his chair. His gaze dropped to
the floor. “I can’t get into that.”

“Why not?”

“You’d have to ask him,” Jesse said. “It’s not
something I can talk about.”

“Was it something illegal?”

Jesse reached across the table, taking Lauren’s hand.
“Look Lauren, I’m sorry, I honestly can’t go there. But it has
nothing to do with us.”

“Okay.” Lauren stared down at the table. His hands
held hers. Their warmth contrasted sharply with the cold inside of
her. She was confused and hurt and didn’t know whether to be mad or
thankful.

“I’m really sorry,” Jesse said. “I wish I could tell
you.”

“Are all your jobs like this?”

“What do you mean?”

“Secret,” Lauren said. “So you can’t talk about
them.”

“No. Sometimes. This one is complicated.”

“Because he’s my father.”

“Yes,” Jesse said. “Because he’s your father. And
because of the nature of the work.”

“He wanted me to tell you to be in
his office at eight tomorrow morning.”

“Jesus. I am really sorry that he put you in the
middle.”

Lauren shrugged. “It’s not your fault.”

“I’ll talk to him. Okay?”

“That’s up to you,” Lauren said. “I was just passing
along the message.”

“I know. That’s exactly what I’ll talk to him about.
It’s got nothing to do with you.”

Lauren offered a thin smile. “My father sometimes has
boundary issues.”

Jesse ran his finger along the side of Lauren’s face.
“I don’t want to cause any problems for you at home.”

Lauren chewed her lip to keep from laughing. If only
she could tell him how ludicrous that was. She had nothing but
problems at home.

She was bothered by the fact that Jesse couldn’t or
wouldn’t tell her what he’d been doing for her father. She tried to
be mature and understand that it was business and there was the
whole confidentiality thing. And it wasn’t like she didn’t have
secrets of her own. That didn’t seem to make the knot in her
stomach any looser.

She sighed, tried to smile. “Don’t worry,” she said.
“Whatever you decide won’t change anything for me at home.”

The ride home was quiet. Lauren couldn’t seem to
shake the mood. She tried to be logical. None of this changed her
feelings for Jesse. The fact that he was actually refusing work at
her father’s firm was, in all probability, a good thing. She’d
always known that any man she chose would not get along with her
father. It had to be that way. So she should be happy. Maybe she
would be, if she understood.

Then again, she had a lot of nerve expecting Jesse to
confide in her when she hadn’t even come close to being honest with
him. What would he say if she told him the truth about Alex
Covington?

When they reached her house, Jesse turned toward her.
His eyes held hers. “I’m sorry, Lauren.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“Then why won’t you talk to me?”

Even in the darkness of the car, Lauren lost herself
in Jesse’s eyes. They were so intense, so full of emotion. How
could she explain that she simply didn’t talk to anyone? How could
she expect him to understand her world?

“I… I guess the secrecy thing is bothering me. But I
do understand.”

“I’d tell you everything if I could,” Jesse said.

Lauren fidgeted in her seat. She wasn’t sure what to
say, what to do. Jesse ran his fingers through her hair. His touch
made her shiver. She wanted so badly to trust him. To trust
somebody.

“I’m being silly,” she said.

“No you’re not,” Jesse replied. “So can I see you
again? I’ll do my best to make this up to you.”

“I…” Lauren swallowed the dry lump in her throat. She
was torn between clinging to him and running away.

“I’ll back off if that’s what you want,” Jesse said.
“But it’s not what I want.”

“It’s just that… I’m not very good at this.”

“That’s okay. I’m real patient.”
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Jesse pushed the snooze alarm off for the second
time. He forced his eyes open and stared blankly at the ceiling.
The soft sound of rain tapping against his window lulled him back
to sleep.

Minutes later the insistent buzzing jarred him awake
once more. Reaching out blindly toward the intruding sound, he
knocked the alarm clock from the nightstand. It clattered against
the hardwood floor, sending a chunk of plastic skittering beneath
the bed.

Propping himself up on his elbow, Jesse assessed the
damage. “Shit,” he muttered.

He took a deep breath and pushed himself out from
beneath the warm covers. Stepping over the broken alarm clock, he
made his way to the bathroom. He turned on the shower and let the
blast of cold water shock him awake. Then he adjusted the
temperature to a more tolerable temperature and lazily washed, all
the while wondering why most of the world insisted on functioning
so early in the morning.

After standing beneath the water long enough to drain
the hot water tank, he realized he was as awake as he was going to
get. He reluctantly shut the water off, grabbed a towel, then
searched for something clean to wear. As he pulled on faded jeans,
his thoughts drifted to Lauren. He couldn’t quite figure her out.
But, damn, he was intrigued.

He’d almost fallen off his chair that first night
when she’d said Alex Covington was her father. Bastard was too good
a word for that man. The guy was a twisted control freak. What was
he doing in a relationship with the guy’s daughter?

Was it even a relationship?

Damn.

Out in the kitchen, Jesse opened the refrigerator and
scanned its contents. The sight of food made his stomach churn. He
settled for a glass of orange juice. After two sips, he dumped the
remainder in the sink. He yawned, grabbed his keys from the
counter, and left his apartment.

The early driving rain had slowed to a drizzle. Thick
patches of fog settled across the ground. His Mustang was barely
visible through the dense fog. He slumped into the seat. What a
great morning to stay in bed.

He muttered a curse directed at the world in general
but meant more toward himself. He was normally so good with casual
relationships. And he’d sworn never to get involved with a client
or anyone linked to a job he worked. Now he found himself strongly
attracted to a woman he wasn’t even sure cared if he existed. A
woman with a strong link to several recent jobs he’d worked. What
the hell was he thinking?

After weaving through forty-five minutes of traffic,
Jesse pulled into the already crowded parking lot. He took a deep
breath, swore at no one and nothing in particular, and stepped out
into the day. The mostly glass building glittered in the growing
sunlight. Jesse sighed and walked inside Covington’s Law Firm.

“Good morning Mr. Ryder,” Suzanne said. “Mr.
Covington is waiting for you.”

“Didn’t know he was psychic,” Jesse replied.

Suzanne overlooked the sarcasm. She said, “I’ll let
him know that you’re here.” She disappeared into Covington’s
office, then quickly reemerged. “You can go in now, Mr. Ryder.”

“Thanks,” Jesse replied.

Jesse walked past Suzanne, into Alex Covington’s
spacious office. He assumed Covington was expecting him to give in.
To go back on the job. That wasn’t about to happen.

Alex rose from the plush chair behind his oversized
mahogany desk. “You’re late,” he said.

“I’m here,” Jesse said.

“You were due promptly at eight.”

“I wasn’t due here at all.”

“Yet you were wise enough to show,” Alex said.

Without waiting for an invitation, Jesse sat on one
of the chairs opposite Alex’s desk. Alex Covington’s intimidation
did not work on him. All it did was piss him off. He said, “Why did
you involve Lauren in this?”

Alex lowered himself back into his chair. “I have
neither the time nor the inclination to have this discussion with
you,” he said. “You were hired to perform certain jobs which -”

“That’s just it,” Jesse said. “I never agreed to what
you’re asking.”

“Until your recent indiscretion, you had proven
yourself to be a valuable asset to this firm,” Alex said. “You
performed responsibly, discreetly, and professionally. You proved
your worth, which is why you were chosen to complete the tasks at
hand.”

“I suppose I should be flattered?”

Alex didn’t respond. He simply stared at Jesse while
rapping his fingers against his desk.

Jesse sighed. “Look, I told you I won’t do what
you’re asking with the murder case. Under no circumstance would I
ever do it. And as for tailing your wife, that would definitely be
awkward. But, regardless of Lauren, that’s just not my thing. None
of this has anything to do with Lauren.”

Alex leaned forward. “It does now.”

“This should be between the two of us. No one
else.”

“Forget Kara,” Alex said. “I’ll deal with my wife in
other ways. However, the other task is not up for debate. You will
complete the job or I will put an abrupt halt to your career.”

“I don’t give in to threats.”

“I don’t make threats, Mr. Ryder. I make only
promises.”

Jesse stood. “I won’t do it. I got out of law
enforcement because I wouldn’t play the games and bend the rules to
win. I’m certainly not about to start doing it for you.”

Alex snorted. “Do us both a favor and get off your
moral high horse.”

“Christ, you want me to mess with evidence so that
your client can walk free,” Jesse said. “Your client is a
cold-blooded killer. What makes you think he won’t do it
again?”

“I don’t care whether he does it again,” Alex said.
“I care about winning.” Alex pushed his chair back and rose. He
leaned forward, pressed his hands against his desk and glared at
Jesse. “My client is an important man. He takes care of me and I do
the same for him. That’s how it works, Mr. Ryder. I’m surprised you
haven’t learned that by now.”

“That’s how it works in your world,” Jesse said. “And
that’s why I refuse to live or work in your world.”

“You’re willing to give up your career and my
daughter over your virtuous code of ethics?”

“I don’t plan on giving up either.”

“We’ll see.”

Jesse glared back at Alex. He was deeper than he
cared to be with this man. He’d known Covington’s reputation when
he’d taken that first job. The job had been minor. He’d thought he
could handle it. And he had. He just hadn’t counted on things
escalating so quickly.

Alex drummed his fingers on the desk. His face showed
controlled anger. He said, “You could have gone far with us. Walk
away now and you will lose all you’ve worked for.”

Jesse turned and strode to the door. “Don’t be so
sure,” he said. He walked out before giving in to the urge to pound
Covington’s face into the polished wood.
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Jesse had spent the past half hour taking out his
frustrations on the weight bench at the gym. His arms throbbing, he
slammed the bar against the bench as if Alex Covington’s head lay
between them.

Would it be any easier had he not gotten involved
with Lauren? Less complicated, yes. But he’d still be backed
against a wall. How the hell had that happened?

“Bad day?” Tim asked.

Jesse glanced at the next bench, where his best
friend since childhood was working out. “You could say that,” he
replied.

“Work?”

“Yes and no.” Jesse stood and stretched his back.
“Remember I told you I’d been doing some work for Alex
Covington?”

Tim rolled his eyes. “Yeah.”

“Well you were right. I never should have done
it.”

“What happened?”

Jesse grabbed his towel and wiped sweat from his
forehead. He said, “Well, it was simple at first. He had me doing
research for a few cases. A few personal things for him but nothing
that was a big deal. The money was great. No problems.” Jesse
sighed. “Then the other day he called me to his office for a
private meeting.”

“To praise your outstanding work ethics?” Tim
asked.

“Kind of started out that way,” Jesse said. “His
opener was to tell me how good my work was and how far I could go
with the law firm.”

“Uh-oh.”

“You got that right.”

Jesse glanced around to make sure no one was in ear
shot. He dropped his voice and said, “I had impressed Covington so
much that my next job was to dig up dirt on some guy he’s trying to
frame. For murder. And after I’d dug up what I could, I was to
manufacture and plant the rest of what was needed.”

“Nice.” Tim dropped his weights and sat up. “He
either really hates this guy or he’s protecting someone
important.”

“Both. His client, the murder suspect, is way up
there on the political ladder. And the guy he wants to frame
happens to be suing one of Covington’s clients. A surgeon.
Malpractice case.”

Tim gave a low whistle. “Covington’s got balls,
eh?”

“Sure does.”

“I take it you refused.” Tim said.

“Of course.”

“And now you know too much. You’ve become a
liability.”

“You got it,” Jesse said. “And that’s not all of
it.”

“How much worse can it get?”

“The other night, remember I mentioned I had a date
with a girl I’d just met.”

Tim nodded. “Yeah...”

“She’s Covington’s daughter.”

“Jesus, he used his daughter to set you up?”

“No,” Jesse replied. “Covington had nothing to do
with it. But I really like this girl.”

“And?”

“And Covington’s threatening to make problems. With
her and with my business.”

“So what now?”

“I’ve got some ideas.” Jesse swiped a chunk of damp
hair from his forehead. “I might need your help.”

“Anytime. You know that.”

“I’m going to look into a few things this afternoon.
I’ll give you a call later.”
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The office Jesse rented was on Park Drive in the Back
Bay of Boston. When he arrived, his secretary was sitting at her
desk typing. Jesse greeted her with a smile. “Hey Dawn,” he said.
“How are you today?”

“Great,” Dawn replied, returning the smile. “How
about you?”

“I’ve had better days.”

“Anything I can do?”

Jesse picked up his mail from her desk. While sifting
through it, he said, “You can ignore me if I get cranky.”

“Sure thing,” Dawn said. “I left a couple of phone
messages on your desk.”

“Thanks.”

Jesse went into his office and plopped down on the
leather chair behind his desk. He picked up his messages and read
through them. Nothing from Lauren. Not that he’d expected there to
be. They were supposed to see each other this weekend. Christ, it
was only Monday. Friday was a long way off.

What the hell was wrong with him? Why was he so
obsessed with this woman? Sure, she was beautiful. But it wasn’t
like he’d never dated a beautiful woman before. And yes she was
funny and smart and a wonderful diversion from the airheads he’d
been dating recently.

Just a diversion, right? So what if being close to
her turned him on more than he’d ever thought possible.

Damn.

What was he going to do about Covington? More
importantly, what was he going to do about Lauren?

“This is just great,” he muttered. Of all the women
for him to fall apart over, it had to be Alex Covington’s daughter.
What the hell was he thinking?

Dawn tapped on the door, then poked her head inside.
“Someone’s here to see you.”

“Who?”

Dawn stepped inside. She scrunched her face up like
she’d sucked a sour lemon. “He wouldn’t tell me his name,” she said
quietly. “And he’s giving me the creeps.”

“Send him in,” Jesse said. “May as well keep this day
going on that steady downward spiral.”

“Good luck,” Dawn said.

She left the room and seconds later his doorway was
filled with what could have been a character from a bad horror
movie. His massive arms were solid muscle. A soft fleshy stomach
that he probably filled with beer and rare steak pressed against
the confines of designer t-shirt. His eyebrows were dark angry
streaks over lopsided eyes. He looked as if an earthquake had
passed through his face and shifted one eye socket lower than the
other.

The mismatched eyes quickly appraised Jesse. Then the
guy said, “You Jesse Ryder?”

Jesse stood but knew better than to extend his hand
to shake. Everything about this guy was off. He said, “I am.”

“I have a message for you.”

Jesse focused on the thin scar that covered the
length of the man’s left cheek. He said, “From who?”

“Mr. Covington would like you to reconsider his
offer.”

“And if I don’t?”

The man smiled, revealing a broken front tooth. Even
the smile was crooked. It was like one side of his face was sliding
off. Definitely horror movie material. The guy tossed a photo face
down onto Jesse’s desk, then turned and strode out the door.

Jesse waited until the guy walked past Dawn’s desk
and let himself out the outer door. Then he picked up the photo,
turned it over, and winced. The clothing told him that the person
had been male. One hand had no fingers. The other had been crushed
flat. The face was not recognizable as human.
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Jesse was ushered through the high gates of Walpole’s
maximum-security prison. The guard brought him to a small room with
one scratched metal table, two equally scarred metal chairs, and no
windows. The guard said, “I’ll be right out in the hall.” Then he
stepped out and closed the door behind him.

Jesse sat on one metal chair, which was bolted to the
floor, and waited. Five minutes later the back door to the room
opened. A second guard nodded to him as he ushered his prisoner
inside. Chris Nyles, a tall lean man who showed each of his
thirty-two years, plopped into the opposite chair and glared at
Jesse. “Who the hell are you?” he asked.

The guard secured Nyles’ cuffs, then stepped out into
the hall. Jesse said, “My name’s Jesse Ryder. I’m a private
investigator.”

“I didn’t kill her,” Nyles grumbled.

“I’m not here about your case.”

“Then what the hell do you want?”

Jesse leaned forward, resting his elbows on the
table. He said, “I understand you and Danny Bellows were good
friends.”

“So what if we were?”

“I’m interested in how he died.”

“They say suicide.”

“I know what they say,” Jesse said. “But I don’t
believe he killed himself. Do you?”

Nyles shifted in his seat, pulled at his cuffs. “I
wouldn’t know,” he said. “I wasn’t there.”

“But you know what he was involved in prior to his
death.”

“What’s it to you?”

“I want to nail Alex Covington.”

Nyles snickered. “And what makes you think I can help
you with that?”

“I know Bellows worked for Covington,” Jesse said.
“Intimidation stuff with certain clients, some tampering with
evidence.”

Nyles shrugged. Jesse leaned back. He let the silence
surround them. Then he said, “He did real well until it came to a
certain hit. He screwed that up.”

“What are you getting at?”

“He’d become a liability,” Jesse said. “Covington had
him disposed of.”

“And what if he did? What the hell has all this got
to do with me?”

“Nothing,” Jesse said. “Except that Danny Bellows was
your best friend. And you might like revenge.”

“And what do you get?”

“The same.”

Nyles was silent a moment. “How’d you get your
info?”

Jesse shook his head. “Confidential. But it wasn’t
all that hard.”

“So what if I help you? That means I’d be next to
disappear.”

“Looks like you might be next anyway,” Jesse said.
“You apparently screwed up, too. Only you got caught before
Covington got to you.”

Nyles’ Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. His eyes were
like those of a feral cat. He said, “I want some things in
return.”

“For instance?”

“I’ve got a lot of shit from my past working against
me here,” Nyles said. “This charge is going to send me over the
edge.”

“What is it you want?”

“Get them to cut me a good deal. I want out of this
place. Somewhere out of Covington’s reach. Then maybe we’ll
talk.”

“No maybes.”

“Okay, let’s say I can give you what you’re looking
for. But you don’t get a thing till I get what I want.”

Jesse nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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Alex tapped his Bulgari pen against his desk. He
scowled at his visitor as he spoke. “Enlighten me please. What is
it again that I am paying you for?”

Dominic Forenzi stretched his muscular legs out in
front of him. He stared across the desk at Alex, his expression as
blank as always. “I told you I’ll get it done,” he said. “It’s just
taking longer than I expected.”

Alex sighed. “And that message I asked you to
deliver?”

“Done.”

“It’s comforting to know that my money is not
entirely wasted on you, Forenzi.”

Dominic pulled a battered pack of Marlboros from his
pocket. Catching Alex’s glare, he was reminded of the no smoking
rule. He stuffed the pack back in his pocket. “Ryder doesn’t strike
me as the type to scare that easily,” he said.

“Precisely the reason he was initially hired,” Alex
said. “However, I was not fully aware of his overly idealistic
tendencies.”

“How long you giving him?”

Alex swiveled his chair to the side. The view out the
wall of windows behind his desk soothed his nerves. He owned a
large piece of the city below. He wanted to own it all. “We need to
persuade Ryder to see things my way,” he said. “His skills could be
vital to this organization. A few of our lesser skilled employees
have caused problems recently. They are simply not competent. And,
of course, you know what losing Martin has done to this firm. We
have yet to find an adequate replacement. I like Ryder’s ability.
His confidence. I’d prefer not to lose him.”

“He’s got a lot of cop friends,” Dominic said.

“I appreciate your observation.” Alex swiveled his
chair back to face Dominic. “Your point being?”

“Don’t you think he’s gonna tell these cop friends
what’s going on? Something happens to him, he mysteriously
disappears, and there’ll be cops crawling down our throats.”

Alex kept his voice calm despite his growing
irritation. “A point which I have already taken into consideration.
As long as you maintain a reasonable level of intelligence in your
behavior, we remain untouchable. If things work out the way I
intend, his cop friends, as you put it, will soon be our friends as
well. One of the many perks in having Ryder on our team.”

Alex leaned forward. He stared into Dominic’s
drooping eye. “Just remember, if you inadvertently give Ryder or
anyone associated with him ammunition against me, you will live
only long enough to regret that misstep.”

Dominic Forenzi fidgeted with the pack of cigarettes
in his pocket. He said, “I won’t make any mistakes.”

“You have work to do,” Alex said by way of dismissal.
“Send Suzanne in on your way out.”

Seconds later Suzanne stepped into the office. She’d
recently had her hair dyed an even paler blonde than usual. Her
shiny lips protruded with collagen. The expertly applied makeup
gave her face a flawless appearance. She did a good job of fighting
her age but Alex knew better. She no longer held the same sexual
allure.

“You wanted to see me?” Suzanne asked.

“Close the door behind you,” Alex said.

Suzanne closed the door softly, then stepped further
into the office. She stood with perfect posture, staring at a spot
just beyond Alex’s left ear. She rarely met his eyes. Hadn’t for
years now.

Alex rose, unhurried, silent. He leaned against his
desk and simply gazed at Suzanne for a few minutes before speaking.
“Is there something you’d like to tell me?” he finally asked.

Suzanne looked at him with an expression somewhere
between confusion and fear. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s a simple enough question.”

“Yes, it is.” Suzanne crossed her arms in front of
her, hugging herself. “I don’t believe there’s anything I need to
tell you.”

Alex nodded. “I see.”

He waited, letting the silence stretch. A minute
passed. Maybe two. Then he said, “I received a phone call last
evening. An inquiry.”

Suzanne’s expression slowly changed from confusion to
comprehension. She backed up a few inches. Alex smiled as he said,
“Are you still sure there’s nothing you’d like to tell me?”

Suzanne shook her head. “I… I’m not sure…”

Alex crossed the room in four purposeful strides. He
grabbed a handful of Suzanne’s bleached hair, yanking her head up
and back so that she was forced to look him in the eye. He said,
“Does the name Maxwell O’Connor mean anything to you?”

“Alex, please…”

“How many other firms have you sent your resume to,
Suzanne?”

Alex let go of her hair, touched her shoulder, then
allowed his hand to slip down to her breast and linger there. He
traced the outline of the lace bra she wore beneath the silk
blouse. His voice, tight with anger, was in total contrast with his
soft touch. “How do you think it made me feel to hear from O’Connor
that my personal secretary had expressed a desire to move to his
firm? Do you think I enjoyed the amusement in his voice when he
realized that I had no idea you were taking steps to seek new
employment?”

Alex slipped his hand beneath Suzanne’s blouse,
cupping a lace-covered breast in his hand. He got a sexual charge
from her trembling. He wanted her to remember whom she belonged to.
Who she would always belong to.

“You know I hate surprises,” Alex murmured. He
stepped back, removed his smoke-gray suit jacket. He carefully laid
it over one of the leather visitors chairs. Then he walked to the
windows and stared out at the city. Silence hung in the room, thick
and palpable. He could feel her fear.

Still with his back to her, he said, “I’m
disappointed. I thought I could trust you.”

“I’m sorry…” Suzanne’s voice died away with a
suppressed sob.

“Are you unhappy here?”

Alex waited. Suzanne sniffled, said nothing. He
turned and said, “It’s funny, you know. You came here years ago, a
young woman with no experience and big ambitions. You worked hard
to make me notice you. You weren’t content with your place with the
lawyers whom I employ.”

Alex swept his arms out wide, his gaze traveling
around the room. “This was your priority. Becoming my personal
secretary. Do you remember?”

Suzanne nodded. Alex stepped closer. His voice was
low and each word cut like a knife. “You didn’t stop there. Even
that wasn’t enough for you. Becoming my lover was your true
priority, was it not? You all but begged me for it. And I rather
enjoyed the game.”

Alex stepped behind Suzanne and pressed close against
her trembling body. He breathed in perfume, Romance by Ralph
Lauren. His mouth grazed her ear as he spoke. “It seems to me that
you now have everything you wanted, everything you asked for. You
don’t truly want to leave me now, do you?”

Suzanne tried to step away but Alex grabbed her
wrists and held her firm. He pulled her roughly against him. In an
absurdly calm voice, he said, “Now, is there something you’d like
to tell me?”

“I’m sorry,” Suzanne said. “I just thought…”

“You just thought what?”

“I thought maybe it was time for me to move on.”

Alex shook his head. “And why would you think
that?”

Suzanne stood still, trembling, saying nothing. Alex
reached around her and turned the lock on the heavy oak door. He
said, “I told O’Connor that you’d apparently misunderstood a
situation and thought you were being replaced. I then informed him
that you were no longer in the market for a change of employment.
That message has been circulated throughout the city. You should
have learned long ago that the game is played by my rules. And it’s
over only when I say so.”

Suzanne stifled a sob. A lone tear slid down her
cheek, cutting a trail through her perfectly applied blush.
“Please,” she whispered.

“Please what, Suzanne?” When she didn’t reply, Alex
said, “I remember a time not so long ago when you used to plead
with me to take you to bed. Do you remember?”

Suzanne nodded. “That was years ago. It’s different
now.”

“Yes, you’ve grown older, though apparently no
wiser.”

Alex smiled, truly enjoying himself. He’d needed an
outlet. A few grievous mistakes had occurred. Ryder was creating
problems. And his family had been unusually difficult these past
few weeks. This was exactly the distraction he’d needed. The
perfect outlet for his aggression.

“I suppose I must now remind you of what happens to
those who misbehave,” Alex said softly.

Suzanne’s eyes widened. She shook her head back and
forth. “No, please…”

As Alex unbuckled his belt, he said, “I suggest you
undress. You know the punishment is always easiest when you
cooperate.”
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Lauren, Carrie, and Gina sat in a booth at Murphy’s
Pub, sipping frozen daiquiris. Gina had just finished reading the
others a love poem that a guy she knew from Boston University had
written for her. She wrinkled her nose and said, “Can you believe
this dribble?”

“I thought it was a beautiful poem,” Carrie said.
“Very romantic.”

“Oh please!” Gina said with a roll of her eyes. “I
don’t even want to date him, much less have him write me sappy
poetry.”

Carrie laughed. “Just like you to be breaking yet
another heart.”

Lauren found herself wishing that Jesse had written
her that poem, pledging his undying love for her. But what was she
thinking? That was ridiculous. Two dates and she was on the verge
of becoming lovesick. And what if he did suddenly profess his love
for her? What then?

She thought about him all the time. How could she
feel this strongly about a man she barely knew? She hadn’t allowed
herself to get this close to any guy she’d dated over periods of
months, much less days.

“Hey Lauren,” Gina said. “I hear your dad’s being
honored at some fancy banquet tonight.”

Lauren stiffened. “Yeah, how did you know?”

“I heard my parents talking about it,” Gina said.

“What’s he being honored for?” Carrie asked.

Lauren took her straw and poked at the ice cubes in
her drink. She said, “Some kind of community involvement
thing.”

“You take these things so lightly,” Carrie said.

Gina nodded. “You must get used to it when Alex
Covington is your father.”

Lauren took a long swallow of her drink. If they only
knew the truth. She said, “It’s not such a big deal. A lot of it is
company PR stuff.”

Carrie said, “You know, your dad always looks like he
just stepped off a page from GQ. My dad owns one suit that must be
at least ten years old.”

“Your dad’s a mechanic,” Lauren said. “He doesn’t
need to dress for work.”

“Some people have a natural flare,” Gina said. “I
can’t imagine Alex Covington ever wearing a pair of jeans. Not even
on his day off.”

“Now that you mention it,” Carrie said, “you’re
right. I’ve never seen him in jeans, even when he’s hanging out at
home.”

Lauren swirled the melting ice cubes in her glass.
Her friends were right. Her father didn’t own a pair of jeans. But,
then, when was the last time anyone had actually seen him ‘hanging
out’ at home. She didn’t respond and hoped the subject would
quickly change.

A young waitress in a low cut blouse brought their
appetizers. She plopped the mozzarella sticks and Buffalo wings on
the table without much interest. Her attention was riveted on a
table of young men who’d been flirting with her.

As the waitress moved away, Lauren took the
opportunity to steer the conversation away from her father. She
said, “Do either of you know Kevin Fuller?”

“I do,” Gina replied.

“What do you think of him?”

“Cute. Badass. A major jerk at times. Why?”

“Stephen’s been hanging out with him.”

Gina frowned. “That means trouble.”

“I was afraid of that.”

Carrie turned to Gina and lifted her eyebrows. “How
do you know this guy?” she asked.

Gina shrugged. “Met him at a party awhile back. We
went out a couple of times before I smartened up.”

“So he’s our age?” Lauren asked.

“Twenty-three,” Gina said. She took a bite from a
mozzarella stick. Cheese oozed out and she wrapped her tongue
around the stray piece. “He deals for a living. Weed. Coke.
Pills.”

Lauren sighed. “Perfect.”

“You think Stephen’s doing drugs?” Carrie asked.

“I know he’s into something,” Lauren said. “But I’m
not sure what. He just hasn’t been right lately.”

“We could find out easy enough,” Gina said.

“How?”

Gina’s smile was full of mischief. “We’ll go over to
Kevin’s and see for ourselves. People hang out there almost every
night.”

Carrie said, “I’m sure this Kevin guy would be
thrilled to have us show up at his door.”

Gina twisted her long hair around her finger. “Kevin
won’t mind a bit,” she murmured.

Lauren frowned. “But Stephen would be furious.”

“He won’t know we’re there to check up on him,” Gina
said. “He’ll think we’re there to party like everyone else. Hell,
he might even think his sister is cool after all.”

“I guess,” Lauren muttered.

“We’ll go tomorrow night,” Gina said.

“I have to work,” Lauren said.

Gina sighed. “How about Wednesday night?”

Lauren hesitated. “Okay.”

“I’m in,” Carrie said.

“Good,” Gina replied with a clap of her hands. “Then
we’ll find out for ourselves what the little shit is up to.”
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Lauren slipped into her shimmering gold Dolce &
Gabbana dress and matching heels. She walked to her mirror and
peered at her image. Her well-practiced smile peered back at her.
She was as ready as she’d ever be.

Downstairs she found Stephen slumped in a wing chair
in the living room with a beer in his hand. “What the hell are you
doing?” Lauren said.

Stephen barely glanced at her. A tiny ring of blue
was all that was visible around his enlarged pupils. “What the hell
does it look like?” he said.

“Have you lost your mind?” Lauren kept her voice low,
despite her desire to scream. “If Dad catches you, he’ll -”

“I don’t give a fuck what he does.”

“Stephen, you can’t -”

“Don’t start preaching at me.”

Lauren let out an exasperated breath. Stephen had a
wild look in his eyes that came from more than alcohol. And an
arrogance that was sure to get him in trouble this evening. Lauren
changed her tactic and softened her voice. “What about Mom?”

“What about her?”

“How do you think your condition tonight is going to
affect her?”

“Give me a break, will you?” Stephen rose, took a
moment to get his balance, then strode to the kitchen. Lauren
followed close behind. He drained the remainder of his beer, tossed
the bottle in the trash, burped. “You didn’t expect me to go to
this thing sober,” he said, “did you?”

“I just think -”

“You think too damn much.”

“Would you mind letting me finish a sentence?”

Stephen’s eyes flashed with anger. They were that
same shade of steel blue as their father’s. His jaw was tight as he
ground out the words, “Why don’t you mind your own fucking
business.”

Lauren took a deep breath. She struggled to keep her
tone calm. “Tonight will be hard enough for mom without -”

“She should be thrilled.” Stephen’s words were heavy
with sarcasm. He glared at Lauren as if daring her to disagree.
“Her superior husband is being honored tonight. The entire city,
maybe even the state, will know what a truly giving and amazing man
she’s married to.”

“Stephen, please -”

“I ain’t playing his fucking games.”

“Stop it!” Lauren’s voice was hushed but forceful.
“If he hears you, we’ll all be in for it.”

“Fuck him.”

“You’re high on something.”

“No shit.”

“You might not care what happens to you. But you
could give a little thought to me and Mom.”

Just then Kara’s voice called out from the living
room. “Lauren, Stephen, where are you two?”

“In the kitchen, Mom!” Lauren called. “We’ll be right
there.”

Alex’s sharp voice cut through the house. “Let’s
go!”

Lauren glared at Stephen. “You won’t think you’re so
smart if he beats the hell out of Mom because of you.” She took a
breath mint from her purse, popped it into his mouth. “Now behave
yourself.”

Alex and Kara were waiting in the foyer. Alex stood
in front of the antique mirror, adjusting his Tank Francoise
cufflinks. Stephen stuffed his hands in his pockets and stared down
at the floor. No one said a word.

Finally Alex turned. Addressing them all, he said, “I
expect a lot of smiles this evening.”

“Of course,” Kara said. “We’re thrilled -”

“Do not patronize me,” Alex said. “This entire
trivial ceremony is a farce. I could not care less what those women
at the shelter think of me and you know that.”

“Sorry,” Kara mumbled.

“As you know, I have to do a certain amount of public
relations to maintain my image,” Alex said. “The work my firm did
for those women was nothing more than that. While I would have
preferred to send one of my employees to this ceremony, those in
charge of the shelter requested my presence. I couldn’t possibly
refuse.”

Lauren swallowed her comment. Imagine her father
counseling battered women. The thought made her nauseous. If only
those people knew the truth about him. But no one ever would.

The ceremony was being held at a restaurant on the
south end of Boston, not too far from the shelter. As Alex swung
his Lexus LS into the parking lot, he grunted. “And I am expected
to eat a meal here,” he said.

Lauren said nothing. She had eaten there before and
knew the food was good. She also knew her father wouldn’t like it.
His taste buds were activated strictly by atmosphere and a very
particular class of people.

“Maybe the food will be good,” Kara said. “You never
know.”

Alex slammed the car into park. “Let’s get this over
with.”

During dinner, Stephen openly flirted with a young
woman seated at a table behind them. She was with a group of other
woman, all in their early twenties. Despite Alex’s warning glares,
Stephen continued. While the woman seemed to take Stephen’s
attention as harmless playfulness, Alex was clearly appalled. The
knot in Lauren’s stomach tightened.

Immediately following dinner, the ceremony began.
Alex played the part of the gracious recipient. He stood at the
podium and began his speech with the importance of getting involved
in one’s community. He then went on to say how shocked he was upon
first learning the statistics involving battered women. The number
of women beaten, he said, was alarming and intolerable. Communities
needed to rally around these women, to give them a place to turn so
that they didn’t need to remain in such atrocious and
life-threatening situations. He finished by stating how proud he
was to have been of service to these women in their time of
need.

Alex stepped from the podium to a standing ovation.
Lauren stood on wobbly legs. Her stomach heaved. Kara stood beside
her, clapping and smiling. Lauren didn’t understand how her mother
managed to appear so far removed from these other women, as if the
things spoken about could never and had never touched her.

They drove home in silence. Lauren closed her eyes,
wishing she could be anywhere else. Why didn’t she simply move out?
Carrie had even suggested they be roommates when she’d first
decided to get her own apartment. Why did she stay home where there
was constant tension, deceit, and abuse? Why didn’t she go away to
college, in another state, when she’d had the chance?

She opened her eyes and stared at the back of her
mother’s head. Her mother, the reason she stayed. Her mother needed
someone on her side, someone to protect her.

Lauren frowned. She was doing a lousy job of
protecting. The abuse had only gotten worse with time. Did it do
any good at all for her to remain at home?

Maybe it would be better if she moved out. Maybe her
father would have less to get angry about, less reason to lash
out.

Lauren closed her eyes again. She knew better. Even
after she and Stephen had both moved out, Alex would remain the
same abusive, unfeeling man he was now. The only difference would
be that he’d have no one around to witness his behavior. Or to keep
him from going too far.

By the time they walked into the house, Lauren had
forgotten all about Stephen’s behavior at the restaurant. She was
lost in her own thoughts, deep in search of a way out. As she
crossed the living room toward the stairs, her father’s voice
bellowed behind her.

“What the hell were you trying to do in there?” Alex
said.

Stephen almost smirked. “What would you be referring
to?”

Alex stepped within inches of Stephen. His hands
balled into fists as he sputtered, “You are an embarrassment to
this family.”

Tears sprang to Kara’s eyes. “Alex, he didn’t mean to
embarrass you. Please -”

Alex shoved Kara aside. “Stop babying him. Stephen
wants to play adult, so let him handle this like one. He doesn’t
need his mommy defending him.” He turned back to Stephen, his tone
taunting. “Or do you?”

“Fuck you,” Stephen said.

The back of Alex’s hand caught Stephen in the corner
of the mouth. His lip split open and blood oozed out, sliding down
his chin. Stephen didn’t blink. He said, “Do you feel like a big
man now?”

Alex grabbed Stephen’s arm, yanking him closer, “You
little -”

“Leave him alone!” Kara demanded.

“Get upstairs,” Alex said. “I’ll handle him
myself.”

Kara hesitantly approached. She stopped just out of
Alex’s reach. Her eyes swam with tears. “Alex, let him go,” she
said.

Alex’s expression tightened. “Kara, mind your own
damn business”

“This is my business.”

Alex glared at her a moment, then let go of Stephen’s
arm. To Stephen he said, “Looks like Mommy wants to save you.
Perhaps she’d also like to take your punishment. Now I suggest you
get lost while you still can.”

Stephen glanced at Kara, then quickly put his head
down and stumbled up the stairs. Alex turned to Lauren and said,
“You should do the same.”

Lauren searched her mother’s eyes. The knot in the
pit of her stomach twisted tighter. She couldn’t leave them alone.
He would beat her, like he always did. Only this time would be even
worse. This time her mother had dared to defy him.

“I said get upstairs,” Alex said.

“It’s okay,” Kara said quietly. “Go ahead to
bed.”

Lauren reluctantly headed up the stairs. Her father’s
angry voice trailed after her as he berated her mother for
interfering. He blamed her inadequacy as a parent for Stephen’s
behavior.

Her father’s voice grew louder, booming through her
bedroom walls. Even with her door shut tight, she heard every word.
He ridiculed her mother, belittled her. Lauren buried her head
beneath her pillow. Her father’s voice became muffled but the rage
remained unmistakable.

Eventually the yelling stopped. Then everything
became quiet.

A deadly silence.
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Lauren woke long before her alarm clock announced the
arrival of morning. She lay in bed, watching the dim light of dawn
seep through her blinds. Her father’s voice kept echoing in her
mind. She could taste her hatred for him, bitter and vile.

Jesse had given her his number and said she could
call anytime. But she was pretty sure he wouldn’t expect her to
call at five in the morning. Even if she had the courage to make
the call, what then? Tell him she couldn’t sleep because her father
is a vicious, power-crazed lunatic?

She pushed herself from the comfort of her bed and
quietly made her way down the hall to the bathroom. In just over
twenty minutes, she had showered, dressed, and was steering her
Pontiac G6 down the driveway. She could kill time in the student
lounge before her first class. Anything was better than facing her
father at the breakfast table.

Her classes passed by at a painfully slow pace. She
fought to focus her attention on the professor as he droned on
about ancient Egypt. The lecture was about King Ramses II and the
many temples he’d constructed. Lauren found herself wondering what
kind of ruler her father would have been. No doubt he would have
ordered just as many temples built, if not more. And he would have
seen to it that he was the one worshipped inside those temples.

What kind of ruler would Jesse have been? Strong but
humble, she believed. Why did she think that? And what did it even
matter?

Lauren managed to salvage enough concentration to
make it through sociology, her last class of the day. From there
she drove straight to work, where she was left little time to
contemplate the actions of would-be rulers. By the time she walked
through her front door that evening, she was too tired and hungry
to worry about her father.

She dropped her books and purse on the antique table
by the stairs, then went into the kitchen. Alex was seated at the
table, coffee and newspaper in front of him. Lauren almost spun
around at the sight of him but her growling stomach forced her to
the refrigerator.

“Good that you’re home,” Alex said. “I’ve been
waiting to speak to you.”

His tone was calm, controlled, with a sharp edge of
restraint. Lauren pulled the sliced chicken from the refrigerator.
She didn’t turn to meet the eyes she felt burning into her. “About
what?”

“You need to keep your mouth shut,” Alex said. “I do
not want you interjecting your opinions when I am dealing with your
brother. Or anyone else.”

Lauren took the bread from the breadbox, fighting the
urge to ball it up and throw it at her father. She worked at
keeping her tone as calm as possible. “Fine.”

Alex’s eyes drilled into her. She refused to meet his
icy glare. He sipped his coffee as Lauren made her sandwich. Just
when she thought their conversation was over and she’d be free of
him, he said, “I do have to admit that you’re the only one in the
family with the gumption to speak your mind. That would have been
an admirable trait had you been born male.”

Lauren grabbed her sandwich, almost crushing it in
her grasp, and headed for the doorway. She didn’t trust herself to
comment.

Alex pushed his paper aside. “I’m not finished,” he
said. “Sit down here.”

Lauren hesitated before turning back. She placed her
sandwich on the table and sat across from her father. She didn’t
meet his eyes, didn’t speak.

“We used to be friends, you know,” Alex said
softly.

Lauren stared at her sandwich. “I know.”

“When did that change?”

It was not a question that invited comment. Lauren
waited, her head pounding with the start of a migraine.

“I’ve always wanted what is best for you,” Alex
finally said. “Which is why I feel it necessary to make this
decision for you.”

“What decision?”

“You need to stop seeing Mr. Ryder. He is not right
for you.”

“Since when is that for you to decide?”

“As I told you, he is not right for you. Trust me and
end it.”

“And if I don’t?”

“It’s your life, Lauren,” Alex said. “You are an
adult and you can certainly do as you please. However, if you
choose to defy me, I will be forced to take matters into my own
hands.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You are my daughter. Mr. Ryder is nothing to me.
Nothing.” Alex stood, adjusted his silk paisley tie. “I have to
go,” he said. “Remember what I said.”

Lauren remained in the chair, picking at the sandwich
she no longer wanted. Why was her father so determined to keep her
from Jesse? She had the sudden realization that she had gotten
exactly what she’d wanted. A man on the opposite spectrum of her
father. Somehow she hadn’t expected it to turn out quite like
this.
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Lauren tossed most of her sandwich into the trash,
grabbed her books and purse, and trudged up to her room. She had no
sooner dropped everything onto her desk when her cell phone chirped
from somewhere deep within her purse. She rummaged past her day
planner, wallet, lip gloss, and an assortment of unnecessary items
she’d collected before coming up with her phone. She managed to
answer before her voice mail took over.

Jesse’s greeting caused Lauren’s heart to do a few
quick thuds against her chest. She opened her mouth but no words
came out.

“Did I catch you at a bad time?” Jesse asked.

“No,” Lauren replied. She thought of all the things
she should say, the things she wanted to say. Instead she fumbled
with a shred of truth. “I was just sitting down to work on a report
for sociology.”

“Okay, I won’t keep you. I called to see if you
wanted to catch a movie tomorrow night.”

“I… I can’t tomorrow.” Warmth rushed to Lauren’s
cheeks. The sound of Jesse’s husky voice brought vivid images to
mind. Her father’s threats in no way stood up to her
hormonally-charged fantasies.

“Are we still on for Friday?” Jesse asked.

“Yes. Tomorrow I have a party to go to. It’s… well
-”

“You don’t have to explain.”

The words spilled from Lauren’s mouth of their own
will. “No, I have to go to this party with Gina and Carrie so that
I can check up on my brother. I know it sounds crazy, and it
probably is, but he’s been in some trouble and I wanted to… I don’t
even know what I wanted to do. I guess keep him from doing anything
stupid.”

Jesse chuckled. “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to see
you there.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s a dumb idea. I’m not even sure
why I’m doing it.”

“Because you love your brother.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m looking forward to Friday night,” Jesse said.
“Anything special you want to do?”

“No.” Lauren’s father intruded on her thoughts, as he
had a way of doing so often. She should tell Jesse about what her
father had said. It would only be fair to let him know in case her
father decided to make trouble. If Jesse didn’t want to see her
anymore because of it, she would understand. Or at least that’s
what she was telling herself.

“I know a great little blues club in Cambridge,”
Jesse was saying. “Back Alley Blues. Have you been there?”

“No, but I love the blues.”

“I remember.”

“You’re a good listener.”

“Sometimes,” Jesse said. “Dinner will be your choice,
so think about where you’d like to go.”

“Okay.”

“Good luck tomorrow night.”

“Thanks,” Lauren said. “I think I’ll need it.”
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“I’m still not sure we should be doing this,” Lauren
said.

Gina steered her red Solstice down the narrow
streets. “Stop worrying,” she said. “You might even have fun
tonight.”

“At least you’ll have an idea of what Stephen’s been
up to,” Carrie said.

“Could be nothing,” Gina added.

“He’s out almost every night,” Lauren said.
“Sometimes he doesn’t even bother to come home. He’s been cutting
school a lot. This morning my mom asked me if I thought he was in
trouble.”

Gina slammed on her brake as she nearly missed the
turn she wanted. “Shit,” she muttered. She spun the wheel sharply
and somehow managed to keep from smashing into an oncoming SUV.
Unfazed, she said, “What did you tell her?”

Lauren eased the death grip she had on the dashboard.
“The truth,” Lauren said. “I don’t know.”

Gina stopped in front of a three-story apartment
house. “This is it,” she said.

Lauren gaped at the building, with its peeling yellow
paint and porches that had struggled under the weight of too many
people. Six cars were jammed into the driveway. Four more edged the
building, crushing what was left of the dying lawn. Lauren followed
her friends up the walk, a combination of dread and anxiety
building inside her.

The small third floor apartment was a clutter of
people. Smoke settled like fog, floating toward the open windows.
Marijuana mixed with tobacco. The combination assaulted Lauren’s
lungs. She held in the choking cough that threatened to make a fool
of her.

Rock music blasted from a place she couldn’t
pinpoint. Animated voices collided and fought for dominance. A
young guy covered in tattoos and piercings had his hand up a young
woman’s very short skirt. Beside them a group sat in a circle
playing a drinking game.

Gina spotted Kevin across the room. She waved and
called, “Hey Kevin!”

A smile lit up his face as he strode toward them.
“Gina baby!” He gave her a more than friendly hug. “Where you been
hiding?”

Gina grinned. All white teeth and sex appeal. “Here
and there,” she said. “Hope you don’t mind me and my friends
crashing your party.”

“You’re always welcome.”

Gina stepped aside, motioning with her hand. “This is
Carrie and Lauren.”

Kevin’s glassy hazel eyes traveled the length of
Lauren’s body. “Aren’t you Stephen’s sister?”

Lauren nodded. Kevin’s features were perfectly
chiseled. A bit sharp. His smile was easy and relaxed. He was
handsome in the way of a college star athlete with a little too
much arrogance.

Kevin sized Lauren up like he was inspecting a car
for purchase. He said, “I guess Stephen doesn’t know his big sister
that well after all.”

“What do you mean?” Lauren asked.

“He said you’d never set foot in my place. Nice to
see he was wrong.” His voice became more of a low growl as he
added, “I wonder what else he was wrong about.”

Lauren wanted to slap the leering expression right
off Kevin’s face. His arrogance combined with the intensity of his
whiskey breath left her nauseous and irritated.

Before Lauren could say something she probably would
have regretted, Gina stepped between them. She said, “Speaking of
Stephen, is he here tonight?”

Kevin tossed a cocky grin at Gina. “Why, you looking
for a young stud this evening?”

“Don’t be an ass,” Gina said with a roll of her eyes.
“I was just asking.”

“I haven’t seen him yet.”

Gina held up the quart of Absolut vodka she’d been
holding. “We came prepared and thirsty.”

“Bar’s over there.” Kevin pointed across the room.
The bar itself was barely visible beneath the cluster of bottles.
His gaze lingered on Lauren. He said, “You’re welcome to whatever I
have.”

Carrie played bartender, making them each a white
Russian. Relieved to be rid of Kevin, Lauren sipped her drink while
watching the crowd. She caught snippets of conversation about
tripping on ecstasy, rock climbing, and someone’s blog on MySpace.
And odd combination of topics from an odd assortment of people.

“This is crazy,” Lauren muttered. “Even if Stephen
does show up, what am I expecting to accomplish?”

Carrie shrugged. “You’ll view him in his own element.
Maybe it’s not as bad as you thought.”

“Or it’s a lot worse,” Lauren said. “Have you looked
around?”

Gina took a long swallow from her cup. “We may as
well have some fun while we’re here,” she said. “I’ve never been
much of a wallflower.”

The girls moved further into the room and were
quickly swallowed by the crowd. Lauren glanced around
uncomfortably. Stephen was nowhere to be seen. She wanted to go
home.

“How you doing?”

Lauren turned to find Kevin beside her. “I’m okay,”
she replied.

“How come you’re so quiet?”

“That’s just me.”

“Stephen told me you don’t party,” Kevin said. “What
else doesn’t he know about his big sister?”

Kevin’s hot whiskey breath made Lauren queasy. She
scanned the room. No sign of Gina and Carrie was engrossed in a
conversation with a guy in heavy black eyeliner. She turned back to
Kevin and said, “I’m actually not much of a party person.”

“You sure are gorgeous. We could get away from all
the noise if you want.”

Gina came up behind them, playfully slapping Kevin’s
arm. “She’s not like that, Kevin.”

“Like what?” Kevin asked with feigned innocence.

“She’s a nice girl,” Gina said. “Leave her
alone.”

Kevin gazed at Lauren. “Was I bothering you?”

Lauren averted his hungry eyes. “No…”

“You can be honest,” Gina said. “He can take it.”

“Chill,” Kevin told Gina. “If I’m bothering her,
she’ll tell me. Christ, she is an adult, right?”

Lauren spotted Stephen wandering into the room. The
sight of him staggering confirmed all the negative feelings she’d
had. Before she could say anything, Kevin called out, “Hey Stephen,
look who’s here!”

Stephen headed toward them. He abruptly stopped a few
feet away, his eyes riveted on Lauren. “What the hell are you doing
here?” he said.

Stephen’s pupils overpowered the blue rings in his
bloodshot eyes. He held a half-empty pint of Jack Daniels in one
hand. Lauren found herself wishing she could shrink back into the
wall. What had she been expecting to gain by coming here? Stephen
wasn’t about to surrender and go home with her. Not in front of his
friends. Not when he was already wasted.

“Relax,” Kevin told Stephen. “She’s cool.”

Stephen shot Kevin a cold glare. “Whatever.”

Kevin sighed. “Christ Stephen, she’s -”

“Fuck off,” Stephen muttered.

Stephen turned away. Lauren said, “I think I should
go.”

“Don’t let him chase you away,” Kevin said. “It’s his
problem.”

Stephen muttered a string of curses between gulps
from the bottle of whiskey. He kept his back to Lauren, wouldn’t
meet her eyes or even glance her way.

Carrie had been standing by, watching. Now she
stepped in and said, “Lauren’s right. No sense in creating a scene
or starting trouble.”

Kevin shot an angry glare at Stephen. He said, “Hey,
he don’t pay the rent here.”

Lauren shifted her weight, allowing more space
between herself and Kevin. She searched for something to say that
wouldn’t show her desperation to escape. “These are his friends,”
she said. “Not mine.”

Kevin started to protest further but Gina wriggled
between them. “Lauren’s right,” she said. “No sense in starting a
family feud over this.”

“Oh c’mon,” Kevin said. “Don’t let his sour mood
chase you out of here.”

“We weren’t planning to stay long, anyway,” Gina
said. “I just wanted to stop by and say hi.”

Stephen shot a look over his shoulder. He took
another long swallow, seemingly defying Lauren to say something.
Kevin shook his head. His eyes remained locked on Lauren. “I could
toss him outta here easy enough.”

“No,” Lauren said quickly. “I have to go anyway.”

“I’ll have a talk with him,” Kevin said, more to
Lauren than anyone else. “He’ll be cool with this next time.”

Next time? Lauren forced a smile. She’s sooner spend
the night in a snake pit.

Out in the car, Gina couldn’t stop giggling. “Kevin
really has the hots for you,” she said.

Lauren groaned. “Yeah, thanks.”

“Hey, don’t knock it ‘til you’ve tried it,” Gina
said.

“He’s a stoned drug dealer, for God sake!”

“But he is a sexy stoned drug dealer,” Carrie added
with a grin.

“Then you two can gladly have him,” Lauren said.

“He doesn’t want us,” Gina said. “He wants you.”

“Great. And I should be flattered?”

“Definitely not,” Carrie said. “You’ve got a much
better catch already. We just like giving you a hard time.”

Lauren smiled, shook her head. “Such great
friends.”

Carrie said, “I guess Stephen’s in a little
deep.”

“That’s for sure,” Lauren muttered.

“Don’t read too much into one evening,” Gina said.
“So he was drinking and he copped an attitude. That’s nothing we
weren’t doing at his age.”

“He was doing more than drinking,” Lauren said. “And
a pint of whiskey isn’t having a few drinks at a party.”

“I know,” Gina said quietly.

“Anything we can do?” Carrie asked.

“I wish I knew.”

Lauren gazed out the window at the passing traffic.
She wished she’d skipped the party and gone out with Jesse instead.
Though she wasn’t ready to admit it, even to herself, she missed
him. She enjoyed being with him. Maybe too much.
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Lauren stood in front of her mirror brushing her
hair. She pulled it up in a loose twist and studied her reflection.
Frowning, she took it down and brushed it once again.

“Looks good,” Stephen said from the doorway. “Leave
it that way.”

Lauren twirled around. “You like it better down?”

“Yeah.”

Stephen disappeared down the hall. Lauren turned back
to face the mirror, sighed, and put down her brush. She walked out
to the hall and glanced into Stephen’s open doorway. She hadn’t
seen him since the incident at Kevin’s the other night. Maybe she
should apologize, although she wasn’t sure exactly what she should
be sorry for.

“Looking for me?”

Startled, Lauren spun around to find Stephen watching
her with a goofy grin. In that moment he looked like the boy she’d
spent hours with in their living room, building tents with
blankets, pillows, and empty cardboard boxes. She said, “Yeah, I
was. I wanted to talk to you about the other night.”

“Let’s just forget it happened.”

Lauren shook her head. “No, I want to apologize. I
shouldn’t have shown up there without letting you know. It must
have been awkward for you.”

“No big deal,” Stephen said. “You going out with
Kevin tonight?”

“Kevin?”

“Yeah. He told me he wanted to ask you out.”

A meal of chocolate covered ants was less revolting.
“I haven’t spoken to Kevin since that night at his apartment,” she
said. “I’ve been seeing someone for awhile now.”

“Oh.” Stephen shrugged. “Kevin’s probably waiting for
you to stop by again. You can, you know.”

“Maybe I will.”

Stephen regarded her for a moment, then said, “Have
fun tonight.”

“Thanks.”

He stepped into his room, closing the door behind
him. Seconds later his stereo blasted through the solid walls.

Lauren started down the hall just as the doorbell
chimed. Her stomach did a nervous flip. Goosebumps erupted on her
skin. She rubbed her arms as she skipped down the stairs.

Out in the driveway, Jesse held the passenger door
open for Lauren. “What are you in the mood to eat?” he asked.

“You really want to know?” Lauren said.

“I really do. Unless it’s something weird, like squid
or ostrich. Then we might have to settle for pizza.”

Lauren laughed. “I don’t like squid and I can’t
imagine eating an ostrich.”

“Then we’re probably safe.”

“I’m actually in the mood for Mexican.”

“My favorite,” Jesse said. “I know the perfect
place.”
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Lauren and Jesse sat in a small Mexican restaurant in
downtown Boston. The mood was light, the pace slow. They talked
about art exhibits, fad diets, alternate realities, and the
waiter’s pierced eyebrow. Jesse was playful and kept Lauren
giggling through most of the meal.

By the time they arrived at the Back Alley Blues
club, Lauren’s nervous butterflies were long gone. The club’s muted
lighting and overall ambiance gave it an erotic undertone. Like
love and sex happened in the darkened corner booths where the music
vibrated the floors and the drinks went down too easily.

Lauren gave a little shake of her head as she noticed
how crazy her thoughts had become. Maybe not so much crazy as
obsessed. With Jesse. With sex. With sex with Jesse. She turned to
see him looking at her and her skin immediately grew red hot.

Jesse motioned to one of the few empty tables near
the back of the room. “This table okay?” he asked.

“Perfect,” Lauren replied.

Jesse led the way. Then, as Lauren settled into her
seat, he said, “Want a drink?”

“Sure.”

“What would you like?”

“Surprise me.”

Jesse grinned. “Now there’s trust.” He made his way
to the crowded bar and soon returned with two frothy drinks.
Placing one in front of Lauren, he said, “I hope you like it.”

Lauren took a sip. “Mmm, what is this?”

“My secret,” Jesse said with a wink.

The band started into a slow, grinding beat. The
vocals fell somewhere between a plea and a groan. Jesse took
Lauren’s hand, pulling her to her feet. “Let’s dance,” he said.

Lauren’s knees threatened to give out on the way to
the dance floor. Jesse settled his warm hands on her waist. Her
skin tingled. His breath was warm against her neck. For a few
moments the music and Jesse’s overpowering presence replaced all
thought. No one else existed on that dance floor.

When the song came to an end, Lauren realized that
she had all but melted into Jesse’s arms. Embarrassed, she started
to pull away. Jesse ran his finger lightly over her bottom lip,
slipped his hand beneath her chin and gently directed her mouth up
to meet his. The kiss was soft and slow and she was lost in its
depths.

When their lips parted, Lauren suddenly became aware
of the people around them, dancing to a new song with a new beat,
while they stood still, lost in that kiss. Heat rose to her cheeks.
Jesse laughed. “You blush easily, don’t you?” he said.

“Unfortunately, yes,” she said.

Jesse pulled her close. “Want to dance some
more?”

Nerves got the better of her. And, as often happened,
with the discomfort came thoughts of her father. No doubt he would
find out she’d been with Jesse tonight. He’d be furious. No one
disobeyed him, particularly the women in his life. Would there be
more threats? Or worse?

She had to be honest with Jesse. He deserved to know
that her father wanted him out of her life. He should be allowed to
decide whether he wanted to stick around, despite that. And she
deserved to know where her father’s raw hatred came from.

Lauren took a deep breath, met Jesse’s eyes. She
said, “I need to talk to you about something.”

“Okay, let’s sit down.”

Back at the table, Lauren silently cursed her father.
He had not only ruined her childhood, but now he was verging on
ruining her adult life as well. Why was she allowing him to do this
to her? She looked down at her hands and fought the compulsion to
pick at her lavender nail polish. She said, “You already know my
father’s not a very nice man when he doesn’t get his way.”

Jesse nodded. “Yeah.”

“Well, I don’t know what happened between you two
but, well, he doesn’t want me to see you anymore.”

“I know.”

Lauren met Jesse’s eyes. “You do?”

“Yeah, he told me.”

“Oh.”

“Did he threaten you?”

Lauren looked away. “No…”

“Ahh, the threat was directed at me.”

“You could say that.”

“I’m sorry,” Jesse said. “I don’t know why he insists
on involving you in this.”

“What’s going on with you two?”

“I refused to do a job for him and he’s pissed.”

“That’s it?”

“Pretty much.”

“That seems awfully trivial,” Lauren said. “Even for
my father.”

Jesse reached out, covering Lauren’s hand with his.
“Look Lauren,” he said, “I don’t want to start trouble between you
and your father. I wouldn’t want to mess up your relationship.”

“My father and I have no relationship.” Lauren
paused, weighing her words. “I think you know my father much better
than most people. And I trust you to decide how to handle him. But
I know the man no one else sees. I know what he’s capable of.”

“I’m not afraid of your father,” Jesse said. “I just
don’t want him to make your life miserable.”

A small, bitter laugh escaped Lauren’s lips. “That
would be an understatement. He has always made my life hell.” The
simple warmth of Jesse’s hand brought Lauren a comfort she hadn’t
known with anyone before. “I’ve never told anyone that,” she said.
“Everyone I know thinks my father is the greatest. You knew better
all along, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t want him to hurt you.”

“He’ll only hurt me if he comes between us,” Jesse
said.

“I don’t want that to happen, either.”

Jesse leaned forward, brushing his lips softly over
Lauren’s. He stroked her cheek as he spoke. “You’ll be okay at
home?”

Lauren found herself wanting nothing more than to
stay wrapped in Jesse’s arms. “I’ll be fine,” she said.

“Then let’s not worry about it.”
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Lauren was jarred awake by the sound of angry
shouting downstairs. She lay still a moment, listening. The voices
were muffled. No distinct words, just sharp garbled noise. Wide
awake now, she sat up and checked her clock. Four a.m. With a sigh,
she climbed out of bed, pulled on her robe and slippers, and
stepped out into the dark hall.

Stephen’s bedroom door was open, which likely meant
he hadn’t been to bed yet. Lauren continued down the hall. The
voices grew more distinct. Her mother and father.

“Please stop,” Kara said.

“I have warned you before,” Alex said. “You know
better than to ask such a ridiculous question.”

Lauren reached the bottom step at the exact moment
that her father backhanded her mother across the face. Kara
stumbled backward. “Stop it!” Lauren said. “Leave mom alone.”

Alex turned. In the dim light, his face took on a
haunted glow. Lauren shivered. She said, “Stop hitting her.”

“This is not your business,” Alex said. “Your mother
gets nothing she doesn’t deserve.”

Kara gripped the back of the sofa for support. “I’m
okay, Lauren,” she said softly.

Lauren remained where she stood. She couldn’t keep
walking away. Each time she did that, it was like saying this was
okay. She took part in allowing her father to continue his abuse.
Of her mother. Of all of them.

Lauren met her father’s stare. His cold anger
radiated off him in waves. She forced herself not to flinch. “No
woman deserves to be hit,” she said.

Alex closed the space between them. Kara quickly
said, “Lauren, please go up -”

“Quiet!” Alex’s demanded. “Apparently Lauren feels as
if she has something worth contributing here.”

Determined not to be bullied, Lauren stood firm.
Putting as much confidence into her voice as she could muster, she
said, “You have no right to hurt anyone.”

Alex chuckled without humor. He smoothed his
Ballantyne cashmere sweater, brushed imaginary lint from his black
wool Prada slacks. Finally he met Lauren’s eyes. “The treatment
given is that which is deserved,” he said. “Therefore you are
incorrect. I have every right.”

He held Lauren’s gaze for a moment longer. His eyes
burned hot with fury. But something else burned there as well. That
nameless emotion sent a chill down Lauren’s spine.

After a moment, Alex turned to Kara. “I’m tired,” he
said. “You and I are finished with this subject. Do not bring it up
again.”

Alex disappeared up the stairs. Lauren and Kara stood
in the silent shadows until the bedroom door clicked closed. Then
Kara let out a soft whoosh of breath. She said, “Thank you.”

Tears glistened on Kara’s cheeks. Lauren shook her
head. This life made no sense to her. “Why do you stay with him,
mom?”

“It wasn’t always this bad.”

“I know. But -”

“Not now,” Kara murmured. “We’ll talk later.”

So many unanswered questions. And it seemed they’d
remain unanswered, at least for now. Lauren agreed to let it go,
muttered a good night, and headed back up to her room. She climbed
in bed and stared at the ceiling. Knowing she would never get back
to sleep, she simply lay there, letting the scenes of her life play
over in her mind.
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Seated at the kitchen table, Lauren was halfway
through her second cup of coffee. The caffeine was doing little to
snap her out of the groggy half-sleep state she’d been in since
being jarred awake a couple of hours earlier. The sudden slam of
the car door in the driveway sounded like thunder in the silent
room. Stephen fumbled with the back door. Lauren made no move to
get up and help. His antics were the last thing she needed this
morning.

Finally Stephen managed to twist his key in the lock.
He stumbled into the kitchen, pushing the door closed with too much
force. He didn’t seem to notice as the glass pane in the door
rattled. A moment later he realized Lauren was sitting at the
table. His eyes widened, then he chuckled. “Hey sis,” he said.
“Didn’t expect you to be up.”

“Good morning,” Lauren replied with little
enthusiasm.

“You missed a hell of a party.”

“Keep your voice down.”

Stephen zigzagged toward the refrigerator. “What’s
the big deal?”

“Why don’t you go to bed,” Lauren said. “Dad got in a
couple of hours ago and he’s in a lousy mood. Don’t give him any
excuses to take it out on you.”

Stephen took a long swallow from the orange juice
container. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Since when does he
need an excuse?”

That familiar knot tightened in Lauren’s stomach. She
wasn’t sure if she should be more concerned about her mother or her
brother. Sometimes all she wanted was to hide somewhere and let it
all go on without her.

“Do us both a favor,” Lauren said, “and stay quiet
and out his way today.”

Stephen shrugged. “I need to crash anyway.”

Lauren felt relief as Stephen staggered from the
room. That relief was quickly replaced by guilt. She should be
doing more for her brother than shooing him off to bed. But she
didn’t know what she could do on her own and didn’t have the energy
to figure it out.

A dull thud came from the hallway. Lauren dropped her
head in her hands, rubbed her eyes. No doubt Stephen was bouncing
off walls in his attempt to get to his room. She was about to get
up and check on him when a much louder thump was followed by glass
shattering. She ran to the living room to find Stephen and one of
the hallway paintings heaped on the floor. Shards of glass now
decorated the side table.

Lauren yanked Stephen to his feet. “Now you’ve done
it,” she muttered.

“What the hell is going on?” Alex shouted from the
upstairs hallway.

“An accident,” Lauren called. “Go back to bed. I’ve
got it.”

Alex descended the stairs. He stopped at the bottom
landing, pulling his robe tight and glaring at Stephen. “What
happened?” he said. “And where have you been?”

Stephen put one hand against the wall, steadying
himself. He looked at Alex, then quickly away. “A party.”

“You are seventeen, not twenty-one.”

“So?”

Alex moved off the landing. Lauren kept her position
between them. “He was on his way to bed,” she said. “He didn’t mean
to -”

“Be quiet, Lauren,” Alex said.

The rage in Alex’s eyes betrayed the calmness in his
voice. Lauren held her ground. “Let him go to bed,” she said.

“I said be quiet.” Alex swept his arm across Lauren,
pushing her aside. “You have interfered more than enough for one
day.”

“Don’t you dare touch either of
them,” Kara said. She hurried down the stairs, her facial muscles
tight, her eyes filled with determination. She glared at Stephen.
“You go to bed,” she said. “We’re going to have a long talk later
today.”

Stephen’s gaze dropped to the floor. His shoulders
slumped forward as he trudged past his parents, up the stairs, and
to his room. Alex’s eyes bore into him. Then he quickly spun
around, the force of his rage directed at Kara. “Just what exactly
do you think you are doing?”

Kara glanced at Lauren. She turned back to Alex,
inhaled deeply. “I don’t want you hitting him anymore,” she
said.

“My, you’ve suddenly developed quite a bit of
courage.” Alex took a step closer to Kara. His voice was low but
sharp. “Or is it stupidity? Have you forgotten your place
here?”

“She’s right,” Lauren said. “Beating Stephen isn’t
going to help anything. He needs help.”

“Precisely why I intend to handle this my way. I will
not pamper him.”

“And you will not abuse him,” Kara said.

Alex raised his hand as if to slap Kara. But then he
let his arm drop to his side. He murmured, “You and I will deal
with this privately.”

His eyes lingered on Kara, cold and angry. Then he
cast a glance at Lauren, some unknown emotion flickering behind his
gaze, before he stormed upstairs and back to his room.

Kara pulled Lauren close. “Thank you,” she said. “You
gave me the courage I’ve been lacking.”

Lauren fought back her tears. “You deserve so much
better.”

“We all do.”
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Lauren pulled off her cream-colored silk blouse and
tossed it onto her bed with the rest of the rejects. Clad in her
bra and panties, she continued to search her closet. Why was she
having such a hard time dressing for this date? She and Jesse were
only going to the beach. This shouldn’t be such a big deal.

A sweater would probably be her best choice. The
temperature was supposed to reach the mid sixties but it would be
cooler on the water. She yanked open her dresser drawer and
rummaged through her assortment of sweaters. Too formal. Too bulky.
Nothing seemed right. Now what?

She opened another drawer, found her purple,
short-waisted sweatshirt with Tweetie on the front, and pulled it
over her head. Perfect for the beach. It was warm, comfortable. It
was also not the least bit sexy. But it would have to do. She had
run out of things to try on.

Choosing a pair of jeans didn’t put her in quite as
bad a frenzy. Finally dressed and as ready as she would ever be,
she went downstairs to wait for Jesse. The house was silent.
Thankfully, everyone was sleeping in after all the pre-dawn
chaos.

No way could she have gone back to sleep. Still edgy
and unable to relax, Lauren wandered from room to room. Ordinarily
she paid little attention to the things in her parents’ home. Now
she realize how much stuff her parents had accumulated. A velvet
sofa, antique pottery, ridiculous bronze sculptures. Everything
from the largest piece of hand-carved furniture to the smallest
crystal candleholder was picked for the statement it would make.
Their life was all about appearances.

How nice it must be to live in a home where the
furniture was purchased for comfort and the flatware didn’t require
a separate insurance rider. Lauren had yet to see Jesse’s apartment
but she couldn’t imagine he had much use for twelve-hundred dollar
candleholders. Life with him would be much simpler, happier. A
healthy environment for children to grow up in.

Lauren’s eyes widened as she realized the direction
her thoughts were heading. The sound of Jesse’s car pulling into
the driveway saved her from having to examine those thoughts too
closely.

Jesse had brought donuts, a tea for Lauren, and a
root beer for himself. She smiled when she reached in the bag and
found her favorite, a blueberry filled donut. In no time she was
comfortably settled in for the long ride to the tip of Cape
Cod.

As they sped along the highway, Lauren said, “Tell me
about your craziest case.”

Jesse laughed. “Wow, that’s a tough one.”

“Too many to choose from?”

“You got it.”

“Does any one in particular stand out in your
mind?”

Jesse thought a moment. “About a year ago this one
guy came into my office,” he said. “It was a Wednesday morning. I
even remember the time. Eleven-thirteen.”

“He must have made quite an impression.”

“You could say that.” Jesse laughed, shook his head.
“He looked pretty normal. Early thirties, clean cut, short reddish
hair. He was wearing brown Dockers, a beige long-sleeved oxford
shirt. Brown suede Timberland shoes. And he was carrying a pretty
big black umbrella, despite the fact that it was sunny
outside.”

“I can’t believe you remember all that detail,”
Lauren said.

Jesse glanced at her, gave a little shrug. “It’s my
job. Besides, he became pretty memorable.”

“What happened?”

“He spent about fifteen minutes grilling me about my
client confidentiality, my ability to maintain secrecy while I
worked, my credentials, etc. During this time, he positioned a
chair halfway between the door and the windows. Then he turned it
sideways so he could see both while we talked.”

“Weird.”

Jesse grinned. “You think that’s weird?” he said.
“While we were talking, he held the open umbrella over his
head.”

Lauren’s eyes widened, then she broke into laughter.
“Why on earth would he do that?”

“Apparently he was being stalked by aliens.”

“Aliens?”

Jesse took a moment to switch lanes and maneuver
around two tractor trailers. Then he said, “He wanted to hire me to
track down the commander of these aliens and find out their
mission.”

“Oh my.”

“The black umbrella protected him. Aliens can’t see
through black umbrellas.”

“Well everyone knows that.”

Jesse laughed. “I told the guy I’d consider his case
and get back to him. After he left, I made a few calls. Turns out
the aliens following him were in fact his family members. He’d been
recently diagnosed with schizophrenia. They were all worried but
were in disagreement over how to go about committing him to a
psyche ward. His father and one of his sisters refused to drag the
guy in against his will. Thought that would make his condition
worse.”

“So what did you do?” Lauren asked.

“I went to see the guy the next morning,” Jesse said.
“Told him the aliens were actually friendly and working with the
government. They needed him for a classified mission to save the
world.”

“You didn’t!”

Jesse chuckled. “Hey, his family was all for the
idea.”

“And he believed you?”

“His family prearranged everything at this private
hospital. I drove him straight there, told him it was the secret
headquarters. He walked inside happy as could be. Even saluted me
at the door.”

“Nothing like a happy ending.”

Lauren suddenly realized how much she smiled when she
was with Jesse. His easy relaxed nature was contagious. She
impulsively leaned across the seat and kissed his cheek. The action
surprised her as much, if not more, than it surprised him.

Jesse briefly turned toward her, his eyes sparkling
with his grin. “What was that for?” he asked.

“Just because,” Lauren said. That was the only reason
she had. Or the only one she was willing to say aloud.

“Good enough for me”

They passed the remainder of the ride easily, with
steady, comfortable conversation. Almost two hours later, Jesse
swung the Mustang into an empty parking lot in Provincetown. The
beach in front of them stretched on for miles. Waves crashed
effortlessly to the shore. The sky was a pale blue, a hint of the
approaching winter. A slight brisk wind blew but the sun was warm
and inviting.

They strolled hand in hand along the water’s edge.
“What a beautiful beach,” Lauren said.

Jesse picked up a rock, easily skipping it across the
calm ocean. “This is one of my favorite spots.”

“I can see why.”

“There’s a dock about a mile down. It’s perfect for
waterskiing.” Jesse cocked his head, grinning. “I still plan to get
you out there next summer.”

“I’d like that.”

Lauren’s heart skipped faster. She wanted to believe
they’d still be together next year. She tried not to think about
it.

They continued along the beach, eventually reaching
the dock. There they sat watching the few boats skimming along the
ocean. Jesse wrapped his arms around Lauren, pulling her close to
him. She felt the rise and fall of his chest with each breath. He
was warm and gentle and she found herself wishing she could stay
wrapped in his arms forever.

As they made their way back to the car, Lauren
collected rocks and shells for her aquarium. Their conversation was
as natural as the brief silences that fell between them. They were
never tense silences, only periods of quiet contentment.

They reached the parking lot, the Mustang still being
the lone car. Jesse said, “I brought us something.”

“What?”

“Come and see.” Jesse popped the trunk open and
removed a cooler. Inside was a bottle of champagne and a bunch of
snacks. “You up for a picnic?” he asked.

Lauren picked up the soft flannel blanket and
followed Jesse to the edge of the ocean. She spread the blanket
just beyond the water’s reach. The sun was sinking low in the sky,
casting the last of its brilliant afternoon rays out to warm
them.

They sat in contented silence, listening to the waves
crash against the sand while munching on cheese and crackers and
sipping champagne. Jesse’s eyes grew serious, though he smiled as
he ran his finger lightly across Lauren’s cheek. He traced her lips
with his fingertip, then drew her close to him. Their lips met in a
slow, tentative kiss. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her
closer. Their kisses grew more familiar, more passionate.

A light breeze carried a chill that raised goosebumps
on Lauren’s skin. At least she wanted to blame it on the chill,
rather than the shiver of pleasure that ran along her spine.
Jesse’s lips were soft, his tongue warm and inviting. She slid her
hand inside his jacket. The heat of his body warmed her fingers
even through his denim shirt.

He withdrew from her lips, kissed her neck, then
simply gazed into her eyes. Flustered, she looked away. The last
rays of sun were quickly fading away in a splash of brilliant
color. Jesse leaned back on his elbows. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he
said.

“Yes it is,” Lauren said. “It’s been a long time
since I’ve watched a sunset.”

Jesse gathered Lauren’s hair in his hands and kissed
the back of her neck. Then he pulled her back against him and they
watched the final few moments of the sunset. The absence of the
warm rays brought a quick temperature drop. Lauren shivered, partly
from the cold and partly from the heat of Jesse’s breath against
her neck.

“I guess we should get going,” Jesse said.

Lauren reluctantly moved away from the warmth of
Jesse’s body. Back in the car, he leaned into her, gently bit her
lower lip, then kissed her deeply. She tasted champagne on his
tongue. Nothing had ever tasted better.
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Lauren was in her room working on a history paper
when the shouting started. For a few minutes she tried to tune it
out and continue writing. It wasn’t long before she found all her
attention focused on the voices, so she gave up on the paper and
headed downstairs to see what was going on this time.

“No way am I going!” Stephen shouted venomously.

“It’s only for a week,” Kara said. “I know this won’t
be easy but you need to go.”

“I don’t need rehab,” Stephen said. “I’m not a damn
addict!”

Lauren stopped in the doorway to the kitchen. Stephen
paced furiously. His sandy blond hair stood on end and his t-shirt
and jeans looked slept in. Kara sat at the table, tears glistening
in her eyes. She wore no makeup and was dressed in a lounging
outfit with fuzzy slippers. She gripped a handful of tissues that
she continually used to dab her nose and eyes.

In contrast, Alex stood by the back door, decked out
in a black-on-black pinstriped Armani suit. His charcoal jacquard
silk Gucci tie lay perfectly straight. His Dolce & Gabbana
wingtip shoes glistened without so much as a tiny scuff mark. His
expression showed no feeling. Only his eyes registered that this
scene was more than a minor annoyance in his life. But the emotion
there was not anguish or sadness for his son. The emotion behind
Alex’s eyes was cold anger.

“Stephen, please try to understand,” Kara was saying.
“You need help.

“I don’t need any fucking help!” Stephen said.

Lauren stepped into the room. “I think you should
listen to Mom,” she said.

Stephen flinched as if Lauren had punched him. The
look in his eyes was pure betrayal. “What the hell do you know?” he
said.

“I’ve listened to enough of this nonsense,” Alex
said. He strode toward Stephen. “I don’t know what your mother was
thinking. You, Stephen, are right. You don’t need a drug
rehabilitation program. The last thing you need is further
coddling.” He cast an irritated glance at Kara, then turned back to
Stephen. “The only thing you need is to be taught how to behave
like a man.”

“Alex, don’t -”

“You are good for nothing,” Alex said. “And your
behavior is that of a spoiled brat who has been given far too
much.”

Stephen balled his hands into fists. He glared at
Alex, stuffed his hands into his pockets. “You don’t know anything
about me,” he said.

“I know more than you think.”

Kara stood. “This isn’t going to help.”

“I’m not going to rehab,” Stephen said, his tone
growing desperate.

“Good,” Alex said. “Do you think I want that type of
publicity? Your antics run the risk of destroying my reputation.
You will straighten yourself out immediately. No more drinking. No
more drugs. No more of your good for nothing friends.”

Alex stepped closer, sneering. “I’m actually thinking
that a Catholic boarding school may be the best option.”

“No fucking way!” Stephen said.

Alex backhanded Stephen in the face. Stephen’s head
snapped back. For a moment he looked as if he would fight back.
Then Kara reached out to grab him and he darted away, yanked open
the back door and raced into the darkness.

Kara chased after Stephen. “Stephen, come back!” she
called. “Please don’t do this.”

Alex moved off toward the living room as if nothing
had happened. Lauren bit back her comment as she followed her
mother outside. They both watched helplessly as Stephen jumped in
his Corvette and sped away.

“He’ll be back when he calms down,” Lauren said.

Kara turned to Lauren, her face streaked with tears.
“What have I done?”

 


 


 


10

 


 


After a restless night with little sleep, Lauren went
downstairs and found her mother in the kitchen. A mug and nearly
empty pot of coffee sat on the table in front of her. Lauren sat
beside her. “Morning Mom,” she said.

Kara simply nodded, her gaze fixed on the mug in
front of her. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, her skin sallow.
Lauren said, “Didn’t you get any sleep last night?”

“Stephen never came home,” Kara said quietly.

“He does that sometimes. I’m sure he’s okay.”

“I’ve got a horrible feeling…”

“He probably stayed with a friend,” Lauren said.

“I hope you’re right.”

Lauren hoped the same thing. She didn’t feel nearly
as confident as she sounded. This certainly wasn’t the first time
Stephen hadn’t come home. And their father had been berating him
for years now. None of that was new. But last night was the first
time she and their mother had taken a stand against him. They had
all been against him, at least in his mind.

“You know,” Kara said, “I don’t know his friends
anymore. I’ve been sitting here all night thinking about it. I have
no idea where he could be, who he could be with. I don’t even know
who to call.”

“He’s been very secretive lately,” Lauren said.

“But I should know who my son’s friends are.” Kara
shook her head, dabbed a tissue against her swollen eyes. “I
shouldn’t have come down on him the way I did. I should have
handled the situation differently.”

“It’s not your fault, Mom.”

“I should have done something years ago. I saw him
retreating into that shell. I saw what was happening but…” Kara’s
voice trailed off. She twisted the tissues in her hands and stared
at the back door.

“I have an idea where he might be,” Lauren said.
“I’ll see if I can find him.”

Lauren went upstairs, brushed her teeth, threw her
hair into a ponytail, and pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt. Five
minutes later she was back downstairs. Kara still sat at the table,
staring blankly at the back door. Lauren kissed her cheek and said,
“I’ll be back soon.”

The bright sun was deceptive. A brisk wind blew,
chilling Lauren to the bone. She realized she should have grabbed a
jacket but didn’t want to take the time to go back inside for it.
She had a sudden sense of desperation, like the fragile house of
cards that was her life was on the verge of toppling around
her.

She hopped into her Pontiac and turned the ignition.
She pulled the sleeves of her sweatshirt down over her hands to
grasp the cold steering wheel. And she muttered a quiet prayer as
she sped off.

Traffic was heavy. Seven forty-five and everyone was
headed for work or school. Lauren cranked the heat as she
maneuvered through the congested streets. She tried to ignore the
scenery as she passed the projects of East Boston. Ten-year-olds
smoking cigarettes as they waited for the school bus. Groups of
kids who had no intention of going to school huddled in alleys to
keep out of the wind.

How had Stephen fallen into this world? Was he the
token rich kid who provided money for the others’ entertainment? Or
was it that she and Stephen weren’t so different from these kids at
all? Money and status separated them. Abuse and the need to escape
held them together.

Lauren circled the neighborhood twice before finding
a parking space. She jogged the half block to the apartment house,
ignoring the lewd remarks from two addicts smoking crack in an
alley. By the time she raced up the rickety steps, her nose was
frozen and her fingertips were numb.

She hesitated outside Kevin’s door. No music wafted
out. No voices. No sign that anyone was awake inside. But Stephen’s
black Corvette had been in the driveway, jammed between a rusted
pickup and a beefed up Chevy. If he was asleep, she’d just have to
wake him up. She’d get him to go home with her, though she had no
specific plan on how to do that.

She took a deep breath, told herself to relax, and
gave a tentative knock against the door. No sounds inside indicated
that anyone had heard her. She knocked again, harder this time. A
few moments passed before the door finally swung open. Kevin peered
out through eyes heavy with sleep. His gaze settled on Lauren, then
his face lit up with a smile.

“Hey there, lovely lady,” he said. He swiped his hand
through his hair, pushing it from his face. Then he stepped aside,
pulling the door open wide. “C’mon in.”

“Is Stephen here?”

“Yeah,” Kevin said. “He’s crashing. What brings you
here so early?”

“I need to speak to him.”

Kevin snorted. “Yeah, well good luck with that. You
might want to wait a few hours.”

Lauren moved past Kevin and into the living room
where Stephen was slumped in a corner of the sectional. He held a
nearly empty quart of Jack Daniels. His eyes were closed. He reeked
of booze. “Stephen?” Lauren said. “Wake up.”

Stephen’s eyes flickered open. He glanced in Lauren’s
direction and muttered, “What?”

“Can we talk a minute?”

“What d’you want?”

Lauren sat on the edge of the couch beside Stephen.
His eyelids drooped. His face was pasty white. She wasn’t even sure
he recognized her. She said, “Let’s go outside. Get some fresh
air.”

“I ain’t going home.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Then get lost.”

“I just want to talk.”

Stephen raised the whiskey bottle to his lips. He
took a long swallow, most of which dribbled down his chin. He
muttered, “He’s a bastard.”

“I know.”

“I ain’t going to no boarding school.”

“You won’t have to.”

“I hate the bastard so much.”

“I know how you feel.”

“You got no idea how I feel!” Stephen said. “You’re
the smart college girl who don’t get into trouble.”

“Stephen, please listen -”

“No…” Stephen stared at a spot somewhere in the
distance. His eyes rolled back, then he shook his head and focused
on her again. “I ain’t never going back there.”

“Mom’s worried sick about you.”

“Yeah right.”

“She was up all night.”

“She wants to stick me in a fucking rehab,” Stephen
said. “She thinks I’m a loser. Wants to get rid of me.”

“No, she wants to help you.”

“Ain’t nothing wrong with me,” Stephen muttered.
“He’s the fucking loser.”

“I know.”

Stephen’s head fell back. His eyes drifted closed.
His mouth hung open.

Kevin sat in a nearby chair watching. He said,
“You’re wasting your time, gorgeous. He needs to crash for
awhile.”

Lauren turned to Kevin. “How much has he had to
drink?” she asked.

Kevin laughed. “I ain’t his mother. But I’d say way
too much. Plus those pills he’s been chewing all night.”

“What pills?”

Kevin shrugged. “Don’t know exactly what they were.
Like I said, I ain’t his mother.”

Lauren clenched her jaw to keep from telling Kevin
exactly what she thought of him. She turned back to Stephen, shook
him slightly. “Stephen, listen to me,” she said. “Dad’s not going
to send you away. Mom would never let him.”

“I should’ve killed the prick a long time ago,”
Stephen said. “He deserves to die. Fucker.”

Lauren gently took the whiskey bottle from Stephen’s
hand. “Come home with me and we’ll work this out. It doesn’t have
to be this way.”

“Too late.”

“No it’s not.”

For a brief moment, their eyes met. “Not for you,”
Stephen said.

“Or for you either,” Lauren said. “I’ll help
you.”

“You’ve always been tougher than me.”

Lauren glanced back at Kevin, hoping he might
actually step in and offer some support. But he was slumped back in
the chair, an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips. He’d either
passed out or fallen asleep. Either way, he was useless. She sighed
and turned back to Stephen. Taking his hand, she said, “Mom and I
need you.”

“No one needs me.”

“You know that’s not true.”

Stephen mumbled something incoherent. His head lolled
to the side. His lips parted and a frothy drool dribbled down his
chin.

“Stephen!” Lauren exclaimed.

He coughed up a small amount of liquid that trickled
down his chin and spilled onto his shirt. His eyes rolled back. His
body went slack.

By the time the ambulance arrived, he’d stopped
breathing. While the paramedics rushed him to the hospital, his
heart stopped twice. Fifteen minutes after arriving at the
emergency room, Stephen was pronounced dead.
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Shock set in the moment the doctors stopped working
on Stephen. The word dead refused to settle in Lauren’s mind. She
didn’t believe them. She kept squeezing Stephen’s hand, begging him
to wake up. She wasn’t aware that she had screamed or that tears
streamed down her face. She refused to leave his side and couldn’t
wrap her mind around the questions the doctor was asking.

Kara arrived at the hospital, ghostly white and
trembling. Lauren didn’t remember calling her, though she knew she
must have. They were given time alone with Stephen in the little
space separated only by curtains in the midst of the noisy
emergency room.

Hours or minutes passed before they were ushered into
a private room with leather chairs where a nurse offered them water
or coffee and two police officers sat looking at them through
sympathetic eyes. The officers asked questions but the words made
no sense. Her brother was dead. She’d been right there with him.
She’d watched him die.

Alex was led into the room. The door closed behind
him. The room suddenly got small as her father sucked up all the
air around them. He was wearing a bright red tie. A charcoal silk
suit he’d had hand made in Italy. Black Salvatore Ferragamo shoes.
His gold Submariner Rolex watch. Perfect hair, clean shave.

Absurd to arrive here looking so put together.
Stephen was lying cold and dead in this place with white sheets and
gray machines while Alex’s bright red tie mocked them all. Lauren
considered ripping that tie off him but then she was remembering
the smell of stale whiskey and vomit and the dead stare of
Stephen’s eyes.

Alex spoke quietly with the police. Kara held her
face in her hands and sobbed. Lauren realized someone had spoken
her name. Her father and both officers were looking at her
expectantly. She hadn’t been listening. Wasn’t listening now. How
absurd that her father should look so alive. Not a single tear. Not
a shred of emotion. A bright red tie while Stephen’s body turned
forever cold.


Alex used his cell phone to make a call. Stephen’s
name and bits of conversation floated through Lauren’s mind.
Something about the press, no leaks. Kara’s sobs grew louder and
Lauren drifted off again. She was vaguely aware of the young police
officer sitting across from her, looking sullen and uncomfortable.
The older one stood stiff by her father.

Soon Alex led them from the room, away from the
fluorescent lights and out to the parking lot. Sunlight glistened
off the pavement. It wasn’t right to leave Stephen in that place,
growing colder and all alone.

They climbed into Alex’s Mercedes. Lauren’s own car
was here somewhere. She’d followed the ambulance. Hours ago. Or
days. Maybe minutes. She didn’t have the energy to drive herself
home or even look for her car in the crowded lot. So she sat in the
backseat while her father drove. The sun was shining. Traffic moved
all around them. Life went on.

But Stephen was dead.

“No one is to know about the overdose,” Alex
said.

Lauren studied her father’s profile. She wasn’t sure
she’d heard him correctly, wasn’t sure she cared.

“I’ve arranged things,” Alex continued. “The story is
that Stephen was killed in a tragic car accident.”

“Why?” Lauren asked. For the life of her, she had no
idea why she would need to lie about the way her brother died.
Wasn’t it enough that he was dead?

“I don’t want it known that my son was a drug
addict,” Alex said. “That type of publicity could ruin me. At the
very least, it would make my life difficult.”

Kara sobbed into a tissue. Lauren stared. The tie was
hideous. And Stephen was dead.
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Stephen’s death made the afternoon paper. Her paper.
Two paragraphs on the third page. Stephen Covington, age seventeen.
Fell asleep while driving his Corvette. Son of Alex Covington,
superhero to humanity.

Lauren tossed the paper on the table in disgust. The
article didn’t actually say those words, though it may as well
have. Two pathetic lines about Stephen. His manner of death a lie.
The rest of the article was about her father, his standing in the
community, his accomplishments, his awards.

Is that all Stephen’s life amounted to? A footnote in
the life of Alex Covington.

As the news circulated, the phone calls began. Lauren
answered the first dozen. Her father’s acquaintances, people who
worked for him, her coworkers, a couple of reporters. She accepted
condolences and resisted the urge to shout the truth. By late
afternoon, unable to take anymore, she stopped answering and let
the machine take over.

Captain Barnes was with her father in the den. Her
mother had been given a sedative and had gone up to her room not
long after they’d gotten home. Lauren hadn’t seen her since.

Somehow Lauren’s car made it into the driveway. She
hadn’t noticed anyone dropping it off, didn’t remember giving
anyone her keys. She found her purse on the side table by the
stairs. Her keys sat beside it. She rummaged inside and retrieved
her cell phone. Two missed calls. One from Carrie, one from Gina.
She needed to call her friends, just not yet.

Lauren trudged up the stairs with the intent of
washing her face. Stephen’s open door drew her close. She couldn’t
bring herself to step into his room, so she simply leaned against
the doorframe. Everything looked the same. But everything had
changed.

She forgot about washing her face, went into her
room, and collapsed on her bed. She was enveloped in a haze, the
day’s events almost too unreal for her to grasp. When her cell
phone rang, she was startled to find it in her hand. The read-out
on the caller ID brought her more comfort than she could have
expected.

“Lauren… I just heard,” Jesse stammered. “God, I
don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry.”

“I still can’t believe he’s gone,” Lauren said.

“Was he alone?”

The image of Stephen gurgling on the couch while she
waited for the ambulance brought a sob to her throat. “I was with
him,” she said.

“In the car? Are you all right?”

“It wasn’t a car accident. That’s not what really
happened.”

After a brief silence, Jesse said, “Do you want to
tell me about it?”

“Yes.” Lauren was surprised at how quickly the answer
came. She hadn’t realized how desperate she was to talk about
Stephen. To tell the real story. To be with Jesse. She choked back
a sob and said, “Can we meet somewhere later?”

“Want me to pick you up?”

“No, I’d rather meet you.”

“Okay,” Jesse said. “I’ll head back to my apartment
now. Come over whenever you want.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you soon.”

Lauren had no sooner disconnected the call when her
phone rang again. Carrie’s number blinked at her. Of course Carrie
had to be frantic. It wasn’t fair to avoid her calls. But talking
was so difficult, especially when most of what people believed was
lies.

Lauren answered, her voice weary even to her own
ears. Carrie’s voice brought on another deluge of tears. They cried
together for a few moments. Lauren sidestepped Carrie’s questions,
finally telling her friend that she was too wiped out to talk about
it.

“I understand,” Carrie said.

Carrie didn’t understand at all. But Lauren didn’t
say that. Instead she said, “Will you call Gina for me?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks. I’ll call you both tomorrow.”

Lauren grabbed clean clothes and headed for the
bathroom. With some luck, she’d be able to slip out without her
father noticing.
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Lauren had managed to get herself safely to Jesse’s
apartment building and was now standing in front of his door. She
realized the implications of turning to a man she’d only known a
few weeks, rather than her two best childhood friends. But while
she’d known Gina and Carrie most of her life, she often felt like
the outsider, the one who tagged along on the tail of their
friendship. She’d never totally trusted either of them with her
emotions. That was through no fault of either of her friends. Maybe
they’d simply known each other too long. It was too hard to go back
and undo all the lies.

Lauren trusted Jesse. The reality of that scared her.
She’d never let her guard down so completely with anyone. She was
always herself with him as she believed he was with her. His
honesty made it easy for her to be honest with him, as well as with
herself. The word love rolled around behind her consciousness but
she refused to acknowledge it.

She swiped at a tear before lightly knocking. The
door opened almost immediately. Jesse wrapped Lauren in his arms
and pulled her close. He pushed the door closed with his foot and
led her to the couch. He said nothing as he held her trembling in
his arms. She rested her head against his chest, felt his heart
thumping, and let the tears fall.

After a few moments, Jesse reached for the box of
tissues he’d placed by the couch. He continued to hold her close
while he gently wiped the tears from her cheeks. Then he waited
patiently for her to compose herself.

“Stephen overdosed.” Lauren blurted the words out as
fresh tears filled her eyes. “I called the ambulance but they
couldn’t save him.”

“He was at home?” Jesse asked.

Lauren shook her head. “He’d been gone all night. I
went looking for him…”

“Was he conscious?”

“Yes. But he was so out of it.”

“The overdose,” Jesse said. “Was it accidental?”

“I don’t know. I think so. Maybe. I don’t know.”

Lauren grabbed another tissue. She sucked in a deep
breath, then filled Jesse in on everything from the argument
Stephen had with her parents the previous evening to that
claustrophobic room in the hospital where her father had calmly
stood there in his red tie and changed the facts of his son’s
death.

Jesse listened without interruption. His only
response was the tightening of his muscles. Not quite meeting his
eyes, Lauren said, “I should have gone after him last night.”

“That probably wouldn’t have made any difference,”
Jesse said. “He was hell bent for self-destruction.”

“I thought he needed time to cool off and then he’d
come home. Just like always.”

“You can’t hold yourself responsible,” Jesse said.
“It’s not your fault.”

“I know. It’s his fault. He’s the one
responsible.”

“Stephen?”

“No,” Lauren said. “My father. He pushed Stephen to
it.”

“How do you mean?”

“My father hated Stephen because he was different,”
Lauren said. “Stephen wasn’t my father’s idea of what a man should
be. He could never have lived up to what my father wanted or
expected. Stephen knew that. He was never allowed to forget.”

“How did your mom feel?” Jesse asked.

“She tried to make it up to Stephen. She probably
even gave in to him a little too much.” Lauren finally met Jesse’s
eyes. The emotion there almost brought her to tears once again. She
said, “I used to think Stephen was a tough guy and that the things
my father said didn’t bother him. I was so wrong.”

“Your brother wanted you to believe that,” Jesse
said. “He didn’t want to be weak in your eyes.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“You did all you could.”

“I hate him, Jesse,” Lauren said. “I hate my father.
He even had Stephen’s brand new Corvette crushed so there would be
no questions about his car later. Every detail taken care of so
that his reputation as the perfect man, perfect father, wouldn’t be
tarnished.”

“Your mom went along with that?”

“Sadly, yes. I don’t think she has the strength to
fight him right now. I don’t even know that it matters.”

“I’m so sorry,” Jesse said. “I wish I could do
something to make things better.”

Lauren closed her eyes. She breathed in Jesse’s
scent, felt the warmth of his body against hers. “You are making
things better,” she said.
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Dressed in a black tailored Prada skirt and matching
jacket, and Manolo Blahnik high heels, Kara had the understated
grace and elegance of a high-powered business woman or wealthy
heiress. She could be running a business meeting or attending a
black tie affair. Instead she was standing beside her son’s closed
casket. Tears rolled down her pale cheeks as she ran her fingers
over the three framed five-by-seven photos of Stephen.

Lauren stood a few feet away, marveling at how put
together her mother appeared. At least at first glance. No one
would see that she was crumbling inside.

This was not one of those times when Lauren took
after her mother. She’d tangled with two pair of pantyhose that
morning, tearing them both, before opting for the black slacks and
gray sweater she now wore. Stephen certainly wouldn’t care what she
wore.

People would be arriving for the wake in a few
minutes. Lauren’s eyes fixed on the casket, her stomach roiling.
The silence in the room gripped her like a bizarre magic spell. She
couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. She could only look in despair at
the box that held what once had been her brother.

The mahogany casket, with its glossy polished finish
and elaborate platinum handles, loomed large in the cavernous room.
They’d run out of space for all the flowers. Sprays, crosses,
hearts and wreaths made from roses, carnations, daisies and
orchids. All showy and pretentious, just like her father.

A few minutes passed that way. Lauren and her mother
alone with Stephen one last time. Then Alex strode into the room.
He wore a black wool suit that Lauren couldn’t remember seeing
before. His shirt was crisp white, probably some fancy imported
cotton. His solid black tie was held in place by a gold tie clip.
His black shoes had been freshly polished, though doubtfully by
him. No dark circles beneath his eyes. Nothing to suggest he had
any sort of emotional investment. He was orchestrating an event,
not attending his own son’s wake.

Alex stepped behind Kara and put his hands on her
shoulders. “People will be arriving soon,” he said.

Kara shrank from him. “Don’t touch me.”

“Spare me the attitude today.” Alex straightened his
already straight tie. He said, “Remember, Stephen apparently fell
asleep while driving. No drugs were involved. No alcohol. Just a
horrible accident.”

“I won’t lie for you,” Lauren said.

Kara took Lauren’s hand. “It won’t do Stephen any
good now,” she said. “Just go along with him one last time.”

“But -”

“Please Lauren. I can’t fight right now.”

Lauren breathed a heavy sigh. “Okay.”

Jesse arrived ten minutes later. Lauren immediately
crumbled into his arms. The tears she’d been fighting came rushing
out. She pressed her face against his black silk shirt, breathed in
his scent. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said.

Jesse wiped her tears with the tips of his fingers.
“I wish I could do more than just be here,” he said.

“This is what I need most.”

“I want to pay my respects to your mother.”

Lauren led Jesse to where her parents stood. Jesse
took Kara’s hand, squeezing it lightly in his. “I’m so sorry about
Stephen,” he said.

“Thank you,” Kara murmured.

Alex glared at Jesse. His voice boomed a bit too loud
in the otherwise silent room. “I didn’t expect to see you here,
Ryder.”

Jesse met Alex’s stare without flinching. “I’m sorry
for your loss,” he said simply.

Before Alex had a chance to reply, Carrie and Gina
walked in. They all hugged, tears mingled, soft words were
exchanged. Soon the room filled to capacity. Hundreds of people
came to offer their condolences. Lauren shook hands, kissed cheeks.
Occasionally she would crumble into Jesse’s arms. He would lead her
outside for a few minutes of fresh air and silence. Then she was
back in the room with the casket and the flowers and the lies.

Kevin made a brief appearance. He stood at the
casket, stiff in his jeans and sweater. Then he turned and met
Lauren’s eyes. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. His eyes darted
away. He wove through the crowd and quickly exited without a
word.

Nine o’clock finally came. The room emptied. Lauren
stood beside her brother’s casket. She brushed her fingers over the
wood. A hollowness engulfed her.

Kara’s painful sobs echoed in the otherwise silent
room. She knelt by the casket, mumbling apologies to Stephen. Alex
stood beside her, his shoulders straight, his head slightly bowed.
No tears fell.

Jesse led Lauren outside. He held her for a few
moments. “I’ll meet you at the church in the morning,” he said

“You don’t have to,” Lauren said.

“I know I don’t have to.”

Lauren leaned her head against Jesse’s shoulder.
“You’ve been terrific.”

“My going to the funeral isn’t going to create more
problems with your father, is it?”

“I don’t care about him. I hate him.”

“I know.”

Lauren sighed. “Why do you put up with me?”

“Because I… it’s easy.” Jesse stroked Lauren’s cheek
lightly. “Call if you need me. I don’t care what time it is.”

Lauren fought another onslaught of tears as Jesse
drove away. She didn’t think there could possibly be any tears left
within her. Then she went back inside the funeral home to spend a
few more minutes with Stephen.

Kara’s sobs were the only sound during the ride home.
Once there, Lauren headed straight for her room. She was halfway up
the stairs when her father’s voice bellowed after her. “Hold
it!”

Lauren stopped but didn’t turn toward him.
“What?”

“I don’t want Ryder around you anymore,” Alex said.
“That includes tomorrow. I do not want him at the funeral.”

“You can’t stop -”

“I can and I will.”

“Alex, don’t,” Kara pleaded. “Now is not the
time.”

“You stay out of this,” Alex said.

“Damn you!” Kara shouted. Her face filled with rage.
“We just lost our son.”

“I said stay out of this.”

Lauren focused on her father, allowing her hatred to
surface. “I’m dating Jesse,” she said. “And it’s too damn bad if
you don’t like it.”

Alex took a step toward Lauren. His voice was filled
with barely controlled rage. “He had better not show his face at
the funeral.”

“And if he does?”

“He’ll wind up at his own.”

“Alex!” Kara exclaimed. “What is wrong with you? How
can you make such a threat?”

“That was not a threat,” Alex said.

Lauren’s hands balled into fists beside her. Between
clenched teeth, she ground out the words, “You bastard.”

Raising his hand, Alex said, “Don’t you ever -”

“Don’t touch her,” Kara said. She grabbed his arm,
yanking him back. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and
Lauren’s boyfriend but I do know that at this time it does not
matter.”

Alex jerked his arm from Kara’s grasp. “I’m warning
you, Kara.”

“Isn’t it enough that we’ve lost one child?” Kara
said. “Haven’t you learned -”

The stinging slap echoed through the hall. Kara
stared at Alex a moment. Then she strode past him and took Lauren’s
hand. “Let’s go upstairs,” she said.

Lauren caught a glimpse of her father before she
turned. The rage was consuming him. She shivered. How much longer
before the fury within him exploded?
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Alex slammed the door so hard, the kitchen windows
rattled. He climbed in his car, his mind racing, full of rage. His
hands wrapped tightly around the steering wheel, his knuckles
turning white with the force. He sped from his neighborhood,
following random roads with no particular destination.

Of all times for Kara to attempt to exert herself! He
had too many other things to be concerned with right now. Kara had
been placid for years. Why now?

This had to be Lauren’s doing. He shook his head,
muttering to himself. He should have seen this coming. Lauren was
too independent. He’d let her be, thinking she knew enough to stay
out of his business. Plus, he’d rather enjoyed her feistiness, a
quality he’d sorely missed in his son. Allowing Lauren that extra
room had been a big mistake on his behalf.

Now this. At the worst possible time. Lauren had to
be encouraging Kara to speak up for herself. To think for herself.
Stephen’s death had helped speed things along. Given them both an
excuse. Bad timing. All of it.

Alex turned onto route three and slammed his foot on
the gas. Even at ninety, the Mercedes handled smoothly. He leaned
back, tried to relax and enjoy the drive. But his head swam with
problems needing solutions. Getting Kara back in line shouldn’t be
that difficult. He’d have to do it quickly. He couldn’t risk her
screwing up and telling people about Stephen’s drug problem.

Lauren, on the other hand, wasn’t as easy to
manipulate. He’d find a way, though. He always did.

As for Ryder, that man seemed to be at the root of
all his problems. Ryder was the biggest mistake of his life. He
normally read people so easily, knew how to get to them. Everyone
had a price. Everyone could be bought. Until Ryder.

No one had ever refused him. Until Ryder.

He should have had Ryder eliminated as soon as he’d
refused the work. But Alex had needed him. Needed his connections.
Needed his talent.

Alex had thought he could persuade Ryder to join him.
He’d never doubted his abilities before. And losing Martin had left
him in a difficult position. Martin had been an extremely talented
investigator. One who did whatever was needed, whenever it was
needed, without question. Unfortunately, the man also had a passion
for speed. He’d died more than a month ago while racing his Dodge
Viper on I-95.

Replacing Martin had been his top priority. An
immediate necessity. Alex had been sure he’d found his answer in
Ryder. The man possessed all the vital qualities. Sadly, Ryder also
held an unbreakable code of ethics, along with a fierce
independence. No wonder he and Lauren got along so well.

Alex had to chuckle at that. Had Ryder cooperated, he
and Lauren would have made a perfect couple. One that Alex would
have fully accepted and encouraged. The possibilities would have
been endless. Instead he’d have to put an end to their
relationship. And, quite possibly, Ryder’s life.

The information Ryder currently had wasn’t enough, in
itself, to pose any serious threat. However, a man such as Ryder
could not be trusted with any amount of information whatsoever.
He’d dig deeper, learn more, talk. The man was a loose end. And
Alex did not leave loose ends.

The problem was what to do with Ryder. Killing him
would be convenient. Killing him could also be dangerous. Alex had
allowed too much time to pass. Ryder might have confided in
someone, perhaps someone within the police department. If Ryder
were to disappear in any questionable way now, the spotlight would
likely shine right on him. Not that he expected anything to come of
it. Still, it wasn’t a wise move.

Alex suddenly realized he’d been on auto pilot and
was now down the street from his condo. He slowed and pulled into
the lot. He parked in his spot, shut the car off, sat for a moment.
Did he want to spend the night here alone? Unwind, get some
sleep?

He sighed, knowing that as good as that sounded, he
would not sleep this evening. The drive had done little to dissolve
his anger. And that energy required an outlet.

Alex took his cell phone from the inside pocket of
his suit jacket. He punched in a number from memory and waited.
Four rings, five… and she finally picked up. He instructed her to
meet him at the condo. He was waiting. She complied, as she always
did. His personal submissive plaything.
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Three days had passed since the funeral. Three days
of contemptuous glares and stony silences, broken by an occasional
outburst of unbridled rage. Lauren spent the majority of her time
locked in her room. She tried to steer clear of her father’s path
as he stormed throughout the house. No one spoke about Stephen. It
was as if his name had died along with him.

Now here she was, her first day back to work. She sat
at her desk, staring blankly at the computer screen. She couldn’t
concentrate on the content. She couldn’t concentrate on anything at
all.

Paul Stosh, her boss, came up beside her. He touched
her shoulder lightly, a look of concern in his eyes. “How are you
doing?” he asked.

Lauren shrugged. “I’m trying.”

“Why don’t you go on home,” he said. “It’s not that
busy here today. Nothing we can’t handle.”

“Are you sure?”

Paul patted her lightly on the shoulder. “Go on.”

Lauren tried to smile but her facial muscles wouldn’t
cooperate. Empty, expressionless. That was how she felt these days.
“Thanks,” she managed to say.

Lauren drove home, trying to keep her attention on
the street and the traffic. Her mother was blaming herself for
Stephen’s death. She stayed locked in her bedroom, swallowing
tranquilizers her doctor had prescribed and crying. Lauren had
tried to reach her but her mother rarely even opened the door.

Why didn’t her mother turn against the man who was
truly to blame? How could she continue to sleep beside the man who
had destroyed Stephen’s life? And who was slowly destroying both of
theirs as well.

All these years Lauren had thought that Stephen was
indifferent toward the abuse and the fighting. He hadn’t been
indifferent at all. He’d been scared, just like she was. He’d tried
to distance himself from the pain. Numb the feelings. But it hadn’t
worked. Instead it wound up killing him. The ultimate escape.

Lauren swung her car into the driveway. Her mother
was gone for the day, spending the afternoon with friends. The
first time she’d been out since Stephen died, aside from the wake
and funeral. Hopefully, it would be good for her.

Unfortunately, that also meant she had the house all
to herself. While she used to treasure that, today the thought made
her a bit queasy. She could use some company. Jesse was working.
Maybe Carrie or Gina were around and felt like hanging out for
awhile.

She trudged up the stairs, her mind on Stephen and
the way he’d hide around the corner when they were kids. He had
loved to jump out at her, causing her to scream in fright. She’d
hated it then. Now she’d give anything to see him jump out at her
just once more.

As she reached the top step, voices drifted toward
her. She stopped, taken aback. She hadn’t checked to see if
anyone’s car was in the garage, didn’t know if her mother had
decided to come home early. Or not go out at all.

More sounds, barely audible. Then a female giggling.
Lauren quietly made her way down the hall.

“You should not have come here today,” Alex was
saying. “Though I am pleased that you did.”

Lauren stood by the door, her heart thumping
frantically. Her father actually had another woman in the bedroom
with him. How could he be so cruel? So blatant. How could he even
think of another woman after only recently burying his son? And in
the bed he shared with his wife!

“I’ve missed you,” Alex said. “It has been awhile,
has it not?”

The woman moaned. Actually it was more of a purr. The
voice had a familiar ring. Lauren shook her head. That was
ridiculous.

“You are quite a woman,” Alex murmured.

“Mmm, and you are quite a man.”

Lauren gagged on the vomit that rose to her throat.
That voice. It was her. But she had to see for herself. She had
to…

Lauren shoved the door open and stared at the two
naked figures on the bed. “How could you?”

Alex grabbed at the covers. “What the hell are you
doing in here?” he bellowed.

Lauren’s knees were suddenly too weak to hold her up.
She leaned against the wall for support, barely able to keep from
sinking to the floor. “Why her?”

Gina hadn’t bothered to try and cover herself. She
did, however, have the decency to look contrite. “I didn’t want you
to find out this way,” she said.

Lauren shook her head. Nothing made sense to her
anymore. “Why my father?” she asked.

“I love him, Lauren,” Gina said.

Lauren raced to the bathroom, slamming the door
behind her. She crouched on the floor, vomiting uncontrollably into
the open toilet. When at last she could stand, she splashed cold
water on her face and rinsed her mouth. Then she opened the door to
find her father there waiting.

“This will stay between us,” Alex said.

“Get away from me,” Lauren said.

“You won’t tell your mother. That would serve no
purpose, aside from hurting her. And I know you do not want her
hurt any more than she has been.”

Lauren pushed past Alex, ran to her room, and slammed
the door behind her. Seconds later there was a knock. Gina said,
“Can I come in?”

“No!”

Gina eased the door open. “Can we please talk?”

“No.”

“Lauren, I’ve been in love with Alex for a long time.
It’s not just a fuck.”

“And that should make me feel better?”

Gina hesitated in the doorway. “I know it sounds
awful,” she said. “But for the past five years I’ve -”

“Five years?”

“Yes. I wanted to tell you but I didn’t know
how.”

“Get out!”

“But -”

“Out!”

The door closed quietly. Lauren collapsed on her bed.
She hugged her knees to her chest, tears rolling silently down her
cheeks.
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Alex stood in front of his bathroom mirror
straightening his tie. Gina came in, sat on the closed toilet lid.
She said, “She won’t talk to me.”

“She will get over it.”

“Alex, she’s really upset. We should have told her
sooner, so this wouldn’t happen. I don’t want her hating me because
of this.”

“You should have taken that into consideration five
years ago.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Alex sighed. “I apologize for my snippiness. This has
been a difficult month. Let me handle things. Lauren will be
fine.”

“What about Kara?” Gina said. “God, I feel so guilty.
But it needed to come out. If she had just agreed to give you a
divorce like you’ve been asking, then none of this -”

“Stop it.” Alex grabbed Gina’s arm and yanked her up.
“Kara will not find out about this. About you and me. Is that
clear?”

“I wasn’t going to tell her. I just figured, you
know, now that Lauren knows…”

Alex closed his eyes, took a deep breath. Gina had
been too easy, too accessible. He should never have allowed himself
to succumb to his desires with her. Not in his own house. Now he
realized that Gina had grown far too attached to him. He’d need to
end this. Soon.

He cleared his throat and adopted a softer tone.
“Kara’s state of mind is far too delicate at this time. She would
not be able to cope with this.”

“I understand,” Gina said. “But Lauren knows now.
What if she tells Kara?”

“She won’t.” Alex ushered Gina from the bathroom.
“Now I need to get to work. Don’t worry about anything. This will
all fall into place when the time is right.”

Downstairs, Gina wrapped her arms around Alex’s neck.
“I love you,” she said.

Alex resisted the urge to bat her away as he steered
her out the door.

Once Gina had driven off, Alex climbed into his
Mercedes. As he drove, he punched a series of numbers into his cell
phone. When Dominic Forenzi answered, Alex said, “Anything new with
our problem?”

Forenzi cleared his throat. “No response so far,
boss.”

“I’m told he has been asking questions.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Put an end to it.”

“Permanently?”

Alex swerved to the next lane in order to get around
a taxi that had double-parked. He ignored the angry driver in the
beat up Toyota behind him that he’d cut off. He turned his
attention back to the conversation. “As much as that would bring me
pleasure, no,” he said. “Not now. It’s too risky.”

“I hear you.”

“Send the message loud and clear this time,” Alex
said. “Make him understand the consequences.”

Alex ended the call and dropped the phone onto the
passenger seat. He switched on his CD player. Mozart’s Piano
Concerto No. 19 played softly. The music filled the car, calming
him.

A mile down the road he got stuck behind a slow
moving garbage truck. Alex slammed his fist into the steering
wheel, muttered a string of curses, and angrily switched off the
music. He lowered his window and breathed in the cold air. Somehow
he had lost a bit of control and the resulting actions were like
dominos dropping all around him.

Alex finally passed the garbage truck in a no passing
zone on a busy narrow road. Horns blasted. He snarled at the
drivers. After racing through two yellow lights, he was forced to
stop for a red light behind a line of traffic. He grabbed his phone
and found the name he needed in his contact list.

Alex said, “James, we need to talk.”

“You sound tense,” Captain James Barnes said. “Is
something wrong?”

“I have a minor irritation on my hands. I might
require your cooperation.”

“Of course. What can I do to help?”

“Not on the phone.”

“Your office?”

“No.” Alex balanced the phone between his shoulder
and chin as he made a quick change of lanes, then a right turn. “My
schedule’s tight. I’ll have Suzanne get in touch with you later
today. Perhaps we’ll meet for lunch tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.”

Alex disconnected the call and slid the phone into
his jacket pocket. He drove three more blocks, then turned onto a
quiet residential street lined with brick apartment buildings. He
cursed the lack of parking before he found a spot a half block from
where he wanted to be. His stride was driven by anger. He didn’t
bother buzzing the apartment. No need for courtesies today. He used
his key at the security door entrance, then again to let himself
into the apartment.

She stepped from the kitchen, gaping at him as he
entered. “Hey!” she protested. “What if I had company or
something?”

Alex grabbed her forearms roughly. She shrugged from
his grip. “I see you’re a little cranky,” she said.

“What exactly were you thinking by showing up at my
son’s wake?” Alex said.

“Excuse me for trying to pay my respects,” she said.
“I should’ve known better than to feel any sympathy for you.”

“Do you truly believe I wish to be associated with
some whore?”

“I am not a whore!” she said. “Besides, you sure as
hell don’t mind associating with me while I’m getting you off.”

Alex slapped her full force across the face. An angry
red handprint erupted on her cheek. She didn’t flinch, didn’t so
much as step back. She met his stare and said, “Do you feel better
now?”

“Don’t ever make a mistake like that again.”

He grabbed the front of her blouse. Three buttons
popped and scattered across the floor. She wore no bra beneath the
flimsy shirt. He slammed her back against the wall, tore what was
left of her shirt from her. “Up until now it has been all fun and
games,” he said. “I am not playing, anymore.”

Despite her angry snarl, she trembled against him.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Okay? No one knew who I was. Lots of people
were there to pay their respects. I didn’t say anything to
anyone.”

All the anger Alex had pent inside began to boil
over. He tugged at her jeans, spun her around and shoved her
against the back of the sofa. “You won’t come near me again unless
it is at my request,” he said against her ear.

Then he had his own pants undone and, as he entered
her, he whispered, “I promise I will not be as forgiving ever
again.”
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Lauren and Jesse strolled hand in hand along the
cobblestone paths in Faneuil Hall Marketplace. The air smelled of
greasy pizza and Italian sausages. A variety of street performers
provided free entertainment to the throngs of people. They passed a
magician surrounded by a group of boisterous college students. But
Lauren didn’t hear the cheers. Her mind was lost somewhere between
the image of Stephen’s last moments and Gina sprawled naked with
her father.

Lauren wanted desperately to focus on this moment
with Jesse, to enjoy their time together and let the rest go. But
how could she? Images kept flashing through her mind. Stephen’s
lifeless body on the gurney. Gina’s long bare legs wrapped around
her father. A sudden shiver raced down her spine.

“Are you cold?” Jesse asked.

“No, I’m okay.”

Jesse led Lauren to a nearby bench. He pulled her
down beside him. “What’s on your mind tonight?”

Lauren couldn’t help but smile at the warmth in
Jesse’s eyes. She hadn’t told him about Gina and her father. She
didn’t want to say the words, hear them out loud. Somehow that
would make it all too real.

“Nothing, really,” she said. The lie didn’t even
sound convincing to her own ears.

“Don’t feel like talking about it?”

“It’s not that…” Lauren rested her head against
Jesse’s shoulder. But it was exactly that, wasn’t it? “I’m not sure
I can.”

“You don’t have to. Unless you want to.”

“I feel like my life has become a very bad soap
opera.”

“What you went through with Stephen,” Jesse said, “I
can’t imagine what that felt like. But I’m a great listener if you
feel like talking.”

“I know.”

“Do you want a drink? Sit inside and relax?”

Despite her best efforts to remain in control,
Lauren’s eyes filled with tears. She quickly wiped them away. “I’m
sorry,” she muttered.

“You have no reason to be sorry.”

“Are you always so patient?”

Jesse grinned. “Hell no.”

“Good to know you’re not so perfect after all.”

They both fell silent for a moment. A young family
walked by. The father held a toddler against his chest. The mother
held the hand of a wide-eyed little girl. All four of them were
smiling. Happy. Had her family ever looked that way?

“Remember I told you that my boss let me leave work
early today?” Lauren said.

“Yeah…”

“I can’t believe I’m about to tell you this.”

“You can trust me.”

“I know,” Lauren said. “It’s just that… Well, it’s
embarrassing. And horrible. And I still can’t believe it.” She
paused, let out a slow breath. “When I got home, I walked in on my
father with Gina.”

Jesse looked at Lauren a moment as if waiting for
more. Then he said, “By walked in on them, you mean it was
sexual?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

“Gina told me they’ve been… It’s been going on five
years. So she was only sixteen when it began.”

“Wow.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Lauren said. “I can’t even
look at Gina anymore. And being around my father makes me
physically ill. I know it would crush my mom if I told her but not
telling her doesn’t feel right, either.”

“Yeah, I can understand that.”

“If I tell my mom, my father will totally lose it. I
just don’t know who he’ll take it out on.”

“You don’t think he’d hurt you, do you?”

Lauren shrugged. “You don’t know what my father is
capable of.”

“Oh, I think I do. But he doesn’t know what I’m
capable of.”

“No, I don’t want you to get involved. He’s already
been threatening you and -”

“He can threaten me all he wants,” Jesse said. “But
if he touches you, well that’s a different story.”

“I don’t get it,” Lauren said. “Why would you even
want to get in the middle of this mess that has become my
life?”

“I’m already in the middle.”

“I guess. Sort of. But why aren’t you doing the sane
thing and running for your life?”

“Don’t ask so many questions,” Jesse said. He kissed
her softly on the lips. ‘You know I’ll do everything I can to help
you.”

Lauren smiled. She didn’t know why Jesse stayed or
what she’d done to deserve him in her life. But somehow she trusted
that he would never hurt her.
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Jesse followed the prison guard down the hallway to
the same small meeting room he’d been in the last time he was
there. He sat in the same metal chair bolted to the same floor.
Soon a different guard ushered Chris Nyles inside. Nyles stood by
the door, openly scrutinizing Jesse. The guard shoved him into the
empty chair, secured the handcuffs, and stepped out.

“Got a cigarette?” Nyles asked. His words came out in
a snarl.

Jesse shook his head. “I don’t smoke.”

“Figures.”

“I had a meeting with the DA this morning.”

“Yeah? I was beginning to think you’d changed your
mind. Took you fucking long enough.”

Jesse ignored Nyles’ tone. He said, “He’s having a
bit of a problem with the situation.”

“Meaning?”

“He’s not sure he can justify cutting you a deal on
the slight possibility that you have some info to help indict
Covington.”

“So what the hell are you wasting my time for?” Nyles
said.

“Give me a little something to work with and maybe I
can convince him.”

Nyles glared at him. Jesse said nothing, just waited.
Nyles was the one with the most to lose if he walked out of there.
If Nyles truly had something to give, he’d want to deal.

“Look, I’m not playing fucking game,” Nyles finally
said. “Either you keep your end of the bargain or you get
nothing.”

“How did Bellows die?”

“You tell me.”

“Report says he was found hanging in his garage,”
Jesse said. “Written up as suicide.”

“So?”

“I don’t believe it.”

Nyles shrugged. “Maybe it wasn’t.”

“Tell me what happened,” Jesse said. “Did Covington
have something to do with it?”

“Don’t know a thing.”

Jesse sighed. “I can’t help you if you don’t
cooperate.”

“And if I talk? How do I know you’ll get anywhere
with the fucking DA? I could tell you everything, still be stuck in
this fucking hell hole. At least till I get whacked for
snitching.”

“I’ve got a better chance with the guy if I have
something to give him.” Jesse ran his hand through his hair. He
wanted to yank it out and scream. He said, “Right now he thinks I’m
crazy. And he thinks you’re full of shit.”

“Asshole.”

Jesse wasn’t sure whether Nyles was referring to him
or the DA. He sat back, focused on his breathing, and waited.

“I was the anonymous caller who reported Danny,”
Nyles said. “I saw some things.”

“Who killed him?”

A smile slid across Nyles’ thin lips. “Seems to have
slipped my mind.”

“What do you know about Bellows’ involvement with
Covington?”

“Danny worked for the prick for years.”

“’Til he messed up?”

“Don’t know.”

“The girl you murdered… or they say you murdered. Did
she have anything to do with Covington?”

“Maybe.”

“Did he threaten to kill you, too?”

“I ain’t saying nothing else,” Nyles said. “Not ‘til
you get me something on paper.”

Jesse shook his head. “You’re not giving me much.
Convince me, so I can convince the DA.”

“I know all about what Danny was doing,” Nyles said.
“He told me everything.”

“His work for Covington?”

“Yup.”

“Got any proof,” Jesse asked. “Names? Dates?”

Nyles sneered at Jesse. Cooperation was not his
strong suit. “You’d piss yourself if you could see what I got.
Danny, he was in tight for awhile. Did some stuff. Had me help him
out a few times. That’s all I’m saying.”

Jesse stood. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“How come you want this guy so bad?” Nyles asked. “He
do your girlfriend or something?”

“Or something,” Jesse replied.
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The ride from the prison to his office took Jesse
fifty-seven minutes. He should have used the time to figure out
what he was going to do about this increasing mess he was in.
Instead he had pushed a Stevie Ray Vaughan CD into the player,
cranked the volume, and concentrated on nothing more than the
guitar riffs.

The streets around the office building were quiet.
Not much activity on this cold and windy afternoon, particularly
since it was still too early for the bar crowds. His office parking
lot was deserted. He shared the building with a private contractor,
a marriage counselor, a financial consultant, and two massage
therapists. None of them worked Sundays. So he was alone, with no
distractions other than his own mind.

Jesse unlocked his office door, didn’t bother with
the lights in the reception area, and went straight into his
office. The room had a raw chill. He switched on the light and
turned up the thermostat. Reluctantly, he pulled off his jacket and
tossed it over one of the padded chairs by the desk. Then he sank
into his own chair and pushed the button on his computer. The
screen lit up and began to hum.

Covington had to have left loose ends somewhere. But
where? And what?

Jesse leaned back in his chair, sighing heavily. The
first thing he needed to do was take a close look at Covington’s
finances. See what he owned, what and whom he owed, and maybe how
he was managing to hide his extra income. For a few moments Jesse
did nothing more than stare at his computer screen. Then, deciding
it wasn’t going to do the work for him, he sat up and began
punching keys.

Hours later he leaned back and rubbed his bloodshot
eyes. He’d found little helpful information. He had actual paying
cases he should be working on but here he sat, spending hours
looking for that one elusive thread that would lead him to
Covington’s downfall.

He picked up a list of phone numbers. He was reaching
for his phone when the outer door clicked open, then shut. Jesse
rose, his eyes fixed on the man striding toward him. The deep scar
across the man’s cheekbone twitched. His squinty eyes stared in
silent defiance.

Jesse cursed himself for having left the door
unlocked. Not that it would have kept this guy out. But it would
have bought him time to prepare. He remembered the photo this guy
had delivered a few days ago. That had been the initial warning.
Apparently they were now on to phase two.

“The boss wants you to back off,” the man said. “Stay
out of his business.”

“What business would that be?” Jesse asked.

“Don’t fuck with me. He knows you been sticking your
nose where it don’t belong.”

Jesse stared at the man, said nothing. He was
thinking about his gun, left locked in his safe at home. Stupid
place for it, considering the circumstances. The man took a step
closer. The scar twitched. Thick veins pulsated in his neck. He
stood about three feet away, looking like a demented Frankenstein
awaiting his orders.

“Was there something else or are you finished now?”
Jesse asked. “I’ve got work to do.”

“Boss also wants you to stay the fuck away from his
daughter. No contact. Back out of her life as if you don’t even
know the family exists.”

“And if I don’t?”

“He says you want different, then do the job and then
he’ll negotiate.”

“Tell him I said to fuck off.”

The man lunged at Jesse. The bulk of his weight
knocked Jesse off balance. As he teetered backward, he was able to
block the first punch but the second caught him beneath the corner
of his eye. His vision blurred and red dots floated in front of
him.

The two men scuffled, fighting for leverage. The man
was powerful in that bulldozer kind of way. But Jesse was quick and
strong and pissed. He landed two powerful strikes to the man’s mid
section. As the man stumbled, Jesse put all his force into a punch
that caught the man in the base of the throat. The man choked and
gasped for air.

The big man’s hand reached into his coat just as
Jesse kicked him behind the knees, sending him sprawling to the
carpet. A Glock slipped out of the man’s coat and landed six inches
from his grasp. Jesse stomped on his wrist, grinding his boot deep
into bone. He said, “Don’t even think about it.”

The man grimaced. Through clenched teeth, he
sputtered, “You fucking prick.”

Jesse leaned over and grabbed the gun. He checked the
clip to be sure it was loaded. Not that he should have any reason
to doubt that it would be. The action was more habit than anything
else. Then he backed away, keeping the Glock fixed on the man.

“What’s your name?” Jesse asked.

“Go to hell,” the man muttered.

“Interesting name. Your mother must have been
thrilled with your birth.”

The man sneered through a bloody lip. “Fuck you.”

“Got a wallet with some ID?”

“Yeah right.”

Hey, stranger things had happened. Jesse didn’t
particularly want to risk getting in close enough for the man to
try and wrestle him down, so he let it go. He said, “Covington’s
not going to be too happy with your sloppy work here today.”

A flicker of something like dread passed behind the
man’s beady eyes. He said nothing, just continued to glare. Jesse
plopped down in a chair. “Don’t do anything stupid like standing
up,” he said. “I’d hate to pay the cleaning company to clean up
your blood stains. And the paperwork with the cops would be
hell.”

The man turned away, stared at nothing. Jesse sighed.
He said, “Why don’t you make this easy for both of us and tell me
who you are.”

“You’re so fucking smart, figure it out
yourself.”

The scar on the man’s face twitched. His expression
remained angry, defiant. Jesse said, “You don’t strike me as a
conversationalist. I’m betting your preference is to shoot without
the talk. So Covington must know it wouldn’t be in his best
interest to kill me. That means he’s probably running scared. Where
does that leave you when he finds out you fucked up?”

The man turned back to Jesse. His already beady eyes
narrowed to slits. “You ain’t getting shit from me,” he said.

“Because nothing I could do to you could compare to
what Covington will have done when he gets hold of you?”

“Fuck off.”

“Think you’ll be safe in prison?”

The man said nothing. Jesse rubbed his temple. If he
let the guy go, he’d have nothing. Not even a name. And the guy
would be free to come after him for a payback. At least if he got
the cops involved, he’d have a name and that might lead him
somewhere worth traveling to. The guy would be locked up for
awhile. Of course he’d have to go through the motions, maybe file
assault charges.

Damn.
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Tim handed Jesse a folder containing a small stack of
printed pages. He said, “His name is Dominic Forenzi. He’s got a
few priors for assault. Never made it to court. Two were dropped
when the victims refused to testify. The other was witnessed by two
off-duty cops. Some crazy plea bargain got him a fine, no time
in.”

“I bet I can guess who his lawyer was,” Jesse
said.

“And you’d probably be right.”

“Can I keep this?” Jesse asked, indicating the
file.

Tim’s eyes darted around the station. No one was
paying any attention to them. “Yeah, but be careful,” he said. “And
you didn’t get that from me.”

“Someone giving you a hard time?”

“Phillips told me you were out of your territory.
Pretty much told me to stay the fuck away from whatever you’re
into.”

“Phillips, huh?”

“Jesse, he’s doing his job,” Tim said. “The politics
part, anyway.”

“Phillips is probably on Covington’s payroll.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

Jesse stuffed the folder inside his jacket. “And I
knew you’d deny it.”

“Not every cop is on somebody’s payroll, you
know.”

“Hell, I know that,” Jesse said. “I also know not
every cop is honest.”

Tim grudgingly gave a little nod of assent. He said,
“They’ve got Forenzi in holding. You planning on pressing charges
for the assault?”

“No. But you’ve got him on the gun charge,
right?”

“He’s got a permit.”

“A permit?” Jesse had nearly shouted the words. He
took a long breath, which did little to calm him. “How the hell can
he have a permit if he’s been convicted of an assault charge?”

“That charge was pled down to disorderly
conduct.”

“Freakin’ hell,” Jesse muttered. “So you’ve got
nothing on him without me?”

“You got it.”

Jesse shook his head. “Okay then, can you stall? Hold
him another hour or so?”

“You should press charges.”

“Would make things worse. Trust me. Can you
stall?”

“Yeah,” Tim said. “But why?”

“I need him out of the way for awhile.”

“What are you up to?”

“Just an hour,” Jesse said.

Tim gave Jesse a look of exasperation. “Fine. An
hour.” Then softly he added, “Be careful.”

“Always.”
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Jesse parked in front of a large gray apartment
house. He double checked the paper in the file. Apartment 302. He
sprinted up the rickety stairs to the third floor. Outside the
door, he paused, listening. Silence. He knocked, waited, knocked
again. Still nothing.

Using his electric lock pick, Jesse was inside
Forenzi’s apartment within seconds. He relocked the door behind him
and fumbled in the dark until he found the light switch. He stood
in an unremarkable living room. Decent furniture, relatively clean.
A few beer bottles had been left on the high-end glass-topped
coffee table. A dirty ashtray. A Penthouse magazine.

A quick search of the living room turned up nothing
but dust balls. The bedroom was cramped, smelled like dirty feet. A
bed that looked much too small for a man Forenzi’s size. Tangled
covers tossed over a blue sheet. A dresser with the typical stuff
on top. Cologne. Loose change. A nightstand holding a stack of
Penthouse.

Forenzi certainly lived alone. Probably didn’t have
much company either.

A glance at his watch told him he had less than forty
minutes. He opened drawers, searched through t-shirts and socks. He
found Forenzi favored Calvin Klein boxer-briefs. Mostly black.
Information Jesse could have easily lived without.

A small metal lockbox beneath the pile of underwear
caught his attention. Jesse set it on the dresser and popped the
lock. Inside was a stack of photographs. Digital prints. All were
candid shots, most likely taken without the subject’s
knowledge.

Jesse sifted through them until he found one that was
familiar. Deanna Bryant, the woman Chris Nyles was accused of
murdering. Why would Forenzi have a picture of her? Had he been the
one contracted to kill her? And, if so, had he subcontracted Nyles
to take care of it for him? Were the rest of the people in these
photos also dead? Or marked to die soon?

The last photo in the pile was Thomas Foley. The
newly elected senator had died a few months ago. Supposedly a
suicide.

Also in the lockbox were a few extra clips for the
Glock Forenzi carried. And a key that probably belonged to a safety
deposit box.

Jesse replaced the items, relocked the box, then put
it back beneath the Calvin Kleins. A search of the closet told him
that Forenzi liked Levi’s, J. Crew shirts, and hiking boots. The
nightstand drawer held a bottle of lubricant that Jesse refused to
touch and a box of Trojans. Nothing he needed to see there.

The only other room was the kitchen. A five minute
check and Jesse now knew that Forenzi liked an assortment of frozen
meals, peanut butter, lots of jelly, Michelob, and chocolate milk.
A lot of good that was going to do him.

Forenzi did not have a computer, which struck Jesse
as odd. Didn’t everyone have a computer these days? At any rate,
the lack of one made the search much easier. And quicker. After a
glance around to make sure he hadn’t left any sign of his visit,
Jesse slipped back out to his car with fifteen minutes to
spare.
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Jesse pulled into a drive-thru for a burger and
fries. He parked in the lot and called Lauren while he ate. As they
talked, Jesse left out a few details of his day. Like his run-in
with Forenzi and his recent break-in. The less Lauren knew, the
better for her. At least for now.

They made plans to meet at McGuire’s for lunch at
noon the next day. When Jesse hung up, his mood was much lighter
and he wore a goofy grin. He used to make fun of people like
himself. Good thing no one was around to see him acting all love
struck.

The grin was still in place when he reached his
apartment but immediately vanished when he noticed his front door
was ajar. He waited a moment, listening for any noise from within.
Why the hell didn’t he have his gun with him?

Jesse reached inside and flicked the wall switch.
Light flooded the living room. A search through the apartment told
him he was alone. But the place was in shambles. Drawers had been
dumped, cabinets emptied. Even his refrigerator had been ransacked,
which had to be out of pure spite. It wasn’t like he’d be hiding
something in the mayonnaise jar.

The one stroke of good luck was the intruder had not
been able to crack his safe. Probably had not even found it hidden
behind the false wall in his closet. The thing had cost Jesse a
small fortune and had just proved its worth. And, since it weighed
about forty pounds and was secured to the back of the closet wall
with heavy bolts, taking it was nearly impossible. That was if it
had been found to begin with.

Jesse stood amongst the rubble, trying to determine
whether anything was missing. The computer in his office had been
left on but, thankfully, remained in one piece. Whoever had been
there couldn’t have gotten anything useful. Jesse kept a USB flash
drive on his key chain that held the sensitive data. He kept
nothing on the computer itself. And the history was automatically
wiped from the computer daily.

From what he could tell, nothing was actually
missing. So this had definitely not been a robbery. This reeked of
Covington. In an odd way, the mess brought Jesse a bit of pleasure.
It meant that Covington was at least a little nervous. And nervous
men made mistakes.

He plopped into a chair and stared at his scattered
belongings. He was thinking that he should get up and clean but his
body had other ideas. Exhausted, both physically and mentally, he
promptly fell into a deep sleep. His dreams were of Lauren as he
snored softly in the midst of the disarray.
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Lauren took a break from her report and went down to
the kitchen. She was still smiling from the sound of Jesse’s voice.
Silly how happy it made her when he called. And she was
ridiculously excited about meeting him for lunch tomorrow. So much
for her reluctance to get involved with him. When it came to Jesse,
she’d lost her self-control. She wasn’t actually sure that she’d
ever had any.

As she was pouring herself a glass of orange juice,
her father stepped into the room. He set his briefcase on the
table, gave her a look with those icy blue eyes. “Just the person I
wanted to speak with,” he said.

“What now?”

Alex stiffened. He fixed his eyes on Lauren and stood
silent for a moment. His icy glare seemed to be boring a hole right
through her. Finally he said, “I’ve been much too tolerant of your
defiance. You will address me with respect.”

Lauren didn’t meet his eyes, nor did she reply. Alex
motioned toward the table. He waited while Lauren took a seat, then
he sat beside her. He watched her, apparently waiting for her to
look at him. Or to say something. She did neither.

“I take it you are still upset with me,” Alex
said.

Upset? He’d been screwing her best friend. And he
thought maybe she was still upset? “I don’t want to talk about
it.”

“What has Gina told you?”

“I haven’t spoken to her,” Lauren said. “And I don’t
intend to.”

“Very well. I expect you to keep silent about the
incident.”

Lauren picked at her nail polish. Champagne Toast or
something. She’d done them early that morning. She scowled as the
color flaked off. A bad habit. Why did she bother painting
them?

“I’m waiting for an acknowledgment,” Alex said.

“I told you, I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Is your mother in bed?”

“I guess.”

“Have you spoken to her?”

“I haven’t told her, if that’s what you’re getting
at.”

“Perfect,” Alex said. “The knowledge would only hurt
her. That particular indiscretion was completely out of character
for me. It is now over with and we can all move on.”

“I have homework to finish.”

Lauren started to get up but Alex put his hand firmly
on her arm and held her in place. “Not yet. We have one more topic
to discuss.”

“Which is?”

“Your boyfriend.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“If you had done as I instructed, this discussion
would not be necessary,” Alex said. “However, I understand that you
are still seeing him.”

“How do you know that?”

“There is nothing you do that I am not aware of.”

“Who I date is my business,” Lauren said.

“That’s fine, providing you don’t mind dating a dead
man.”

Lauren finally met her father’s cold stare. She
matched it with her own fury. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“You are an intelligent young lady,” Alex said.
“Figure it out.”

“Are you threatening Jesse’s life?”

“I do not make threats.”

“Why would you kill him?” Lauren asked. “Why do you
even care who I date?”

“That is not your business.”

“Not my business?” Lauren’s voice rose with her
anger. “You’re threatening to kill the man I’m dating and you say
the reason is none of my business?”

“This has nothing to do with you.”

“This has everything to do with me!”

“You may wish to take your anger out on Mr. Ryder,”
Alex said. “He is responsible for placing you in this
position.”

“How?” Lauren demanded. “Explain that to me. What has
he done to you?”

“Mr. Ryder also knows how to make things right, if he
so chooses.”

“Why won’t you answer my question?”

“We’re finished here,” Alex said as he stood. “For
your own safety, stay away from that man.”

“You can’t go around making threats and expecting
everyone to obey.”

“I can.”

“To hell you can!”

The slap knocked Lauren’s head backward. Alex stepped
back, dropping his hands to his sides. He gave a slight nod and his
lips curled into a smile. “You always did have plenty of bravado.
It’s too bad you’re female.”

Lauren wanted to spit in his face. Instead she took a
deep breath. Her face stung, though she would never give her father
the satisfaction of seeing her wince. She said, “You have no right
to do this.”

“Of course I do. It is my right, as well as my
obligation as a parent, to protect my child.” Alex smoothed his
already perfect hair. His smile died away as he said, “You
certainly have no moral dilemma when it comes to living in my home.
Or enjoying the education I have paid for. While I appreciate your
lust for the man, you need to keep in mind that lust will die away.
For both of you. You cannot be naïve enough to believe this man
intends to stay with you forever, to care for you, provide for
you.”

Lauren finally stood. She was trembling so badly that
she was afraid her legs would collapse. She shook her head but
couldn’t speak.

“One other thing, Lauren,” Alex said. “Don’t get any
ideas about running away with Ryder. If you leave here with him,
your mother may not survive the trauma.”

“Are you threatening to -”

“I am not making threats. Merely observations.” Alex
fixed his eyes on Lauren a moment. Then he turned and, as he
strolled from the room, said, “Sleep well, my dear.”
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Lauren arrived at McGuire’s Pub fifteen minutes late.
She’d considered not going at all. She’d been circling the block,
phone in hand, ready to call Jesse. But tell him what? Simply break
their relationship off, with no explanation? Admit that her father
was going to kill him if she didn’t stay away? Tell him she needed
time? Space? A new family? A lobotomy?

Her head throbbed. Her stomach twisted and churned.
The little sleep she’d gotten the previous evening had been riddled
with vivid dreams of her father brutally murdering Jesse while she
was forced to watch. The blame was hers. She’d been warned.

Jesse waved to Lauren from a corner booth. She tried
to smile as she approached. “Hi Jesse,” she said.

“What’s wrong?” Jesse asked.

“Nothing.”

Jesse frowned. “Don’t lie to me.”

“Geesh, do I look that bad?” Lauren asked as she
slipped into the seat opposite Jesse. He simply looked at her. She
sighed and said, “I had a rough night.”

“What happened?”

Lauren’s jaw quivered. The only good in her life was
slipping away. Maybe if she knew what had happened between Jesse
and her father. Maybe if she understood, she’d be able to fight
somehow. She avoided Jesse’s riveting gaze. If she looked into his
eyes, the words would never come.

“I don’t think we can see each other anymore,” she
said.

“What?”

“And you should be very careful.”

“What’s going on?”

Lauren’s vision blurred with the flood of tears that
threatened her eyes. She shook her head, stared down at the table.
Jesse said, “This is about your father, right?”

Lauren sucked in a breath, almost a gasp, as she
fought the tears. Part of her wanted to flee this place, to run
back to her room and hide there forever. She’d known better than to
let a man close to her. But the bigger part of her wanted nothing
more than to crumble into Jesse’s arms, to be held and
protected.

Jesse leaned across the table. “Lauren, look at me,”
he said softly. “Is this what you want?”

A tear slid down Lauren’s cheek. She shook her head,
unable to speak. She didn’t look up, still hadn’t met Jesse’s eyes.
If she did, she would get lost there forever.

Jesse reached across the table. He grasped Lauren’s
hand in his, squeezed gently. “Tell me what’s going on,” he
said.

Lauren took a deep breath and brought her gaze up to
meet Jesse’s. Her attention was immediately drawn to the slight
purple bruise beneath his left eye. “What happened to you?” she
asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Your eye.”

“Oh.” Jesse shrugged. “I got in a little fight. Goes
with the job. No big deal.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Please tell me what’s going on.”

Lauren dropped her gaze. “My father doesn’t want me
seeing you.”

“That’s not news.”

“I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Why would I get hurt?”

“Who did you get in a fight with?”

“You’re changing the subject,” Jesse said. “And no
one that matters.”

“My father? Someone that works for him?”

Jesse swiped a hand through his hair. He averted his
eyes. For a moment he sat quietly, his expression uneasy,
conflicted. In that moment, Lauren was sure of the answer. Still,
she needed to hear him say it. She needed him to be honest.

“Yes,” Jesse finally said. “Someone that works for
him.”

Lauren nodded, not shocked but sickened just the
same. “I don’t understand,” she said softly. “But I can’t let him
do this to you. I can’t lose another person I…” Lauren stopped,
unsure how to end that sentence. She’d almost said another person I
love, which would have been disastrous. She let it go and said, “He
wants me to stop seeing you. Then he’ll leave you alone.”

Jesse squeezed Lauren’s hand tighter. He leaned
close. Shaking his head, he said, “That won’t happen. And I don’t
want to lose you.”

Just then, a young waitress with short dark hair and
a bright smile appeared. Her gaze lingered on Jesse as she asked
about drinks. Jesse quickly interrupted. “I’m sorry,” he said. “We
have to go.”

He fished a ten-dollar bill from his pocket and
dropped it on the table. Then he grabbed Lauren’s hand, leading her
out to his car. Once inside, he pulled her close and murmured, “I’m
not afraid of your father, Lauren.”

“Why does he hate you so much?” she asked.

Jesse hesitated. “I refused to do a job for him.”

“You’ve told me that.”

“That’s really all there is to it.”

“You want me to be honest with you, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Then you have to do the same.”

Jesse blew out a long breath. “He’s your father,
Lauren. I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to get into it.”

“Please don’t try to protect me,” Lauren said. “I
appreciate the effort. But don’t.”

Jesse nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Your father wanted me
to get rid of evidence. And fabricate new evidence. He wanted me to
set a guy up for murder so that his client could walk free.”

“Oh.”

“Your turn.”

“He wants you dead.”

“I know that,” Jesse said. “What did he say to you
last night?”

Lauren took a deep breath, then told Jesse about her
conversation with her father. When she’d finished, Jesse asked,
“Are you afraid of him?”

Lauren thought for a moment. She was afraid for her
mother. Sometimes she was sure her father would go too far. She was
certainly afraid for Jesse. She’d once been afraid for Stephen and
her fears had proved justified. But was she afraid for herself?

“Sometimes,” she finally said. “But my father usually
controls his anger more around me. I don’t understand it. He’s
slapped me a few times but he’d never beat me. My mom and Stephen…
Now just my mom. He hits her pretty frequently.”

Jesse’s muscles tensed. He held Lauren close. Silence
hung between them. The sounds of traffic filtered into the car. A
few minutes passed. His voice was quiet and sad when he spoke. “Why
does she stay?”

“Fear,” Lauren said. “Money? I really don’t
know.”

Then, in the quiet confines of Jesse’s Mustang,
Lauren began to share her secrets. At first it was strange to say
the words out loud, almost as if she was discussing someone else’s
life. Gradually the words came more easily. The stories became
real. This was her life. No longer denying that was both terrifying
and freeing.

Jesse wiped away her stream of tears with a
tenderness that made her heart ache. She drew a deep breath and
said, “I’m really afraid of what he’ll do, Jesse.”

“Afraid of what he’ll do to you?” Jesse asked.

“No. I’m afraid he’ll go through with his threat to
you.”

“Don’t worry about me.”

“I can’t help it.”

“I won’t die.”

“You sound so sure,” Lauren said. “Aren’t you
worried?”

“Not really.”

“I’m not sure if that makes you brave or crazy.”

Jesse chuckled. “Probably the latter. Will you be
okay around him?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Their eyes met, then their lips. In that moment,
Lauren had no doubt that she belonged with Jesse. This was the man
she wanted to spend forever with. The realization further terrified
her.

Lauren eased away from the kiss that had her heart
thumping wildly. “You need to get back to work,” she said. “And I
need to get to class.”

“How about dinner at my place tonight?” Jesse
asked.

“Sounds great.”

“I’ll pick you up around seven.”

“I think I should drive there myself.”

Jesse gazed at her a moment. His eyes were
penetrating. He said, “If you have any problems, call me.”

“I will.”

He traced his fingers lightly over her lips. “I wish
this didn’t have to be so difficult,” he said. “But I really love…
being with you.”

“Me too.”

“See you tonight.”

Lauren savored the tingling his kiss left on her lips
as she crossed the parking lot to her own car.
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Lauren trudged up the stairs to her room, her arms
overloaded with books. No sooner had she dropped them onto her desk
than her cell phone rang. She retrieved it from her purse while
digging her history book from the bottom of the pile. She answered
without bothering to check the caller ID, a mistake she instantly
regretted.

Hearing Gina’s voice set Lauren on edge. Her grip
grew tight on the phone. Her breath caught in her throat. She was
about to disconnect the call when Gina began speaking quickly. “I’m
so sorry about what happened,” she said. “I never meant to hurt
you.”

“Then what the hell were you doing having sex with my
father?” Lauren said.

“I’m sorry. You probably won’t believe this but I
love him. I’ve been in love with him for years.”

“You’re right. I don’t believe you. I know how many
guys you’ve been with. How can you say that you love anybody?”

“That was all an act,” Gina said. “I flirted a lot. I
wanted you to believe I was carefree. I wanted myself to believe
it.”

“Oh please!”

“It’s the truth.” Gina’s voice took on an edge of
desperation. “Lauren, I really need us to be friends again.”

“When hell freezes over,” Lauren said. She
disconnected the call, squeezing the phone tightly and barely
keeping herself from throwing it across the room.

An unexpected sadness swept over her. In a way, Gina
was simply another one of her father’s victims. Gina had no idea
what he was truly like. She never saw the arrogant, self-righteous
bastard that stomped on anyone who happened to be in his way. She’d
never experienced his violent mood swings.

Or had she?

Lauren dropped her head into her hands. A sound
escaped her throat, something between a groan and a sob. Gina was
nothing more than another trophy, one of her father’s playthings.
But, unfortunately for Gina, she probably believed his act,
believed he loved her.

Lauren remained at her desk for close to an hour. She
stared at her history book but didn’t get one page read. She
couldn’t concentrate. Finally she gave up the pretense. She had a
date to get ready for. The one bright spot in her life.

She took a long shower, then tore her closet apart in
search of the perfect outfit. Naturally the perfect outfit did not
exist. She settled on a pair of Skinny jeans and a green sweater
that matched her eyes. What to wear under her clothes was an even
bigger problem. She wanted something sexy but not too obvious. She
didn’t want Jesse to think she’d been expecting to sleep with him
tonight. Not that she was… really.

Finally deciding on a white lace set by Aubade,
Lauren dressed, applied make-up, and fixed her hair. A glance at
her clock told her she was running late. Too much procrastination.
Since when did panties become such a huge decision?

Lauren hadn’t seen her mother, so she left a note on
the kitchen counter. Out in her car, she suddenly felt the urge to
throw up. Why were her nerves getting the best of her tonight? It
wasn’t like this was their first date. And they’d been alone lots
of times.

But now it was different. She could no longer deny
that she was in love.

Yes, she admitted it, if only to herself. The thought
terrified her. How could she have let this happen? She almost
laughed at that. A better question was how could she have stopped
it? And what was she going to do about it now?

Lauren managed to get to Jesse’s place without having
a nervous breakdown. The building looked larger than she
remembered, brand new brick and each apartment had a private
balcony. Things she hadn’t noticed before.

She took the elevator up to the fifth floor and
walked down the wide hallway toward Jesse’s apartment. Her heart
raced. Her hands shook. She silently cursed herself for being so
out of control. Several deep breaths did little to relax her.

Jesse pulled the door open, greeting her with a
dazzling smile. “Hi beautiful,” he said.

Suddenly he was standing there, sexy and confident,
and her nerves dissolved into desire. She heard her own voice
greeting him while allowing him to lead her inside. A dream-like
fog engulfed her and she understood why people said that loves
makes you crazy.

Lauren settled onto the soft black leather sofa.
“Something smells good,” she said.

“Lasagna,” Jesse said. “Get comfortable. I’ll grab
the wine.”

The sounds of Enya floated through the room from
unseen speakers. Candles shimmered throughout the room. Jesse
handed Lauren a glass of wine. As he settled in beside her, he
said, “I’m glad you came tonight.”

Looking into Jesse’s eyes, Lauren was again moved by
their intensity. So much emotion burned deep within. She wanted to
believe it was all meant for her. She blinked, shifted her gaze.
“Me too,” she said.

“Everything okay at home?”

“Fine,” Lauren said. “I didn’t see either of my
parents. No problems.”

“Good. Let’s go eat. I’m starving.”

The table was set with nice but not elaborate dishes.
The flatware was stainless steel. This made Lauren smile. “You
didn’t actually cook this yourself, did you?” she said.

“One of the benefits of growing up with a bunch of
sisters.” Jesse grinned. “I’m also really good with nail
polish.”

“Wow, I’ll have to remember that. Maybe I can take
advantage of it sometime.”

“Anytime you like.”

Though the lasagna was the best Lauren had ever
tasted, she had a hard time eating. Jesse’s dark eyes seemed to be
speaking to her in a language all their own. He was quieter tonight
than usual. But he was every bit as attentive, if not more so.

After they’d eaten, they drifted back into the living
room. They talked about everything and nothing. Jesse ran his
fingers through Lauren’s hair. Her body flooded with new
sensations. His touch was gentle, yet so intense.

Their lips met, tentatively at first. Then their
tongues. Each kiss became deeper, more intimate. Their touches grew
more heated, more familiar.

Lauren’s heartbeat quickened as Jesse stood and took
her hand. “You haven’t seen my room yet,” he said.

In the doorway, Lauren hesitated. Jesse searched her
eyes. “You don’t have to,” he said.

His voice was soft. His touch sent warm shivers
through her. His eyes said a thousand things she didn’t yet
understand. But she sensed the passion they held was meant for her
alone. Most of all, she was sure she was safe with him. He could
never be like her father.

She tried to find her voice. Her stomach quivered. “I
want to,” she whispered.

Their lips met and he pulled her closer to him. She
could feel his hardness as he pressed against her. She’d never
wanted anything as badly as she wanted this. And she’d never been
so scared.

He undressed her slowly. His fingers lingered on her
nipples as her bra slid to the floor. Then he slipped her panties
effortlessly past her hips, leaving them to slide down her thighs,
to the floor.

Lifting her gently, he placed her on the bed. Then he
undressed himself, locking his eyes with her, speaking to her
without uttering a word. His lips once again found hers. He lay
beside her, his hands exploring, her skin growing warm beneath his
heated touch.

Soon the quivering in her stomach was no longer from
nerves. She surrendered herself to his touch, his tongue. When at
last he entered her, a rush of tiny explosions consumed her and she
cried out with pleasure.

Jesse had reached that peak along with her and his
deep moans mixed with hers. When he found his breath, his raspy
voice whispered, “I love you, Lauren.”

Lauren opened her eyes, unsure whether she’d heard
Jesse correctly. The look in his eyes was all the confirmation she
needed. “I love you, too,” she said.
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The early morning sunshine sifted in through the
blinds. The angle was perfectly aligned with Jesse’s left eye. He
squirmed, stretched, and reached across the bed. The spot beside
him was already cold. Empty.

He opened his eyes and pushed himself up on one
elbow. Lauren had left hours ago but her perfume lingered on the
sheets. He breathed in the scent and cursed his arousal.

Jesse squinted at the digital clock. Six a.m. Still
dark. Getting up this early normally required a very loud alarm and
a damn good reason. This morning he had neither. Just a cold spot
on the sheet beside him and an emptiness without her here.

Ridiculous. He’d broken every one of his own damn
rules. Falling in love had not been part of his plan. But in love
he was. And he hadn’t been content to simply fall. No, he’d jumped
head first into the deep end.

Now here he was, a drowning man lying awake in a dark
room before sunrise. He missed Lauren. Gone from his bed four short
hours and he already missed her. It was like overnight he’d gone
from an independent, self-confident guy to some drippy love-struck
puppy dog. Pathetic.

Dwelling on these facts did no good. So he stopped
thinking and climbed out of bed. He stepped beneath a warm shower,
which did little to motivate him. With some difficulty, he found a
clean pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Looked like today was laundry
day. Could the morning get any worse?

Jesse fumbled around the kitchen, made coffee, then
drank half a cup before his stomach churned in protest. Swearing
softly, he tossed his dirty clothes into the basket and grudgingly
headed down to the laundry room. Thankfully it was empty. No way
could he be civil to anyone at this hour.

He killed the time during the wash cycle by carefully
picking the peeling yellow paint off the wall behind the bench.
Once his clothes were in the dryer, he sat watching them tumble
behind the glass. His thoughts drifted back to last night. He
instantly grew hard and cursed the erection straining against his
jeans.

A virgin. He still couldn’t believe it. He’d been
shocked that Lauren had never been with another guy. He’d also been
a little intimidated. He’d never been with a virgin. Even his own
first time had been with someone older, more experienced. But once
he’d gotten over his crazy fear that he would somehow damage her,
the night had been amazing. He loved her more than he’d thought he
was capable of.

All this would have been nice and sweet, if not just
a little irritating with its weak-kneed sappiness. However, it all
became a complicated mess with Lauren’s father tossed into the mix.
And it was probably going to get a lot worse in the near
future.

Jesse pulled his clothes from the dryer, did his best
impression of folding them, and carried the basket back to his
apartment. It was just after eight, which was a good time for him
to get his day started. He grabbed his keys and briefcase and
headed out the door.

Armed with a thickly padded file, he drove straight
to the D.A.’s office. He waited twenty-seven minutes in the
pristine reception area before Tom Eldrige allowed him the honor of
entering his office. The next two hours were spent in a deadlock,
with Eldridge doing all he could to discount the evidence and leads
Jesse offered.

Finally Eldridge said, “So why don’t we do this. You
claim Covington wanted you to eliminate evidence on his client, set
someone else up. We’ll wire you, you go back to his office, say
you’ve changed your mind, you’re willing to deal. Get him to talk
about it. We’ll have all the evidence we need to charge the guy,
then get further warrants for the rest of what you’re
claiming.”

Jesse closed his eyes, took a slow breath. His nerves
had been rubbed raw. He said, “That would’ve made a lot more sense
if you’d offered it the first time I was here.”

Eldridge shrugged, looked away. Jesse gritted his
teeth. He reeled his temper back in before speaking. “Even if I
thought that would work,” he said, “it’s too late now. Covington
will suspect me of setting him up. Besides, the guy is smart. Even
when he sort of trusts you, he doesn’t get into details. He keeps
everything vague, lets his minions do the rest. Keeps his hands
clean.”

“But you claim he’s still after you?”

“Yeah, to shut me up. I rather doubt he would trust
me with any of his business at this point.”

The conversation went round and round for another
hour. When frustration threatened to push Jesse over the edge,
Eldridge excused himself and left the room without explanation. Ten
minutes later he returned. He said, “It’s a go for Nyles.”

Four hours locked in a room with a political kiss-ass
human garlic factor and Jesse finally got something. He waited for
the paperwork, then drove straight to Walpole Prison where he was
ushered into the familiar conference room. Minutes later, Chris
Nyles sauntered in. All swagger and attitude. This wasn’t one of
Jesse’s better days.

A massive guard secured Nyles’ cuffs before leaving
them alone. They sat in silence a moment, studying each other. Then
Nyles said, “So?”

“We could have a deal,” Jesse said.

“Could have?”

Jesse tapped the folder on the table in front of him.
“I’ve got the paperwork right here. You’ll get what you requested,
providing I get the info I need.”

“Let me see.”

Jesse glanced down at Nyles’ hands, his fingers
squirming for the folder while the cuffs locked his wrists in
place. Jesse said, “You’d better have something worth my time and
incredible irritation.”

Nyles smirked. “You’ll be satisfied.”

Jesse slid the folder forward. “Here you go.”

Nyles awkwardly sifted through the papers. A slow
smile slid into place. “All right,” he said. “What do you want to
know?”

“Everything. Let’s start with what you know about
Covington.”

“He’s a rotten motherfucker. He don’t give a shit who
he stomps on if it means getting what he wants.”

“Insightful,” Jesse said. “Now tell me something I
don’t know.”

Nyles fingered the papers in front of him. “He
ordered Danny’s hit. Because of a job Danny botched.”

“Who actually killed him?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Really? Somehow I don’t quite believe that.”

“I got a name but I ain’t sure.”

“Share anyway.”

Nyles looked away. His eyes darted from the
paperwork, to the door. Back to Jesse. He said, “Dominic
Forenzi.”

Jesse nodded. Not much of a surprise there. He said,
“The job you said Bellows botched. What was it?”

Nyles stared, said nothing. Jesse sighed heavily. His
patience was one eye roll away from snapping. He said, “Was the job
a hit? Deanna Bryant? Was she involved with Covington?”

“I ain’t saying nothing that’ll fuck up my
release.”

“Yeah, I figured that. So you were involved in that
hit?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“That’s the problem. You haven’t said anything all
that useful.”

“Deanna was some whore Covington was fucking.”

“Did Covington order her murder?”

Nyles stared blankly at the wall behind Jesse. “I
could get myself killed for what I’m doing.”

“Stop dicking around. Talk or we’re done.”

Nyles’ right eye twitched nervously. “She was getting
too close, from what I hear.”

“Too close to what?”

“Information. Shit she shouldn’t know. Covington. All
that.”

“So did he order the hit?”

“I guess.”

“You guess? What do you actually know?”

“I ain’t never talked to Covington before,” Nyles
said. “I just know people who know him.”

“Bellows was supposed to kill Deanna, right? But he
fucked it up and got taken out himself. So Covington then paid
someone who paid you to handle it, right?”

“Maybe.”

“How about Forenzi,” Jesse asked. “You know him?”

“Maybe.”

Jesse’s commanding voice echoed in the small room.
“Look you little fuck, I don’t have time to play games. Either you
start talking or you can take your scrawny ass out of here and
forget the whole damn deal. And, for wasting my fucking time, I’ll
let it leak that you’ve been sharing details about Covington’s
business.”

Nyles’ eyes grew wide. “You’re crazy, man!”

Jesse simply stared. Nyles muttered, “I could get
myself killed for what I’m saying.”

“So you’ve said.”

“Plus, I say too much, I fuck myself. You know? I
ain’t spending my life in this place. And I ain’t hanging around
waiting for Covington’s goons to get me.”

“What do you want, Nyles?”

“Anything I tell you, I don’t want it coming back to
bite me in the ass, you know?”

“You’ve got the paperwork right in front of you,”
Jesse said.

“Yeah, but I don’t know. I ain’t no lawyer. Maybe I
say too much, they pin me with new charges. Plus, I want money. I
need to get the hell away from here.”

“Money?” Jesse said with a scowl. “And total
absolution? That all, Nyles?”

“You need to get me out of here right away. These
guys find out I’m talking to you, I’m a dead man.”

“Jesus.” Jesse shook his head, banged his fist a few
times against the scratched tabletop. He said, “Where do you want
to be transferred to, Nyles? The Hilton, perhaps? Or The Marriott?
Room service and a Jacuzzi in your room?”

Nyles smirked, his thin lips almost disappearing.
“That’d be cool.”

“Do you know Dominic Forenzi?”

“Yeah.”

“Care to elaborate?”

Nyles hesitated. “I trust you and talk, you gotta
keep this between us till you get me moved.”

“Yeah. Fine. Just tell me.”

“I should get protection here.”

“Keep it up and you’ll be needing protection from
me,” Jesse said. “Tell me about Forenzi.”

“The dude’s been on Covington’s payroll for
years.”

“And?”

“He’s the one who took Foley out.”

“The senator? You’re sure it was Forenzi?”

“Yeah.”

“Covington’s orders?”

“I ain’t saying nothing else.”

Jesse ran his hand through his hair. He was silent
while he sorted things in his mind. Immunity. Protection. And
money. Jesus. He said, “Can you give me something that definitively
links the hits and Forenzi to Covington?”

Nyles squirmed but nodded. “Not till I’m safe,
though.”

“You are a prick, Nyles.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”
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From the prison, Jesse drove to the café where he was
meeting Tim for lunch. He should have been using the driving time
to work things out in his head. Dealing with Eldridge again would
not be a joyous experience. He needed a sound – and quick –
argument.

But Jesse had hardly given Chris Nyles or Tom
Eldridge a thought since leaving the prison. His thoughts floated
around Lauren. His worst fears were now fact. He’d become a
lovesick idiot.

He spotted the store ahead and, with Lauren
front-and-center in his mind, pulled into the parking lot. He
hopped out of his car and stepped inside the flower shop. Further
evidence that he’d become a lovesick fool.

The young woman behind the counter greeted him with a
bright smile. “Hi,” she said. “What can I do for you today?”

Jesse wanted to tell her that for starters she could
remove the piece of lettuce that was wedged between her teeth.
Instead he said, “I want to get a dozen red roses delivered this
afternoon.”

“Oooh, roses,” the clerk said. “Your wife?”

“No, girlfriend.”

Her eyelashes fluttered like they were on a hit of
speed. “Lucky girl,” she said.

Jesse wrote down the address, filled out a little
card to go with the flowers, then handed the girl his credit card.
She took it, brushing her long plum-colored nails across his hand.
“You have a very cool name,” she said. “Like a movie star or
something.”

Jesse bit his lip to keep from laughing. Somehow a
come-on from a girl fresh out of diapers with food stuck in her
teeth simply was not flattering. But he smiled and said, “Thanks.
Maybe that’s what my parents were hoping for.”

She slid his card through the machine at the
register. He signed the receipt, stuck his credit card back in his
wallet. The girl did that weird eyelash batting thing again. She
said, “Can I do anything else for you?”

The words were innocent. But the tone held a playful
suggestion. Jesse looked away and managed to keep his sarcasm in
check. He said, “That’ll do it. Thanks.”

At the café, Jesse found Tim at a table in the back
corner. Tim said, “I took the liberty of ordering you a rum and
Coke. Figured you’d need at least one after the day you’ve
had.”

Jesse laughed. “You’re a true friend.”

“You look like hell.”

“Gee thanks.”

“Anytime.”

“Sleep seems to be eluding me these days.”

“How’d it go today?”

“Slow,” Jesse said. “Took forever to get the go ahead
from Eldridge. Then Nyles gave me a little more info before the
prick decides he wants total immunity from anything that may
incriminate him in this mess. And he wants money so he can get his
scrawny ass out of the city and hide somewhere safe.”

“You think he knows enough to make it worth all
this?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

A short redheaded waitress brought their drinks. She
grinned happily while taking their order, then seemed to bounce
away. Tim swirled the ice around in his glass, watching the brown
liquid slosh against the sides. “Are you sure you know what you’re
doing?” he asked.

Jesse shook his head, laughed. “Do I ever really know
what I’m doing?”

“Now that makes me feel better.”

“Relax. I’ve got it under control.”

“I’ve never seen you get so personally involved in a
case you’re not even getting paid for,” Tim said. “I find it hard
to believe that this is all about seeking justice.”

“Money isn’t everything.”

“I know part of this is about revenge,” Tim said.
“But the real drive behind this… You love her?”

“Lauren?”

“No, freakin’ Aunt Jemima.”

“I’ve never met her,” Jesse said with a grin. “But
her pancake syrup’s pretty good.” The grin faded. He groaned.
“Yeah.”

“Does she know what you’re up to?”

The too-energetic waitress returned with their food.
Her dimples and smile were a permanent fixture on her freckled
face. She set their burgers down and told them to enjoy their meal.
Her tone made their lunch seem like a carnival ride.

Jesse picked at his fries. “I’ve told her a little,”
he finally said. “She doesn’t know everything. Yet.”

“How do you think she’s going to feel about you going
after her father like this?”

“I think she’ll be relieved if I can nail him.”

Tim sighed. “Anything I can do?”

“Yeah.” Jesse took a folded sheet of paper from his
pocket and tossed it on the table. “I need everything you can come
up with on those names.”

“No problem.”

“One other thing.”

Tim sipped his drink. He watched Jesse over the rim
of his glass. “I’m listening.”

Jesse removed a manila envelope from his briefcase.
He handed it to Tim and said, “If by some chance I disappear, turn
this in to the FBI. Not the local cops.”

Tim stared at him, his jaw slack. “You’re
serious.”

“Yeah.”

“What the hell are you into here?”

Jesse looked at Tim, shook his head, said nothing.
Tim said, “Maybe you should turn this over to the FBI now. Let them
take over. It ain’t worth your life.”

“Don’t worry,” Jesse said. “This is just a
precaution. I’m fine.”

The waitress bounced back to their table. In her
singsong voice, she asked, “How is everything?”

“Fine thanks,” Jesse said.

“Great!” she replied. “Let me know if you need
anything!”

As she bounced away, Jesse said, “What is she, the
damn energizer bunny?”

Tim laughed. “Why, you want to test her
batteries?”

“Hell no.”

“Ahh, the taming of the stud.”

“Scary, huh?”

“Never thought I’d see it happen,” Tim said. “But
maybe there will be some ladies left for me now that you’re off the
market.”

“They’re all yours.”

“So tell me about her.”

“Aunt Jemima?”

Tim rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Is she as hot as that
picture on the syrup bottle?”

Jesse took a swallow of his rum and Coke. He tried to
keep the dreamy, schoolboy drool at bay when he spoke. “Lauren is
incredible.”

“Well that tells me all I need to know,” Tim
said.

“I guess you’d like a little more detail.”

“Would be nice.”

Jesse easily described both Lauren’s physical
appearance and her personality. The more he talked, the more he
realized how deeply in love he was. He was pretty sure the dreamy,
schoolboy drool thing was currently in full flow. However, Tim was
nice enough not to point it out.

They finished eating, paid the bill, then stepped out
into the mid afternoon sunshine. Jesse said, “I’ll give you a call
tomorrow. Maybe Lauren and I can swing by your place so you two can
meet.”

“About time you thought of that,” Tim said.

“Well you are a bit of an embarrassment, you
know.”

Tim flipped his middle finger. “You’re just afraid
she’ll like me better.”

Laughing, Jesse said, “You know it.”

“I’ll work on those names for you,” Tim said. “I’ll
try to get it done later today. Maybe tomorrow, depending on how
things go.”

“Thanks.”

“Be careful.”

“Always.” Jesse climbed into his Mustang, his mind
whirling with tangled thoughts. How the hell had he let himself
fall in love? And why did she have to be Alex Covington’s daughter?
And would she really be okay with him helping to put her father
away?

He drove slowly, trying to decide whether to go to
Eldridge’s office right away or put it off until tomorrow. The
scent of garlic still haunted his nostrils. Could he take any more
shit today?

The image of a black Camaro in his rearview mirror
caught his attention. It was following close. Too close. In fact,
it was nearly on his bumper. He’d noticed the same car a few times
before in the past week or so. And he didn’t believe in
coincidences.

Jesse pressed harder on the gas pedal. His Mustang
shot forward, the Camaro close behind. Jesse muttered a few well
chosen curses. He had no time for assholes today.

Jesse spun the wheel into a hard right turn, then a
quick left. He checked the mirror. The Camaro was still following
close behind. They were both driving way too fast for the area.
Trying to outrun the guy was just plain stupid. Easier to pull over
and find out what the hell he wanted.

The road had a fairly wide strip of dirt on the side
a few feet before the wide curve up ahead. Jesse tapped the breaks
and swerved into it. Dirt and gravel kicked up all around him as he
pulled to a stop. The guy driving the Camaro braked hard. He
skidded by Jesse, slowed considerably, then sped off as if he’d
changed his mind.

Ignoring the angry horn blasts from other drivers
along the busy road, Jesse jotted down the license plate number of
the Camaro. Unfortunately, he hadn’t gotten much of a look at the
driver. White. Probably medium build. Ball cap pulled low over his
eyes. Could have been anyone.

With a heavy sigh, Jesse steered his car back onto
the road and headed toward the police station.
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Alex was in his boardroom in the middle of a meeting
with five of his firm’s lawyers. Suzanne buzzed in and said, “Mr.
Covington, Captain Barnes is on line three. He says it’s
urgent.”

“Tell him I will get back to him within the next few
minutes,” Alex said. He left his employees to deal with the
remaining business and returned to his office. He ignored Suzanne’s
greeting as he strode past and closed his office door. Picking up
his private extension, he dialed James Barnes’ number.

“Alex, I just got word,” Barnes said. “Eldridge is
looking to cut a deal with Nyles. I’m not sure what Nyles is
offering but I’ve heard Ryder’s name mentioned. Can’t be good.”

Alex squeezed the receiver in his fist. “I warned you
about allowing those charges on Nyles.”

“The guy’s a three time loser with a murder rap
looming over him. I couldn’t make that disappear. Not without
raising a lot of eyebrows.”

Alex swiped a hand over his face. He wanted to reach
through the phone and slam a fist into Barnes’ face. But he kept
his composure, as always. “Nyles is no fool,” he said. “He is well
aware of the fate of those who speak out of turn.”

“He’s also facing life in prison,” Barnes said. “He
might be desperate.”

“He has the best representation.”

“But your firm hasn’t been notified about any of
this? Nyles hasn’t mentioned meeting with Ryder?”

Alex scowled at the empty room. No, his firm had not
been notified. Whatever deal Nyles was attempting with Eldridge was
being done without legal representation. And only one conclusion
could be made from that. Nyles did not want his lawyer to know. He
did not want Alex to know.

He said none of this to Barnes. Instead he said, “I
need immediate details on this supposed deal. Don’t raise any
warning flags with your questions.”

“Understood.”

Alex disconnected the call and slammed the phone onto
its base. He gazed at the wall of framed photographs. Memories
captured in time. Him with the mayor, the police chief, the
governor, and an assortment of others politicians and prominent
figures. Some smiles real, some in place only for the camera. Those
photographs depicted nearly two decades of achievements. Now one
man threatened to ruin it all.

Naturally that would never happen. But Alex had to
admit, if only to himself, that Jesse Ryder was a worthy opponent.
He would have been a tremendous ally. He was a dangerous enemy. And
all enemies were best eliminated.

Alex sat for a moment letting the anger wash over
him. He needed an outlet. A diversion. A little of each. He placed
a few calls on his private line. Feeling somewhat more relaxed, he
summoned Suzanne into his office.

“Call down to Katrina Robbins in reception,” he said
when she’d stepped in. “Tell her to meet me in one-half hour. Make
a reservation at The Royal. Her name. Then arrange for someone to
cover for her the remainder of the day.”

Suzanne pursed her lips. Her bottom lip trembled. She
didn’t quite meet Alex’s eyes.

“Is this jealousy, Suzanne?” Alex asked. “Rather
unbecoming on you.”

“I didn’t know. How long have you and Katrina…?”

“Are you recalling our first months together? The
mid-day rendezvous?”

“I thought we had something special.”

“Special?” Alex chuckled. “Spare me, Suzanne. You
walked into this with eyes wide open.”

“But Alex, please -”

“Don’t.” Alex held his hand up as if to ward off the
words. “Your job is secure. As for your appeal…” He shrugged. His
tone was harsh. His words clipped. “You’re getting old, Suzanne.
Tiresome. And I do as I please. I always have. You know that.”

Suzanne’s eyes welled with tears. Alex shook his
head. He had no patience for emotional scenes today. No reason to
placate Suzanne’s delicate feelings. He owned her. And like many
other things he owned, he was growing tired of her.

Alex strode past Suzanne. He slipped into his
Burberry London Fog trench coat. “I have a personal errand to run
before meeting Katrina,” he said. “I will not be returning today.
Now make those calls.”
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Nearly six p.m. and still Jesse sat in the stuffy,
slightly chaotic police station. The very same station he’d walked
out of barely two years ago. Of course, that was not before telling
the lieutenant to shove the badge up his ass. Not one of his finer
moments. He’d lost all restraint that day. But he’d never regretted
his decision.

Jesse propped his feet on Tim’s cluttered desk. Hard
to believe Tim could work in this mess. He pulled his cell phone
from his pocket and punched the speed dial for Lauren. The sound of
her voice gave him a little chill. He said, “I just called to see
how you’re doing this evening.”

“I’m doing great,” Lauren said. “The roses are
beautiful. Thank you.”

“I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. Been busy today?”

Jesse glanced around the room. Cops lost in
paperwork, making calls, working on laptops. He simply sat on his
ass, waiting. “Yes and no,” he said.

Lauren chuckled. “A challenging day?”

“You could say that.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” He could almost smell her perfume, taste her
kiss. He shook his head. Definitely a lovesick puppy. “I just miss
you.”

“Me too.”

“What time are you coming over tomorrow night?”

“About seven,” Lauren said. “Is that good?”

“Any time is good.” Jesse spotted Detective Robert
Foster across the room motioning him over. He held up a finger
signaling Foster to wait a minute. “I’ve got to go,” he said into
the phone. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

Jesse crossed the room. Foster’s expression was a
good indicator of what Jesse was up against. He said, “I know you
won’t work with me on this.”

Foster groaned. “Jesse, we’ve known each other a long
time. You know the rules as well as I do.”

“Rules are broken every damn day.”

“Yeah, well not for those of us who want to keep our
job. I can’t do anything. The only way I can help is if you turn
the case over to us.”

“Not a chance.”

Foster threw up his hands. “What do you want from me?
And what’s with this personal crusade you’re on?”

“Who is the car registered to?”

“Dominic Forenzi.”

Jesse sighed. “I don’t think it was him driving.”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Foster said. “You
want us to go pick this guy up and question him? You want to press
charges for harassment or something?”

“Hell no. But thanks anyway.”

Jesse turned and strode off. What a waste of time.
He’d been hoping for an inside scoop. Something he could sink his
teeth into. But he’d known it was a long shot. No one in their
right mind wanted to get caught helping the rebel who’d defected
from the force. Especially when the case involved high profile
people who normally had a hands-off status.

How much further was this whole thing going to go?
His head ached. He rubbed his temple with one hand while fishing
his keys from his pocket with the other. He needed food. And sleep.
He’d prefer Lauren and an evening of slow sex.

Jesse was less than two feet from his car when he
realized footsteps were pounding behind him. He turned just in time
to see a large fist coming straight at his face. The punch caught
him on the edge of the cheekbone. The force of the blow sent him
stumbling back a few steps. Spots of light exploded behind his eyes
and his teeth throbbed.

Jesse regained his senses and, in that split second,
saw the glint of steel coming at him. He dodged to the left and the
knife grazed his arm, slicing effortlessly through the sleeve of
his leather jacket. His favorite jacket. And that really pissed him
off.

With a quick lunge forward, Jesse grabbed his
attacker’s wrist and slammed it against the side of an SUV. The guy
yelped and his hand went limp. The knife clattered onto the
pavement, then skittered beneath the car.

The guy wrenched his hand free and made a move. He
wasn’t all that big, though he was wiry and surprisingly strong.
Jesse, however, had twelve years of martial arts training. He’d
taught self-defense for five years. And he was running on enraged
adrenaline.

He threw his attacker to the ground. The guy huffed,
swore, and jammed his elbow into Jesse’s ribs. The two men
struggled in the police station parking lot. All the while Jesse
wondered how the hell all those cops could be two hundred feet away
and still be so useless.

Jesse finally pinned the guy down on the pavement.
The little maniac then actually tried to bite him! He had his slimy
teeth wrapped around the back of Jesse’s hand and was ready to
chomp. Jesse shook him off. The guy used the opportunity to shove
Jesse backward, then he quickly scrambled to his feet and shot off
into the darkness.

Jesse slowly rose to his feet. Blood trickled down
his arm from the gash above his elbow. He stood staring into the
darkness in the direction the guy had disappeared. A shadow moved
beneath a street light, then disappeared down an alley. No way was
Jesse about to set off on a game of chase through the city. Let him
go.

He walked over to his car and grabbed a rag from his
trunk. Then he carefully retrieved the knife from beneath the SUV.
At least he could salvage some prints. And, if he was lucky, put a
name to the bastard who’d attacked him. Of course that meant going
back inside the police station. More paperwork to fill out. And
he’d have to deal with Foster again.

Damn.
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Huddled beneath the warmth of her covers, Lauren
dreamt of Jesse. His dark, intense eyes, his contagious smile, his
muscular arms wrapped around her. An angry voice tumbled into her
quiet dream. Her father’s voice, loud, full of rage. His voice
mixed with sobbing. Her mother.

Lauren opened her eyes and sat up. Her peaceful dream
evaporated, leaving behind her reality. She blinked in the
darkness, listening to her parents fight. Things between them had
gotten worse. Much more volatile than ever before. None of this
could end well.

Lauren cracked her bedroom door open. Her mother was
sobbing, that type of cry that borders on hysteria, when you can’t
seem to catch your breath. Her father’s distinctive tone chastised.
Mocked. She couldn’t make out all the words. Bits and pieces
drifted toward her.

“You know better,” Alex said.

“I can’t stand it any longer,” Kara said. “I want to
know who…”

“None of your business…”

Kara’s words grew louder, stronger. “You’re obviously
happier with whomever you’re spending your nights with. Why bother
coming home at all? Why not give me a divorce and make it easier on
all of us?”

Alex’s reply was low and muffled. Lauren couldn’t
make out the words. Then he laughed, that mocking sound.

“But I can’t continue to live this way,” Kara
said.

“Stop whimpering,” Alex said. “You are pathetic.”

Kara’s sobs continued. A stinging slap echoed down
the hall. The sobs became muffled and the voices hushed once
again.

Lauren’s stomach churned. She stepped back into her
room and closed the door. She climbed into bed and eventually fell
into a restless sleep. This time she dreamt of her father being
thrown into a pen of hungry lions. As they tore at his flesh, his
tormented screams rang through the air.

Lauren smiled.
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Morning brought a gray dampness that gave the house a
raw chill. Lauren lifted the shade and peered out at the heavy
clouds. They seemed to be threatening snow at any moment. Snow
before Thanksgiving probably meant a long, dreary winter. She
sighed as she quietly slipped out of her room. The gray gloom was a
perfect match for her mood.

Lauren wrapped her bathrobe tightly around herself.
The big house was cold and silent. Across the hall, Stephen’s door
stood open. She shivered as she took in his unmade bed, his
clothing on the floor, his computer on his desk. The room remained
exactly as it had been the day he’d died. Another shiver slid down
her spine.

Kara stepped from her bedroom. “Good morning,” she
said.

Lauren turned toward her. “Morning, Mom.”

“I know I have to clean that room out,” Kara said. “I
simply haven’t been able to face it yet.”

“I know. When you’re ready, I’ll help you.”

“It’s such a final step. That might sound silly. But
I look in there and it’s like his room is waiting for him to
return. Like some part of him is still with us.”

Lauren didn’t quite meet her mother’s eyes. “I know
what you mean.”

Kara shook her head and moved past Stephen’s room.
“I’m going to make coffee. Want some?”

“Sure.”

As Kara ground fresh coffee beans, she said, “How are
things going with you and Jesse?”

“Great.”

“He treats you well?”

“Oh yeah.”

“That’s good.”

Lauren dropped her gaze. She twisted the ring her
mother had given her. “I wanted to invite him over next week, for
Thanksgiving dinner, but…”

“Why don’t you?” Kara said. “I’d love the chance to
get to know him.”

“You know how Dad has reacted,” Lauren said. “He’d
freak.”

“Your father really despises Jesse, doesn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“Have you tried to talk to him about it?”

“Dad doesn’t listen to anyone once his mind is made
up.”

Kara pulled two mugs from the cabinet. “Are you sure
Jesse didn’t do something to… Well, you know, perhaps your father
knows something you don’t?”

“The only thing Jesse is guilty of is standing up to
Dad.”

They fell silent. The coffeemaker gurgled and the
pungent aroma filled the room. Lauren was close to telling her
mother everything about how her father had threatened to kill
Jesse, what her father had wanted Jesse to do. All of it. Then the
phone rang and snatched the moment away.

Lauren grabbed the phone and answered. Gina’s voice
greeted her. Lauren closed her eyes. Said nothing.

“Please don’t hang up,” Gina quickly said. “I really
need to talk to you.”

“No. I can’t.”

“I love him. And I know he loves me too.”

Lauren clamped her mouth shut. She couldn’t respond.
Not with her mother standing a few feet away.

Gina said, “I know you hate me right now and you have
every right to. But Alex and I didn’t plan this. It just sort of
happened. I love him and can’t imagine my life without him. But I
love you, too. You’ve been my best friend forever.”

“You don’t really know him,” Lauren said.

“We spend lots of time talking. It’s not just sex.
That’s the truth, Lauren.”

“You have no idea what the truth is.”

Gina’s voice broke with a sob. “Don’t hate us,
please,” she said. “We didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Then what exactly did you think the outcome would
be?”

“I don’t know,” Gina said. “I guess I thought we’d
end up happy together. That you’d understand.”

The slight static on the line was the only sound.
Lauren was acutely aware of her mother’s presence in the room. “I
have to go,” she said.

“You’re my best friend,” Gina said. “I don’t want to
lose you because of this.”

“You should have considered that before.”

Lauren replaced the receiver with shaky hands. Kara
stood by watching. She said, “What’s wrong, Lauren?”

Lauren shook her head. “Nothing important. I’ve got
to shower or I’ll be late for class.”
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Lauren arrived at Jesse’s apartment one minute before
seven that evening. She rapped lightly on his door. He pulled it
open and the smile on her face instantly vanished. A dark purple
bruise was splotched like blush on one cheek. “What happened to
you?” she asked.

Jesse smiled, though the swelling gave it a crooked
effect. “Job hazard,” he said lightly.

Lauren stepped inside. Her fingers brushed the
bandage on his arm. “This too?” she asked.

“We need to talk.”

“My father, right?”

“Not technically,” Jesse said. “But yeah.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Jesse led Lauren to the couch, where he
pulled her into his arms. “Stop looking that way,” he said. “You
are not responsible for what your father does.”

“I know. But -”

“There is no but involved.” Jesse blew out a heavy
sigh. “I have to tell you something, Lauren. You might not like
it.”

“What?”

“I’m working with the D.A. on a case against your
father.”

“What kind of case?”

“One that could put him away for a very long
time.”

“Is that why he hates you so much?”

“No,” Jesse said. “This came about after what
happened between him and me. He has no idea about any of it. Not
yet, anyway.”

Lauren rested her head against Jesse’s shoulder. She
told herself she should be upset that Jesse was doing this. But she
wasn’t. Couldn’t be. She said, “Has he killed anyone?”

“Not personally. He’s not the type to get his hands
dirty.”

“He’s had people killed.”

“Yes.”

Lauren nodded. “Will they arrest him soon?”

“It’ll take awhile to get the case together,” Jesse
said.

“He has a lot of friends.”

I know.” Jesse smiled that crooked smile. “But so do
I.”

“He’ll find out.”

“I know that, too.”

Lauren traced the outline of the bandage on Jesse’s
arm. Tears burned behind her eyes. She swallowed them back. “I’m
scared, Jesse.”

“I can handle it. But I’ll back off if you want me
to. I mean, he’s your father, so I’ll understand.”

“He stopped being a father to me a long time
ago.”

“So you’re okay with this?”

“He’s going after you regardless of what you do now,
isn’t he?”

Jesse was silent. Lauren lifted her head, looked at
him. His gaze was fixed straight ahead. Finally he quietly said, “I
don’t think he wanted me dead at first. He wanted me to submit. For
whatever reason, he wanted me under his thumb, working for him.
When he figured out there was no chance in hell of that happening,
he still knew it was too risky to kill me. I had talked to people
about him. And there was you. He thought he could scare me into
slithering away with my tail between my legs.”

Jesse sighed, shrugged. “But lately I wouldn’t put
anything past him. Seems like he’s thrown caution to the wind.”
Jesse finally met Lauren’s eyes. “I’m not worried about me. My
biggest fear, my only fear, is that you’ll get hurt.”

“He wouldn’t do that,” Lauren said. The words came
out with more conviction than she felt.

“He knows I could tell you things. He doesn’t want
that.”

“I know he wants me to stay away from you,” Lauren
said. “But I can’t imagine him putting me in jeopardy.”

“I’m sure you’re right.”

“Stephen would have liked you.” Lauren wasn’t sure
why she’d suddenly blurted that out. Or why it mattered. Yet the
truth of it made her smile. “He would have gotten a lot of pleasure
from helping you with this.”

“Who knows,” Jesse said. “Maybe in some strange way,
he is helping me.”

The thought comforted Lauren, despite the tears that
blurred her vision. She nestled against Jesse. “Sometimes I feel
like I’m existing in a nightmare.”

“Yeah, but the good news is you’re awake.”

“That’s the good news?”

“Yup.” Jesse ran the tips of his fingers lightly over
Lauren’s lips. “You see,” he said, “if this was a real nightmare
and you were sleeping, then I’d have to be gone when you woke up.
But I’ll always be here.”

“Promise?”

“Oh yeah.”

Lauren closed her eyes, surrendering herself to the
pleasure of Jesse’s touch. His pace was unhurried as he kissed her
lips, then her neck. His fingers explored and she slowly lost her
clothing. She ran her hand up his thigh, felt his hardness through
his jeans. His moan was a low growl that made her quiver. She
pulled him closer, kissing him with a sudden and urgent hunger.

He picked her up with ease and carried her into the
bedroom. She helped him off with his clothes, then pulled him down
with her. He laughed, told her to relax and enjoy. He kissed her
toes, ran his tongue along her leg and across her stomach. Against
her thigh he was hard, throbbing, so close to where she ached to
feel him.

When at last he entered her, she shuddered with the
intensity of the pleasure. She held him tight, looked into his
eyes. And there she found everything she’d ever wanted or needed.
So simple. So complicated. She kissed his lips and surrendered to
it all.
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Lauren reluctantly left Jesse’s apartment and stepped
out into the dawn of early morning. Her skin still tingled from
Jesse’s touch. She’d expected to feel awkward this morning, after
having made love most of the night. But waking up in his arms and
making love before the sleep was out of her eyes had been
incredible.

She crossed the parking lot, happily humming to
herself, lost in her thoughts. The sight of her father’s Mercedes
parked beside her Pontiac quickly spoiled her mood. A knot formed
in her stomach. Alex stepped from his car and fixed his
disapproving glare on her.

Lauren stopped a few feet from her father. She said,
“What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you,” Alex said.

“What do you want?”

Alex moved closer. His deep gray pinstriped suit was
perfectly creased. Not a wrinkle or a speck of lint. His hair was
neatly combed, every strand in its place. He’d recently shaved and
smelled of Declaration aftershave. He said, “You have apparently
not been listening to me regarding your activities.”

“I already told you,” Lauren said. “What I do is none
of your business.”

“Such bravado.”

“My relationships are none of your business.”

“Spare me your self-righteous dribble,” Alex said.
“The fact is that Ryder has been poking around in my private
business. I don’t have to tell you how I feel about that.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Please,” Alex said with a dismissive wave of his
hand. “Don’t bore me with your denials. Ryder has not responded
well to my requests. I presume he will listen to you, given your
current relationship. I also presume you will be wise and convince
him to do what is best.”

“You had no right having him beat up,” Lauren
said.

Alex laughed. The sound was quick and hollow. He
said, “I advise you to make him understand that he is as good as
dead if he does not walk away immediately.”

“How can you stand there and calmly threaten his
life? Why don’t you just leave us alone?”

Alex’s voice remained as composed as his tailored
suit. “I won’t warn either of you again,” he said. “You’d be well
served to remember that neither of you have any power. I own a
piece of everyone.”

“You don’t own me or Jesse.”

“No?” Alex stepped closer. His minty breath hovered
close to Lauren’s face. “You may be surprised,” he said. “Give
Ryder the message. Then walk away from him. Far away. Do we
understand each other?”

“What is it you want?”

“I just told you.”

“No, I mean what is it you want from Jesse? What is
it going to take for you to leave us alone?”

“He knows the answer to that.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Tell Ryder to be at my office. Tomorrow
afternoon.”

“Tell me why.”

“Do you think you love this man?” Alex asked.

“That’s none of your business.”

Alex smirked. “Which means yes.”

“Can’t you let us be?” Lauren cried in
exasperation.

“Have Ryder do as I said and perhaps your
relationship will survive. What happens next is entirely up to
him.”

Alex strode back to his car. Before sliding into the
driver’s seat, he turned back toward Lauren. His eyes glinted like
cold steel in the early morning light. He said, “Tell me, Lauren,
do you think he loves you enough to compromise? Or will his
stubborn independence be more important than you are in his
life?”

He smiled then and added, “Don’t ever be foolish
enough to believe that love is enough, Lauren.”

Lauren stood frozen in the middle of the parking lot.
The Mercedes purred to life and soon disappeared from sight. Heavy
clouds cast a gray shadow that she wished would swallow her up. She
glanced back at the apartment building, thought of Jesse sleeping
inside. She considered her experience with love. A father that
manipulated, cheated, lied. A best friend that had betrayed her. A
brother who had lost himself to drugs.

What did she truly know about love? Could it be
enough?

 


 


 


19

 


 


Jesse walked into his apartment, dropped his keys on
the coffee table and sank into the recliner. He closed his eyes
but, before he could relax, the jangle of his cell phone jarred
him. He snatched it from his pocket, his eyes still closed.

“Hey Jess,” Tim said. “How’s it going?”

“I’m still alive,” Jesse said. “Which I take as a
good sign. What’s up?”

“I heard something today. Thought you’d want to
know.”

“What’s that?”

“Your name.”

Jesse rubbed his eyes. “Thanks,” he said. “But I
already know my name.”

“No shit?”

“What are you hearing that I’m not going to
like?”

“I don’t know where it started,” Tim said. “But word
around the station is you’re more trouble than you’re worth. And
we’d be wise not to help you with any info or to encourage you in
any way.”

“Well isn’t that just perfect,” Jesse muttered.

“And it’s not confined to the one station. Or just
cops, for that matter.”

“I’d like to say I’m surprised,” Jesse said. “But I’m
not.”

“Seems like Covington’s looking to put you out of
business.”

“Making good on one of his threats.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Same thing I’ve been doing.” Jesse pulled off his
leather boots and stretched out on the couch. He half listened
while Tim lectured him about the dangers of getting too caught up
in nailing Covington. Tim meant well. And he was right, in theory.
But it was too late.

“I still think you’re crazy,” Tim was saying. “This
isn’t your battle. Turn it over to the D.A.”

“No. I don’t trust the system. I have to see it
through.”

“Do you always have to be so damn
antiestablishment?”

Jesse laughed. “I can’t help myself.”

“Yeah, well you’re going to get yourself killed one
of these days.”

“Hey, do you think there’s a group called
antiestablishment anonymous?”

“If there was, you’d get tossed out,” Tim said.
“You’d never make a day.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“I guess I may as well tell you what I found.”

Jesse sat up. “Something good?”

“The names you asked me to run,” Tim said. “I haven’t
had much time to spend on them. But one, Angela Walker, her sister
filed a missing person on her yesterday.”

“What were the circumstances of her
disappearance?”

“Sister says Angela was having an affair with a
married guy. Angela wouldn’t give her sister the guy’s name. Said
she couldn’t because he was well known and she needed to protect
his reputation.”

“Interesting.”

“Sister also claims Angela had been depressed the
past month or so,” Tim said. “Relationship problems was all she’d
say. Sister figured Angela wanted more than the married guy was
giving.”

“The guy is Covington,” Jesse said.

“Possibly.”

“Definitely,” Jesse said. “I know. Covington paid me
to tail her for a few days. He thought she might be messing around
on him. That made me laugh, since he’s married and has a string of
women on the side.”

“Was she seeing someone else?”

“Not that I found. What else do you know about
it?”

“It’s not my case,” Tim said. “But I took the liberty
of stopping by Angela’s apartment building on my way home today.
Tried to discreetly show Covington’s picture to a few of her
neighbors.”

“I’m impressed,” Jesse said. “You actually played
outside the rules.”

“Screw you,” Tim said. “You keep it up and I won’t
tell you the rest.”

“There’s more? Hell then, you are a genius. My
hero.”

“Now you’re making me gag.”

“So what’s the rest?”

“Old lady across the hall recognized him. Said she’d
seen him there once, late at night. Lady likes to peer through the
peephole in her door. She apparently lacks entertainment.”

“What’s her name?”

“Tibson,” Tim said. “About seventy or so. A
widow.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Yeah. Tread carefully with this, Jess.”

“Of course.”

Jesse disconnected the call, then punched in Lauren’s
cell phone number. She’d be at work but he wanted to check on her.
Hear her voice. He’d been missing her ever since she’d crawled out
of his bed that morning. He shook his head. How sappy was that?

“Hey babe,” he said when she answered. “How are you
this fine evening?”

“Okay.”

“Just okay?”

After a slight hesitation, Lauren said, “My father
paid me a visit this morning. He was waiting outside your
apartment.”

“Damn. Why didn’t you come in and tell me?”

“You’d gone back to sleep. There was no reason to
upset you and start your day off badly.”

“That’s silly,” Jesse said. “You can come to me
anytime. What did he want?”

“He said for you to stop asking questions about his
private business. He knows, Jesse.”

Jesse blew out a long breath. “I figured he’d be
catching on by now,” he said. “I’m sure he doesn’t know the extent
of it yet.”

“I’m worried about what he might do to you.”

“I’ll be careful. Don’t worry.”

“He threatened to kill you.”

“Nothing he hasn’t done before,” Jesse said. “I’m
careful, Lauren.”

“I think we should stop seeing each other.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No.”

“Why? That wouldn’t change anything. We’ve been
through this.”

“I think if we stop seeing each other and you leave
things alone, then maybe in awhile -”

“Don’t even give me the someday we’ll see each other
again speech.” Jesse sprang to his feet and paced the length of the
room. “Hell Lauren, I love you. Your father isn’t going to back off
and play nice just because we stop seeing each other. That has
nothing to do with any of this. It’s only another way of him
manipulating you.”

“But maybe he’ll leave you alone if he gets his
way.”

“You don’t honestly believe that, do you?”

“I don’t know,” Lauren said on a sigh.

“Is this really what you want?”

“No. You know it’s not what I want.” Lauren’s voice
broke into a sob. After a moment, she said, “But if he hurts you, I
couldn’t stand it.”

“This has nothing to do with you. With us.” Jesse
swiped a hand through his hair. He blew out a long breath. He
wanted to punch something, preferably Alex Covington’s face. “You
know the story, for the most part,” he said. “And since I refused
to be on his payroll, I now know too much. Nothing you do, nothing
we do, will change that.”

“I don’t know…”

“He paid me to tail one of his girlfriends,” Jesse
said. He hated being so blunt. He didn’t want to hurt Lauren any
more than she was already hurting. But he had to make her
understand. “That girlfriend is now missing. I had been trying to
track her down with no luck. Tim just told me her sister reported
her missing.”

Lauren gasped. “Oh no. You don’t think my
father…?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I think.”

“Oh God.”

“So you see, none of this has anything to do with our
relationship. You’re just leverage for your father. That, and he
doesn’t want me telling you these things. But no matter what
happens with us, he’s coming after me.”

“I hate him so much.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“He wanted me to tell you to be at his office
tomorrow afternoon,” Lauren said.

“Okay.”

“I don’t want you to go.”

“He wouldn’t hurt me there,” Jesse said. “Too
risky.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“I love you, Lauren.”

“I love you, too, Jesse.”

“So we’re okay?”

“Yeah. We’re more than okay.”

“Stop worrying,” Jesse said. “I’ll be fine.”

“I hope so.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow night.
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The following morning Jesse was out the door by
eight. The gray sky cast a dark shadow over the six-story building
that was Covington’s Law Firm. He took the elevator to the sixth
floor, occupied solely by Alex Covington’s private office suite. As
he entered the expansive reception area, Suzanne glanced up from
her desk. “Can I help you?” she asked.

Although Jesse already knew the answer, he kept his
tone ridiculously polite. “Is Mr. Covington in?”

Suzanne’s overly made-up eyes remained fixed on
Jesse. “Mr. Covington is in court. He won’t be back in the office
until this afternoon.”

“I can wait.”

“Here?”

“Sure.” Jesse sat in one of the dark green leather
chairs across the room from Suzanne’s desk. “I was told to meet him
here today,” Jesse said. “I had to drop my car at the garage,
caught a cab here. So I’ll just sit quietly and wait. I won’t
disturb you.” He smiled, picked up a copy of Fortune magazine and
absently leafed through the pages.

Suzanne frowned, though she said nothing. She seemed
temporarily speechless and probably couldn’t come up with a
courteous reply. After a moment, she resumed typing. Her discomfort
was obvious, as her eyes continually darted up to see what Jesse
was doing.

After a few moments of silence, Jesse said, “You’ve
worked for Covington a long time, haven’t you?”

“Yes I have,” Suzanne replied.

He watched her blood red nails fly across the
keyboard. Her tone and her posture were all business. That probably
wouldn’t hold up much longer. Jesse said, “Is he a good boss?”

“The best.”

“You’re lucky.”

Suzanne stopped typing and met Jesse’s eyes. “Mr.
Covington treats all his employees quite well. You should know
that, Mr. Ryder.”

“Well I was never technically an employee. But it’s
nice that he’s good to you. I’ve heard different about how he is
around here.”

“You have?”

Jesse tossed the magazine on the table and stretched
his arms out lazily. “Yeah. I’ve heard some complaints about him
being a tyrant. And a womanizer. But, you know how it is, everybody
has a different opinion.”

“Who have you been talking to?”

“Oh, just stuff I hear.”

“You can’t believe everything you hear, Mr.
Ryder.”

“That’s true,” Jesse said. “The problem lies in
deciding which things to believe.”

“I have no reason to lie.”

“I didn’t say you did.”

Suzanne tucked a chunk of her bleached blonde hair
behind her ear. Her tone held a twinge of hostility when she spoke
again. “What is it you want?”

“Nothing. Just making conversation.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but I have work to do.”

“Right. No problem.”

“You have a very long wait for Mr. Covington,”
Suzanne said. “Wouldn’t you prefer to return later in the day?”

Jesse yawned. “Did you know he’s been trying to have
me killed?”

“Excuse me?”

“Yeah, seriously. I guess he doesn’t like me
much.”

Suzanne stiffened. Her eyes narrowed beneath
fluttering false lashes. She said, “I don’t find your humor at all
tasteful.”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny.” Jesse grinned. “You
know how he is when things don’t go his way.”

“No, I am afraid I do not.”

“Really? C’mon, you must’ve seen him lose his cool
before.”

“Mr. Ryder, I don’t know what you are talking
about.”

Jesse shrugged. “Okay. I heard different, though. As
a matter of fact, I heard you’ve suffered his wrath on a personal
level at least a few times.”

“Excuse me?”

“I heard he beat you up.”

Suzanne’s cheeks flushed. “Who told you that?”

“Like I said before, I hear things. And I saw some
hospital reports. Something about a cracked cheekbone and -”

“How dare you!” Suzanne said. “You had no right to
pry into my personal business!”

“Yeah, I kind of figured that would piss you
off.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, Mr. Ryder, but
Mr. Covington had nothing to do with those injuries.”

“What about the black eyes you’ve been seen
sporting?” Jesse asked. “And wasn’t it just last month that you had
a couple cracked ribs?”

“I fell over a chair.”

“Uh-huh.”

Suzanne’s voice rose to a shrill. “I don’t find it
necessary to explain any of this to you. Now kindly leave before I
call security.”

Jesse stood up, stretched. He took a step toward the
door, then turned back as if in afterthought. “Did you know one of
his girlfriends was found dead not that long ago? She’d been
murdered. And another one is now missing.”

“You must be mistaken,” Suzanne said. “Mr. Covington
has always been faithful to his wife.”

“He spent last Friday night with you, at his condo,
out by the harbor.”

Suzanne’s color deepened. “How dare you!”

“Are you afraid of him?”

“Of course not.”

“I could help you.”

“I don’t need your help.”

Jesse tossed one of his business cards on Suzanne’s
desk. “If you change your mind,” he said, “call me. But I wouldn’t
mention this conversation to your boss.”

“And why is that? To save your butt?”

“Nah, my butt’s beyond salvation. But I’m sure you
realize that he’d beat the hell out of you for allowing this
information to circulate. Your fault or not, he’d hold you
responsible.”

Suzanne’s eyes widened. She said nothing. Just stared
at Jesse slack-jawed.

“I imagine you know how Covington feels about me,”
Jesse said. “And he sure as hell won’t be happy to hear that I have
this info.”

“You have no proof of anything.”

Jesse grinned. “Are you sure of that?” he asked. Then
he turned and strolled out the door.
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Jesse parked his Mustang a half block from the
courthouse. He sipped his root beer as he watched the exit. Less
than forty-five minutes later, Alex emerged from the building.
Jesse waited for his silver Mercedes to pull out of the lot, then
he followed at a safe distance.

Alex drove straight to Elijah’s, one of those
high-end restaurants where a waiter stood by your side and refilled
your wine glass every time you took a sip. The guy would probably
wipe your face with the Egyptian cotton napkins as well. The place
had a two month waiting list for reservations. Jesse’s sister had
taken him there once to celebrate his birthday. He’d batted the
overly attentive waiter away and consequently embarrassed his
sister to the point where she’d almost thrown her wine in his face.
He smiled at the memory.

Jesse steered to the back of the lot and parked
between a Lincoln and a limousine. An unmarked police cruiser
pulled up to the valet in front and Captain Barnes stepped out. He
shook hands with Covington and the two men disappeared inside the
restaurant.

So there he had it. Captain Barnes had to be working
with Covington. Why else would they be meeting at a restaurant
where one meal cost more than most people earned in a month?
Elijah’s certainly wasn’t the typical cop hang out. Hell, it wasn’t
even a politician’s hang out.

Jesse swiped a hand through his hair and sighed. He
wasn’t surprised. He’d figured Covington had connections with
someone high up on the food chain. But what the hell was he going
to do now?
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“I know it doesn’t necessarily prove anything,” Jesse
said.

Tom Eldridge sat in his padded leather swivel chair
behind his polished desk. He frowned at Jesse. “Having lunch with
Alex Covington is not a crime,” Eldridge said. “Not even for a
police captain.”

“I didn’t say it was.”

“Yet, based on this premise, you’re convinced that
Barnes is working with Covington?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t see how you make that connection,” Eldridge
said.

“Look, regardless of what either of us thinks, we
should at least be cautious.”

“Fine, I’ll give you that.”

Jesse leaned back, away from the wave of garlic that
Eldridge’s breath emitted. He said, “How are things going with that
deal for Nyles?”

Eldridge cleared his throat. “We’re working on
it.”

“What’s the hold up?”

“I’m going to level with you, Ryder. The department
doesn’t like the idea of you being involved in this.”

“No shit.”

“We’ll be able to handle it from here.”

“Are you dismissing me?”

Eldrige squirmed a bit. He dropped his gaze to his
immaculate desk. “If we need you for anything -”

“It ain’t happening,” Jesse said. He leaned forward
on the desk, his face inches from Eldridge’s. “You can dismiss me
all you like but you can’t stop me from working on this. It’s my
case. So you can either work with me or not. I don’t really give a
shit.”

“Ryder, give me a break here. I don’t make the
rules.”

Jesse turned his head away. He coughed, stood to
leave. “I’ve got work to do.”

“Take my advice and walk away,” Eldridge said.
“You’re asking for trouble here.”

“Yeah, I get that,” Jesse said. “And I have some
advice for you.”

“What’s that?”

“Invest in some mouthwash.”
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Lauren watched the snow fall outside the French doors
in the den. Tiny flakes that quickly melted as they landed on the
warm glass. At least this was only supposed to be a dusting. No one
wanted a blizzard the day before Thanksgiving. Particularly her
parents, who would be entertaining twenty-eight of her father’s
business associates.

To Lauren, the thought of hosting a large holiday
dinner party so soon after losing Stephen was hideous. But her
father had insisted. And, as usual, her mother complied.

Thankfully she wouldn’t have to be there this year.
Instead she’d be spending the day with Jesse, his sister, and her
husband. The snobby sister, according to Jesse. He’d warned Lauren
that his sister could be a little pretentious. Just the same,
Lauren looked forward to the day.

She’d also worked her nerves to a frazzled edge.
She’d spent the past three days tearing her closet apart, trying
everything on. Nothing pleased her. So she’d spent this morning at
the mall in search of that elusive perfect outfit.

The perfect outfit didn’t exist. Everything was too
formal, too casual, too sexy, or just plain ugly. Hours later and
on the verge of collapsing from a complete nervous breakdown, she’d
found a simple yet elegant emerald green dress. She’d bought new
black heels at a discount store, Jimmy Choos no less, and a jade
necklace to complete the outfit. Not exactly the perfect outfit but
at least one she felt comfortable wearing.

All the details were now taken care of. Except one.
She hadn’t told her parents that she wouldn’t be home for
Thanksgiving dinner. She’d been putting that off because she knew
how her father would react. Large Thanksgiving gatherings were a
tradition in their house. They’d put on their best clothes and
their best acts. Her mother would cook for days. And, when it was
over, everyone would rave about what a wonderful time they had at
the Covington’s. Everyone would envy her father with his perfect
family.

But this year there was no Stephen. This year
everything had changed.

Lauren wandered into the living room. The house was
quiet, almost eerie. She thought of Stephen and how he used to
aggravate her when they were home alone. He’d put some heavy metal
garbage on the stereo and blast it until she thought her eardrums
would pop. She’d yell at him. He’d laugh and tell her to loosen
up.

She could still hear his voice. Loosen up,
sis.

Some of his CDs were still piled by the stereo. So
many times she’d threatened to throw them out. Now she could. But
she no longer wanted to. They were part of him. A part she actually
missed.

The doorbell jarred her. Lauren turned away from the
stereo and headed for the back door. Carrie had her nose pressed
against the window in the door. Lauren couldn’t help but laugh as
she pulled it open.

“Are you alone?” Carrie asked.

“Yeah, why?”

Carrie took Lauren’s arm and almost dragged her to
the table. “We need to talk,” she said.

“What’s up?” Lauren asked as they sat.

“Gina told me everything.”

Lauren’s breath caught. “What do you mean,
everything?”

“You know, about her and… your father.”

“I don’t want to talk about this.”

“Lauren, I know this whole thing sucks for you,”
Carrie said. “I couldn’t believe it myself. My God, we’ve known
each other forever and we just now find out that Gina and your
dad…”

Lauren sprang from her chair. She leaned against the
counter, her back to Carrie. Her heart slammed against her chest.
She sucked in a breath and suppressed the urge to scream. She
didn’t want to talk about this. She didn’t even want to think about
it.

“I’m sorry,” Carrie said softly.

“I can’t talk about this.”

“But we’re all best friends.”

“Not anymore.”

“She’s a wreck, Lauren. She misses you.”

“And I’m supposed to care?” Lauren spun around.
“She’s having an affair with my father. How would you feel?”

Carrie was silent a moment. “I’d be pissed, too,” she
said. “But Gina didn’t want to hurt you. She says she really loves
him.”

“He’s my father. And he happens to be married to my
mother, in case either of you have forgotten that.”

“I know.” Carrie said. “And I love your mom. I
totally understand why you’re so upset.”

Lauren sighed heavily. She shook her head, stared
down at the floor. She didn’t want to be having this
conversation.

“Gina told me she’s afraid that this has caused
problems with your relationship with your dad,” Carrie said. “She
doesn’t want that to happen.”


“I don’t have a relationship with him,” Lauren
said.

“Will you at least talk to her?”

“No.”

“What about your dad?” Carrie asked. “Are you
speaking to him?”

“Not if I can help it.”

“He’s still your dad.”

“Only by a freak of biology.”

“Maybe he made a mistake but -”

“Sleeping with Gina was merely one of the many
so-called mistakes my father has made,” Lauren said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Nothing,” Lauren said. “Just take my word for it.
Gina can and should do a lot better.”

“She wants to marry him.”

“Great. She can be my stepmother. And he can be a
bigamist.”

“Will you please talk to her?”

At that moment, Alex strode through the back door.
Both girls turned in his direction. Neither quite met his eyes.
Carrie said, “Hi Mr. Covington.”

“Hello Carrie. Lauren.”

Alex placed his leather briefcase on the table. His
initials, in twenty-four-carat gold, gleamed as if polished seconds
ago. Lauren turned away. Her stomach churned painfully.

“The mood here seems quite serious,” Alex said.
“What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Lauren said.

Alex fixed his gaze on the two of them until they had
begun to squirm in their chairs. Then he said, “Carrie, I need to
speak to Lauren alone, if you don’t mind.”

Carrie nodded. “Sure.” She sprang from her chair
almost eagerly. “I’ll see you later, Lauren.”

As soon as Carrie closed the door behind her, Alex
said, “What was that about?”

“What?”

“Don’t play stupid with me, Lauren. The act does not
become you.” He removed his overcoat and placed it carefully over
the back of a chair. He stared at Lauren until she finally met his
eyes. “I suppose the two of you were discussing Gina and me?” he
said.

Lauren bit back a sarcastic reply. She pushed out of
the chair, went to the refrigerator, and poured a glass of juice.
She said nothing.

Alex stepped toward Lauren. He said, “I have warned
you about discussing my personal life with others.”

“I didn’t say a word to Carrie,” Lauren said. “You
might want to have this discussion with Gina instead.”

Alex frowned. “I intend to do just that.”

“Great.”

“Your boyfriend didn’t show up this afternoon.”

Lauren met her father’s steel blue eyes. She needed
every bit of her control to keep from shouting all the things she’d
learned about him. He thought he was above the law, above everyone
and everything. But soon he’d be sharing a jail cell with the same
scum he’d been spending his life defending.

Alex said, “Did you relay my message to him?”

“I told him not to go.”

“I see. Not wise advice, my dear.”

“I don’t want to talk about this with you.”

“Where is your mother?”

Lauren hesitated, thrown off by the abrupt subject
change. She swallowed a mouthful of juice. Her stomach instantly
soured. She said, “Shopping, I guess.”

“She shops frequently these days.”

Lauren shrugged. He was right. Her mother was out
more often than ever before. But who could blame her? She needed an
excuse, any excuse, to get out of this house.

“She should have done the shopping days ago,” Alex
said. “She should be here now, making preparations. We’re hosting
important people here tomorrow.”

“I won’t be here,” Lauren said. The words had fallen
from her mouth before she’d been able to rein them in.

“Pardon me?”

“I won’t be here for dinner tomorrow.”

Alex stepped closer to Lauren. His cold, penetrating
stare merely hinted at the rage inside him. “Of course you will be
here,” he said.

“No I won’t. I made other plans.”

“Which are?”

Lauren backed against the counter. Her stomach
quivered. “I’m having dinner with Jesse.”

Alex’s eyes narrowed. His icy stare bore into Lauren
until she was sure it would burn a hole through her soul. After a
moment he said, “Enjoy him while you can.”

“Stop making threats.”

“I didn’t realize that I had.”

Lauren glared at her father. He stood before her,
perfect posture, tailored suit, clean-cut, confident, respectable.
On the outside, he was the model of perfection. But inside he was
pure evil. “I have nothing else to say to you,” she said. Then she
strode quickly from the room.
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Lauren stomped around her room for a few minutes. She
needed to get out of this house. Now. She’d like to walk away
forever but guilt kept her living there. What if something happened
to her mother once she’d moved out?

She dialed Jesse’s cell phone. After four rings, his
voice mail picked up. Lauren disconnected the call. No sense in
leaving a message. He was probably busy and she had nothing
particularly important to say. She’d be seeing him later,
anyway.

She went back to pacing her room. Ten more minutes of
that and she knew she needed to get out. At least for awhile. She
grabbed her keys and crept like a criminal out to the front door.
The last thing she needed was to bump into her father on her way
out. Her nerves were so frayed that one more confrontation would
surely snap her in two. Hopefully a drive would relax her.

She was stepping onto the driveway when a familiar
voice startled her. “Lauren, can we please talk?” Gina quietly
asked.

Lauren spun around. Gina stood less than three feet
from her. Carrie stood by her side. Lauren glared at Carrie. She
felt betrayed. “I have nothing to say to you,” she said.

“It’s important,” Carrie said. “Please?”

A tear slid down Gina’s cheek. In all the years
they’d been friends, Lauren had never seen Gina cry. Lauren
remained still a moment. She wished she could hate Gina. But she
couldn’t. She motioned toward her car. “Get in,” she said.

Lauren drove to a nearby pub. The girls picked a
table in a quiet corner and ordered drinks. They waited in silence
for the waitress to serve them.

“I know this mess isn’t entirely your fault,” Lauren
said to Gina. “That doesn’t mean that I could ever forgive
you.”

“I’m so sorry,” Gina said. “I honestly fell in love
with him. He told me he loved me, too. It just sort of happened. He
said we were meant to be together.”

“He’s a lying bastard,” Lauren said. “He’s just using
you.”

Gina choked back a sob. “I always felt guilty about
you… About your mom. But he kept promising me that it would all
work out.”

“I don’t want to hear this,” Lauren said. “I
can’t.”

Lauren started to get up but Carrie grabbed her hand.
“Wait,” she said. “It’s really important that you listen to the
rest.”

“You don’t know him like I do,” Lauren said. “You’d
never understand.”

“I’m pregnant,” Gina said.

Lauren sank back onto her chair. “His baby?”

Gina nodded. Tears flooded her eyes. “I thought he’d
take care of me,” she said. “Of us.”

“You told him?”

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”

Gina shrank back against her chair. She shook her
head and stifled a sob. Carrie spoke for her. “He told her to get
an abortion.”

“Is that what you want?” Lauren asked Gina.

“No.” Gina took a napkin and wiped her eyes. “He told
me I had to do it because this baby would ruin everything. He was
angry because it was my responsibility to keep from getting
pregnant. I was on the pill. I didn’t mean for this to happen. But,
still, I thought maybe he’d be happy. When I said I didn’t want an
abortion, he called me a whore and said it was probably not even
his kid.”

Lauren reached across the table and took Gina’s hands
in hers. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

“I can’t go through with it.”

“Then don’t. You don’t have to.”

“But he told me I did. He’ll never speak to me again
if I don’t do it.”

“It’s your baby and your body,” Lauren said.
“Besides, he won’t be there for you, no matter what you
decide.”

Gina nodded absently. Lauren couldn’t tell if Gina
believed her or not. She said, “Are you afraid of him?”

Gina’s gaze dropped down to the daiquiri in front of
her. She hadn’t touched it. “I never used to be,” she said.

“You are now?”

“Sort of.”

“Does he hit you?”

“He didn’t mean for it to happen,” Gina said. “I kept
pushing him, whining about missing him. He got angry but it was
just as much my fault. Really, it was an accident.”

“You can’t hit someone by accident,” Lauren said.

Gina twisted her napkin but said nothing. Lauren
said, “He hits my mom all the time.”

Gina’s eyes widened. “He does?”

Lauren nodded. “Don’t trust him.”

Carrie said, “Why didn’t you ever tell us that
before?”

Lauren shrugged. “It’s hard to explain,” she said. “I
was brought up that way. It was a family secret and I was told
never to tell. Things got worse as I got older. I was scared. And
ashamed.”

“He really hits your mom?” Gina asked. “You mean,
like slapping her now and then?”

“No,” Lauren said. “I mean he beats her. She covers
the bruises with makeup. He broke her arm once.”

“Oh God,” Carrie muttered.

“I can’t believe he would do that,” Gina said.

“Yes you can,” Lauren said. “Because he’s come close
with you lately. Right?”

Gina looked away and swiped at a new flood of tears.
“What am I going to do?” she said. “If I don’t have the abortion,
he’ll deny the baby is even his. He said he’ll tell people I’m a
lying whore. And he’s a respected lawyer. He told me he knows how
to work the system in his favor.”

“You can get a court order for DNA testing to prove
the baby is his,” Lauren said. “He can’t change that. And you can’t
worry about what he might say to people. You have to make a
decision that’s right for you and this baby. Not him.”

“I’ve thought about adoption.”

“Don’t make any decisions yet,” Carrie said. “You
need to give yourself a little time.”

Lauren squeezed Gina’s hand and said, “Whatever you
decide, Carrie and I will help you through it.”
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“I’m so nervous,” Lauren said.

Jesse reached across the car and took her hand.
“You’ve got nothing to be nervous about,” he said. “It’s only my
sister.”

Lauren gazed at the homes they passed by. She’d never
been to this area of Western Massachusetts, yet there was something
vaguely familiar about it. She said, “Looks like my
neighborhood.”

“I know.”

“How much farther to your sister’s house?”

“Just down the street.”

“She lives in one of these?”

Jesse nodded. “Her husband does something with stocks
and investment accounts. They’ve got no kids, lots of money.”

The familiar knot tightened in Lauren’s stomach. Why
should she be this nervous? She was certainly used to being around
people with money. She knew all the proper etiquette. It had been
drilled into her since early childhood. She had no reason to feel
out of place.

“Here we are,” Jesse said.

He turned his old Mustang down a long winding
driveway that led to a two-story brick Tudor with an attached
three-car garage. The landscaping was meticulous. Even in the dawn
of winter, the lawn remained green with not one leaf out of
place.

Jesse parked beside a white BMW roadster. He turned
and assessed Lauren with a wry grin. “You ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

As they walked along the cobblestone path to the
front door, Jesse took Lauren’s hand in his. “I’m glad you’re here
with me,” he said.

Lauren smiled at the sweetness of his words. But she
wasn’t sure that she could agree. Her stomach was so tense that she
was afraid to even smell food. She could picture herself spending
the afternoon vomiting in his sister’s pristine bathroom. Wouldn’t
that make a wonderful first impression?

Jesse rapped on the solid cherry door. Lauren
realized that she was holding her breath as the door swung open.
She forced herself to take slow breaths.

A tall, thin man stood in the foyer. His fine brown
hair was cut short and held a hint of gray. He had a well-trimmed
beard and wore wire-rimmed glasses. He smiled and held out his hand
to Jesse. “Hello stranger,” he said. “Good to see you.”

Jesse reached out and grasped the man’s hand. “Hi
Brian.”

Brian turned his attention to Lauren, his smile still
in place. “You must be Lauren.”

Jesse introduced Lauren to his brother-in-law. They
exchanged pleasantries as Brian led them into the formal living
room. The room was spacious, filled with antique vases and French
provincial furniture. A classical symphony piece that Lauren didn’t
recognize played softly in the background. A faint scent of pumpkin
pie caused a little flutter in Lauren’s stomach.

A couple stood by the marble fireplace sipping
martinis. Brian introduced them as his brother Phillip and his wife
Cassandra. Phillip looked much like his brother, though his
eyeglass frames were silver titanium and his suit was a deeper
brown. Cassandra matched him in height, which was probably about
5’10”. She had short blonde hair that looked natural and long,
thin, perfect legs. She wore an elegant black fitted cocktail
dress. A Donna Karan with a price tag of $2995. Lauren had lingered
over it while searching for her own “perfect” outfit. The one she
currently wore came from the discount rack of struggling
designers.

As they exchanged greetings, Jesse’s sister drifted
into the room carrying a silver tray full of appetizers. Lauren
could have picked her out of a crowd. She and Jesse shared the same
bronze complexion and large, dark eyes. She wore an ivory dress
that enhanced her perfect skin and spoke volumes with its
simplicity.

Jesse engulfed his sister in a hug and planted an
affectionate kiss on her cheek. He turned, motioning to Lauren.
“Monica, this is Lauren.”

The next few minutes passed in slow motion. They all
sat amidst the antiques. Jesse and Monica caught up on family
gossip. Lauren’s nerves continued to keep her on edge, though she
did manage to stop herself from the horrible habit of picking at
her nail polish. She considered that a minor victory.

“I’m sorry,” Brian said suddenly. “How utterly rude
of me. I haven’t offered either of you a drink. Would you care for
a martini?”

Jesse scrunched his face like he’d just sucked a sour
lemon. Monica laughed. She said, “Jesse doesn’t drink martinis,
Brian. But I’m sure he’ll have a rum and Coke.”

Brian smiled. “Of course. And you, Lauren?”

Jesse stood. “I’ll make her something.”

Dinner was an impeccably prepared, drawn-out event.
Lauren managed to calm her butterflies enough to keep down her
portions of the turkey and prime rib. Monica had a maid to clear
the dishes, so they all retired to the den to await coffee and
dessert.

The den, with its thick Berber carpet and overstuffed
furniture, was infinitely more comfortable than the living room. As
Lauren and Jesse got comfortable on one of the love seats, he
grinned and winked at her. She couldn’t miss the mischievous
twinkle in his eyes.

“So Jesse,” Phillip said, “Brian tells me that you
left the police force.”

“That’s right,” Jesse said. “I’m a private
investigator.”

Phillip removed a cigar from the humidor Brian held
out. To Jesse he said, “That must be interesting work.”

“Can be,” Jesse said. “And you still play with other
people’s money?”

Phillip grinned. “I do indeed.”

Brian offered Jesse a cigar. Jesse shook his head.
“No thanks,” he said. “But Lauren might like one.”

Brian’s eyebrows drew together. He turned to Lauren
and said, “He’s kidding, right?”

Lauren nodded. “I gave them up a month ago.”

Brian couldn’t have looked more stricken if Lauren
had just confessed to a sex change operation. Jesse broke into
laugher. “We’re kidding, Brian,” he said. “Relax.”

Monica snickered. “You’ll have to excuse Brian. He’s
been quite wrapped up in his work lately. Sometimes he forgets to
take time out for humor.”

“I’ve been under a lot of stress,” Brian said. “That
damn Simmons account has me rattled.”

Phillip sighed, shook his head. “That’s a tremendous
responsibility. Henry Simmons trusts very few people with his
money.”

Monica patted Brian’s leg. “He’s been so uptight
about this. You’d think it was our own money he was investing.”

“Well this entire account hinges on what I do with
this one investment,” Brian explained.

Lauren and Jesse exchanged a glance. Jesse made a
ridiculous face and Lauren had to bite her lip to keep from
laughing.

The conversation continued along its dull path of
self-involved grandiosity a few minutes longer. Then Brian turned
to Jesse and said, “What have you been doing with yourself
lately?”

“The usual,” Jesse said. “Hiding in bushes, eating at
cheap diners, running through alleys, and getting my face
smashed.”

Monica wrinkled her nose. “Can’t you find a better
class of clients?”

“Hell, my clients are rich,” Jesse said. “That’s what
I do for fun.”

“You’re incorrigible,” Monica said.

Jesse shrugged. “I can hardly aspire to match the
caliber of the social class you consort with. And, of course,
peasants such as myself are merely allowed to peek in the windows
of the establishments people such as yourself frequent.”

Monica rolled her eyes. “Oh please.”

Lauren repressed a giggle. She said, “What do you do
for work, Monica?”

“I’m a consultant for a company that handles travel
arrangements for the clients of large firms,” Monica said.

“Rich clients,” Jesse said. “And multi-million dollar
companies.”

“Sounds like a fun career,” Lauren said.

“Jesse tells me that you’re attending college,”
Monica said. “You plan to become a journalist?”

“That’s the plan,” Lauren said.

The maid brought two large polished silver trays. One
held a coffee urn with six delicate china coffee cups. The other
had an arrangement of fancy miniature desserts. She placed the
trays on the beautiful etched wooden coffee table, then slipped
quietly from the room.

As Monica served the coffee, Jesse’s cell phone
blasted out the first few notes of an old AC/DC song. He checked
the caller ID. “Mrs. Hartman,” he said. “A client.” Then he excused
himself and stepped out into the hall.

“Doesn’t that bother you?” Monica asked Lauren.

“The business call?” Lauren said.

“Yes. And on a holiday, at that.”

“I don’t mind. That’s part of his job.”

Monica shook her head. “He could have had such a
promising career as a lawyer. Yet he walked away from that and
instead chose to become a police officer. I eventually adjusted to
that stunning turnaround. He did so well with the force. He could
have climbed the ranks in no time at all.”

“He wasn’t happy as a cop,” Lauren said. “And he’s
got a great career now.”

“Monica worries about Jesse,” Brian said. He leaned
in close, as if confiding a national secret. “He has a tendency
toward a wild streak.”

Lauren chuckled. “I’ve noticed.”

“Doesn’t the danger frighten you?” Monica asked.

“You mean with his job or his personality?”

Monica rolled her eyes. “Both.”

“He knows what he’s doing,” Lauren said.

“He could easily have become a ranking officer. He
could have gotten himself a wonderfully cushy desk job and
eventually risen into politics.”

“Jesse never would have done that. He’d be miserable
trapped at a desk all day. And I honestly can’t imagine him in any
sort of political career. He’d be more likely to punch out a
senator than sit down and make deals with one.”

Monica sighed, shook her head. “I suppose you’re
right.”

Jesse stepped back into the room and all eyes turned
his way. He cocked his head and grinned. “Is my fly down?”

Five minutes later his cell phone rang again. Monica
frowned. “Why don’t you shut that thing off,” she said. “It is a
holiday, you know.”

“I’m doing it just to piss you off,” Jesse said.

“Very funny.”

Jesse checked the display on his phone, then excused
himself once more. Cassandra turned to Lauren. “I don’t know how
you tolerate it,” she said. “I would have no patience for that sort
of thing.”

Lauren could think of no polite response, so she said
nothing.

Brian said, “Give the guy a break. This is, after
all, his chosen profession. None of you would be complaining if he
had become a surgeon and was now receiving calls from a
hospital.”

Monica groaned. “That is precisely the point. Had he
become a surgeon or had he continued on to become a lawyer, he
would be getting paid what his time is worth. For goodness sake,
even if he had stuck with police work, which I did not initially
condone, he would be rising in the ranks and eventually hold a
position worthy of him.”

Monica turned to Lauren. “Did you know that Jesse
finished first in his class at the police academy? He also
graduated from Boston College with a three-point-nine grade point
average. That, while he was goofing off and refusing to take his
studies seriously. Jesse is brilliant. He deserves better.”

“But he’s happy,” Lauren said.

Jesse stepped into the room and motioned for Lauren
to go with him. “Excuse us,” he said.

They stepped into the hall. Jesse’s expression was
strained. He stared off behind Lauren at nothing in particular,
while his hand rested protectively around her waist. Lauren assumed
he’d heard the conversation in the den and was upset. She touched
his cheek. “Are you okay?”

He met her eyes. “Your father’s in the hospital.”

“The hospital? What happened?”

Jesse blew out a long breath. “He was shot. Outside
his condo, this morning.”

“Shot? My God. How bad is he?”

“Not life-threatening. The bullet caught him in the
shoulder.”

Lauren had a strange feeling, almost like
disappointment. She shook it off. What was wrong with her? “Who did
it?” she asked.

Jesse huffed a heavy breath. “Apparently I did.”

“What?”

“He’s demanding the cops arrest me. I guess they’re
looking for me now.”

“But that’s ridiculous!”

“Take it easy.” Jesse put his arms around Lauren.
“I’ll go in and talk to them. But you and I need to talk
first.”

Lauren searched Jesse’s eyes. Her father had been
shot that morning. She hadn’t gotten to Jesse’s apartment until
almost noon. She swallowed a sudden lump in her throat. “Jesse, did
you… Are they right? Did you shoot my father?”

“Hell no,” Jesse said. “Though I can’t say I haven’t
thought about it.”

“I wouldn’t blame you.”

“I’m sorry, Lauren, but if I’d done it, your father
would be dead.”

Lauren nodded. That much she didn’t doubt for a
moment. “Then what else do you need to talk to me about?” A sudden
panic gripped her. “Oh no, my mom. Is she okay?”

“Your mother’s fine,” Jesse said. He glanced at the
doorway to the den. When he spoke, his voice was hushed. “A red
sports car was spotted speeding from the scene when your father was
shot.”

“So?”

“Doesn’t Gina drive a red Solstice?”

Lauren’s eyes widened. “You don’t think…”

“I don’t know. It’s just a hunch. You have to admit
that Gina’s been unstable these days.”

The heavy meal in Lauren’s stomach twisted into a
tight knot. “If it was her Jesse, I don’t want anyone to find
out.”

“I don’t know that I can control that.”

“We’ve got to find out for sure.”

“We will,” Jesse said. “Let’s get out of here.”
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Jesse parked his Mustang on the street in front of
Gina’s house. The driveway was filled to capacity. Guests
celebrating the holiday.

Lauren gazed at the house, with its neat tan shutters
against soft beige siding. A shiver raced down her spine. “What are
we going to do if she says she did it?”

“What do you want to do?” Jesse asked.

Lauren took a deep breath, shook her head. Odd that
she was feeling so protective toward someone she’d hated only days
ago. She’d since realized that Gina had been a victim of her father
as well. She said, “I don’t know but I don’t want her arrested. She
needs help, counseling, not jail.”

“I can’t promise we can keep that from happening. But
I’ll do whatever I can.”

They walked to the front door. Lauren’s stomach
twisted. The lavish dinner she’d eaten such a short time ago
threatened to erupt like a volcano. “I wouldn’t blame her if she
did it,” she murmured.

“I know.”

Gina came to the door, a broad smile lighting up her
face. “Hey guys, I didn’t expect to see you today.” Then, noticing
their somber expressions, her smile fell. “Uh-oh. Come in. Tell me
what’s wrong.”

Laughter drifted out from the living room. “Can you
come out here instead?” Lauren said.

Gina stepped onto the porch, closing the door behind
her. “What’s going on?”

Lauren stuffed her hands in her pockets. She wanted
to see innocence in Gina’s eyes. She tried to say the words but she
stammered and wound up uttering a mangled half-sentence that made
no sense.

Jesse drew Lauren close. He said, “Lauren’s father
was shot earlier today.”

Gina’s face instantly went pale. “Oh my God.”

“He’s in the hospital now,” Jesse said. “But he
should be fine.”

“Are you okay?” Lauren asked.

“Me? I… You didn’t get hurt, did you? And your mom?
How did this happen?”

“I don’t know,” Lauren said. “He was leaving his
condo. It happened in the parking lot.”

“Oh.”

“Gina, if you were…” Lauren hesitated, searching for
the right words. “If you spent the night there with him, the police
will find out.”

“He doesn’t want anything to do with me,” Gina said.
She glanced nervously toward her front door. Then she stepped a few
feet away and continued in a quiet tone. “I saw him briefly early
last night. He…” Gina shivered, wrapped her arms around herself.
“He said I have exactly one week to abort this baby. If I don’t, he
promised he would take care of it for me. He doesn’t want a bastard
child disturbing his perfect world.”

“Oh Gina…” Lauren said.

“For the first time, I’m truly afraid of him.”

They talked about that and about Gina’s options for a
few minutes. Then Gina returned to the noisy party inside her house
and Jesse drove Lauren home. They were both silent most of the way.
When he pulled into her driveway, she said, “What do you think? She
didn’t do it, right?”

“I would say no, she didn’t.”

A wave of relief eased the tension in Lauren’s
muscles. “Good,” she said.

“I’ll call you when I’m finished at the station.”

“They won’t actually arrest you, will they?”

“No. They’ve got nothing.”

Lauren frowned. “You’re not convinced.”

“I’m innocent.” Jesse shrugged. “But I don’t know
what kind of story your father has told them. And I don’t know why
he would want the cops to think I did it, rather than find who
really did.”

“Maybe because he knows who did. And he plans to
handle that himself.”

“Could be.”

“Do you think someone was trying to rob him?” Lauren
asked. “Maybe that’s what this was about? Not, you know, something
he did?”

“I don’t know. Your father has made more than a few
enemies. And Tim didn’t mention anything about your father being
robbed.”

“You know something?”

“What?”

“I wish whoever shot him had better aim.”
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Lauren sat stiff on the living room sofa, clutching
her cell phone and wishing for news from Jesse. She’d been sitting
in that silent spot for two hours. During that time her phone had
rung three times. All three calls had been from her mother. With a
pang of guilt, she’d let the calls go to her voicemail.

The guilt she felt had nothing to do with her father.
The bastard deserved to die. Part of her wanted to be shocked at
feeling that way. He was, after all, her father. Still, the simple
fact was that he deserved what he had gotten and worse. And she was
okay with feeling that way.

However, leaving her mother to deal with it all was a
different story. That was where the guilt came in. She should be at
the hospital. Not for her father. But to support her mother.

How could she, though? How was she supposed to face
her mother with all she knew and keep pretending they were a happy
family? How could she continue to keep the secrets?

No doubt her mother would be playing the part of the
loving, dedicated wife. No one would see her bruises because she
covered them all and hid inside herself. Her mother had been
shattered but no one ever saw the broken pieces. Even Lauren was
guilty of overlooking them.

Lauren swiped a tear from her cheek. She stood and
stretched the kinks from her back. Why hadn’t Jesse called? The
cops couldn’t have arrested him. That was crazy. They had no
evidence. But they did have her father’s word. And her father had
his connections.

Why would her father have said Jesse did it? Was he
simply taking this opportunity to ruin Jesse’s life?

Lauren’s head throbbed. Too many questions. Too many
complications.

Somehow she found herself upstairs, standing in the
doorway to Stephen’s room. A thin layer of dust had settled over
his furniture. She leaned against the doorframe, tears sliding down
her cheeks. She should have known how desperate he’d become. She
should have tried harder to save him.

“I won’t let him get away with it,” Lauren said to
the room. “You said I was the strong one. Well I’m trying to live
up to that and I could really use your help. I’m tired of keeping
the silence. He has to be stopped.”

The garage door eased open and a car rumbled inside.
Lauren took a deep breath and wiped the tears that had slid down
her cheeks. She couldn’t do this anymore. She couldn’t pretend. She
couldn’t stand by and watch her father destroy everyone she
loved.

“Lauren!” Kara called. “Are you home?”

Lauren descended the stairs, meeting her mother at
the bottom. Kara’s eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. She said, “I’ve
been calling you for hours. I’ve left three messages.”

“I know,” Lauren said softly.

“You father is in the hospital,” Kara said.

Lauren couldn’t bring herself to comfort her mother.
It was all too much of a pretense. Why would any woman be upset if
her abuser had been shot?

Lauren moved past her mother and sat on the sofa. “I
know,” she said. “He was shot. How is he?”

“You know?” Kara’s expression moved from confusion to
hurt. “Why didn’t you come to the hospital?”

Lauren shook her head. She wasn’t sure her mother was
ready to hear what she had to say. She said nothing.

“The bullet lodged in his shoulder,” Kara finally
said. “The surgeons removed it and said there was no serious
damage. He’s in recovery now.”

“Do the police know who did it?” Lauren asked. “Or
why?”

Kara perched on the edge of the couch beside Lauren.
She said, “Your father thinks Jesse may be responsible.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Why didn’t you come to the hospital?”

Lauren stared open-mouthed at her mother. “You don’t
actually believe him, do you?”

“Lauren, if you know something…”

Lauren stood. “You can’t honestly believe Jesse did
this.”

“I don’t know what to think,” Kara said. “Why would
your father implicate Jesse if he didn’t have good reason?”

“Why does dad do any of the things he does?” Lauren
said. “Jesse had nothing to do with whatever happened.”

Kara stared down at the floor. She held her hand over
her mouth and sobbed.

“You don’t believe me,” Lauren said. “Do you?”

“I know you and your father have been having problems
lately.”

“Lately? Try most of my life, Mom.”

“But things have been much worse these days. And it
all seems to revolve around Jesse.”

“This is insane!”

“Your father only wants what’s best for you.”

“That’s never been true.” Lauren paced across the
room. “How can you even say that?”

“I know he hasn’t been the best father but he does
love you. Maybe there’s a reason why he hasn’t wanted you with
Jesse. Maybe there are things you don’t know.”

“I can’t get over you!” Lauren said. “How can you
defend him after all he’s done?”

“Please calm down. Try to see this from his
perspective.”

“His perspective? He hates Jesse because Jesse stood
up to him. It has nothing to do with him wanting the best for
me.”

“That’s Jesse’s side of the story,” Kara said. “Have
you truly listened to your father’s side?”

Lauren’s hands balled into fists. She wanted to smash
something. She glared at her mother. “You believe dad, don’t you?
After everything he’s done to all of us, you believe him.”

“He’s my husband, Lauren. Your father.”

“He’s a rotten bastard.”

“The man is lying in the hospital because someone
shot him today!”

“Haven’t you thought that maybe he deserved it?”

The slap stunned Lauren. Kara had never hit her
before. For a moment she simply stared at her mother in disbelief.
Then she grabbed her purse from the coffee table, turned, and
strode to the front door.

“I’m sorry,” Kara said. She raced after Lauren. “I
didn’t mean to do that.”

Lauren snatched her coat from the stand in the foyer.
“Jesse had nothing to do with dad getting shot,” she said. “Maybe
you should open your eyes and take a good look at what your husband
is involved in. A lot of people out there have more than enough
reason to want him dead.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about everything he does to maintain
control over the people in his life. I’m talking about a man who
will step on anyone who gets in his way. Not only step on them, but
destroy them as well.”

“In his line of work -”

“This is way beyond his work,” Lauren said. “But what
you choose to believe is your business.”

“Lauren, what are you getting at?”

Lauren shook her head sadly. She turned away and
slipped into her coat. Kara said, “Answer me! What are you
implying?”

Lauren yanked the door open and practically jogged to
her car. She felt a pang of regret for having said what she did.
But maybe it was time her mother opened her eyes and really saw
what was going on. Maybe it was time they all did.
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Lauren sat on the worn sofa in Carrie’s tiny
one-bedroom apartment. She wiped a mascara-streaked tear, sipped
the wine Carrie had just poured, and considered how much to say. A
voice in her head warned her to keep the details private. But that
stemmed from a lifetime of learned behavior that now came as
natural as breathing. After all that had happened, her first
instinct was to keep the silence. Protect the family. Protect her
father.

Across the small room, Carrie sat cross-legged on the
overstuffed chair. She was sipping her wine, waiting for Lauren to
speak. Gina had called her earlier, so Carrie already knew that
Lauren’s father had been shot. Carrie, seeing Lauren in tears at
her door, had asked if he was okay. Lauren had replied that he
would be fine, that this wasn’t about him. Then she had promptly
burst into tears.

Carrie had hugged her, gotten them wine, and had
since been sitting quietly waiting for Lauren to explain.

Now Lauren thought about what she’d said, how this
wasn’t about her father. And it wasn’t. But, of course, it was. It
all led back to him, as everything in her life always had.

Carrie set her glass on the coffee table. “What
happened, Lauren?”

Lauren shook her head, still trying to make sense of
it all in her own mind. Her father was trying to frame her
boyfriend for attempted murder. And her mother was all too willing
to believe it. Why would her mother still be so quick to side with
the man who’d driven their son to a lethal overdose?

And who had really shot her father? Did he know? Had
he staged it simply to frame Jesse? Was he that crazy?

“Lauren?” Carrie said. “Please talk to me. Did you
have a fight with Jesse?”

Lauren took a deep breath, then finished off her wine
in a futile attempt to calm her nerves. “No,” she said. “I didn’t
fight with Jesse.”

Carrie leaned forward, grabbing Lauren’s eyes with
her own. Her face was full of concern. Lauren averted her eyes.
This was so hard to say. “I had a huge argument with my mom. She
slapped me. I left.”

Carrie’s eyes widened in disbelief. Lauren’s mother
had always been like one of those 1950s TV moms. She baked, smiled
a lot, held sleepovers when the girls were all young. She never
raised her voice, much less slapped her kids.

Carrie said, “What did you argue about?”

Lauren explained about not going to the hospital to
see her father, about how upset her mother had been. “I just
couldn’t do it,” she said. “I honestly don’t care whether he lives
or dies.”

“I know you’re upset about this thing with Gina,”
Carrie said. “You sure as hell have a right to be. But he’s still
your father. This will blow over. Things will work out.”

“It’s more than that,” Lauren said. “I want to tell
my mother. But I can’t do it. As much as I believe she has a right
to know, I don’t want to be the one to tell her something like
that. So she doesn’t get why I hate him so intensely.”

Lauren was thinking that it shouldn’t take knowing
about the affair with Gina for her mother to get it. But she didn’t
say that. She also didn’t say that her father was now trying to
frame Jesse for the shooting. Or that her mother had all but said
she believed him.

What Lauren did say was, “Is it all right if I stay
here for awhile? Until I get a place of my own.”

“Of course it’s okay,” Carrie said. “You know I would
love to have you for a roommate. You’ll have to sleep on the couch
for now, though.”

“That’s fine. As long as I don’t have to go back
home.”

“Maybe we can buy a futon or something,” Carrie said.
“We can rearrange my room, find a way to fit some of your stuff
in.”

“Thank you,” Lauren said.

Carrie unfolded herself from the chair and grabbed
their glasses. “I think we need more wine.”

Lauren checked her cell phone to make sure she hadn’t
missed a call. She hadn’t. What was taking Jesse so long? Had he
been arrested?

Carrie returned with two full glasses and handed one
to Lauren. “You know your mom loves you,” Carrie said. “I’m sure
she was just overwhelmed by what happened to your dad. Especially
so soon after losing Stephen. I bet she’ll be calling to apologize
any time now.”

Lauren took a long swallow of wine before answering.
“It really is time I moved out.”

“I understand that,” Carrie said. “I get along much
better with my parents since I moved out.”

“How was Gina when you talked to her?” Lauren
asked.

“In shock, I think. She’s still reeling from the
pregnancy.” Carrie blanched. “Sorry. I know you don’t need to be
hearing that right now.”

“It’s okay,” Lauren said. “Did she mention anything
about that? The baby, I mean?”

“No. She just wanted me to know about your dad.”

Both girls fell silent. When Lauren’s cell phone
rang, she nearly jumped off the sofa. Thrilled to see Jesse’s
number on the caller ID, she quickly answered.

“Are you okay?” Jesse asked.

“Not really,” Lauren replied. “But getting better.
How did things go?”

Jesse sighed. “Much to the dismay of a few chosen
cops, I have an airtight alibi for the time of the shooting. I was
at the gym early this morning, with a cop as one of my
witnesses.”

“Thank God,” Lauren said.

“They’re currently pursuing the idea of me hiring
someone to do it.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Much of life is.”

“Did you manage to learn anything new?”

“One witness,” Jesse said. “But the guy was on the
balcony of his condo, twelve floors up and quite a distance back.
Claims the shooter fired two shots as your father was walking
across the lot. Then he jumped into a small red sports car and sped
off. Thinks it was an average size guy, wearing a ball cap.”

“No license plate?”

“No,” Jesse said. “Has your mother gotten home
yet?”

Lauren sighed. She gave him the same abbreviated
story she’d given Carrie. Then she said, “I’m going to say with
Carrie for awhile.”

“There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“Later, okay?”

“You’re all right?”

“Yeah, I am now.”

Jesse reluctantly agreed to wait until later, when
they could be alone, to talk more. She disconnected the call,
relieved that Jesse was out of trouble. At least for now. Then she
returned to her wine and caught up on all the details of Carrie’s
life. And, for the first time in her life, she allowed herself to
get blissfully lost in the haze of alcohol.
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“Mom, are you home?” Lauren called.

She went through the kitchen, peered through the side
door into the garage. Her mother’s car was not there. She was most
likely at the hospital, playing the doting wife. All the better.
Lauren didn’t particularly want to face her mother anyway.

She hadn’t expected to feel such bitterness. She’d
never blamed her mother for anything before. Never really held her
responsible. In Lauren’s eyes, her mother had always been the
victim. The one to feel sorry for.

But that only went so far. The time comes when you
have to be responsible for your own life. What hurt most was that,
no matter what, she had always stood up for her mother. Yet now,
when she needed her mother to do the same for her, her mother had
instead sided with him. Just like that.

Lauren wandered back through the living room. With a
heavy sigh, she ran her fingers over Stephen’s pile of CDs. She’d
never have to hear them again. She picked one up, her eyes
threatening tears. Funny how she could miss something that had
driven her crazy for years.

Sifting through the pile, she picked out a Metallica
CD, one of his favorites. A line from one of the songs drifted
through her mind. Home is not a home it becomes a hell… Turning
it into your prison cell. Lauren wasn’t sure why she remembered
the lyrics now. Or why she’d never acknowledged their meaning at
any of those countless times Stephen had blasted the song. That was
how he had felt. He’d been crying out for help. She hadn’t heard
him.

The house was silent, cold. The happy squeals of two
innocent kids playing on the stairs were long gone. Lauren stepped
into Stephen’s room. A cold chill ran down her spine. How could her
mother stand leaving the room this way? Stephen was dead… gone
forever. He was never going to trudge back up those steps and slam
this bedroom door behind him. Her mother wasn’t facing that. She
wasn’t facing a lot of things. Maybe it was easier to pretend.

She stepped out of the room and stared down the empty
hallway. Her parents’ bedroom door stood open. She moved toward it,
wishing things could be different. Wishing she could find her
mother inside that room, happy and smiling, and they could play
dress-up like they’d done so many times when she’d been young.

Lauren stood in the doorway. The king-sized cherry
bedroom set seemed to mock her. The last time Lauren had stood in
this spot, she’d seen Gina and her father sprawled naked on that
very bed. She pushed that vision from her mind.

The handmade quilt adorning the bed had cost more
than some cars. Her father’s closet was full of Armani, Prada,
Dolce & Gabbana, and Salvatore Ferragamo. Her mother’s closet
overflowed with designer cocktail dresses she’d worn only once,
because she wasn’t allowed to appear in public in the same outfit
twice. They owned accessories from Cartier, Rolex, and
Breitling.

Her parents had everything. Except happiness.

Her father hadn’t always been such a monster. Lauren
could vaguely remember when she was very young and she’d wait
excitedly by the door for him to come home from work. He’d toss her
in the air and call her his little girl. But as he excelled in his
career, his personality had changed. Or maybe it emerged from its
hiding place.

The change had been gradual. She couldn’t remember
exactly how old she was when she began hiding from him, rather than
running to him. Six at most. Stephen had still been in diapers.
He’d never known the dad she’d waited by the door for.

Eventually her father came home less frequently. But
when he did, she’d sleep with the pillow over her head so she
wouldn’t have to hear her mother’s cries. Those memories hurt.

Lauren swiped at a tear as she strode back down the
hall to her own room. After today, it would no longer be her room.
She couldn’t stay here and watch her mother shrink further into
that shell of a person she’d become. She had to get out for her own
sanity.

She was in the midst of packing when her mother’s car
pulled into the garage below. Taking a deep breath, Lauren waited
for the confrontation. This wouldn’t be easy, no matter how she
handled it. She loved her mother. She hated what her mother was
becoming.

Kara stepped into Lauren’s room. Her gaze fixed on
the suitcases, with the Metallica CD resting on top. “You’re really
moving out,” Kara said.

“It’s best for all of us,” Lauren replied.

Kara was silent a moment, watching Lauren stack the
remainder of her clothes into the open suitcases. “I thought maybe
you’d want to see your father today.”

“I’d like to, for you,” Lauren said. “But I just
can’t.”

“What does that mean?”

“Dad and I are better off if we stay away from each
other.”

“Aren’t you even the least bit concerned that someone
tried to kill him?”

Lauren stuffed her jeans into her suitcase. She
wasn’t concerned. Not in the least. Maybe it would have bothered
her had he been killed, though she doubted that. He deserved to
die.

“He’s been asking about you,” Kara said. “I had to
lie and say you couldn’t get away from work.”

“You don’t have to lie for me.”

“I couldn’t very well tell him that his only daughter
didn’t care enough to bother with him. Could I?”

“It shouldn’t surprise him.”

“Lauren, please…”

“C’mon mom, we haven’t exactly been a model family
all these years.”

“I realize that,” Kara said. “But he is still your
father.”

Lauren slid the doors closed on her now empty closet.
“How is he?”

“Shaken. But recovering well.”

“That’s good.”

“Please go see him.”

Lauren closed her suitcase. “No.”

Kara sat on the edge of Lauren’s bed, her eyes moist
with tears. “Someday you might regret that decision.”

“I doubt it.”

“What are you keeping from me?”

“Nothing.”

“I know something is going on,” Kara said. “Why can’t
you trust me?”

“I guess I’ve finally opened my eyes to what kind of
person dad really is,” Lauren said. “Or, actually, he has forced my
eyes open. And I hate what I see.”

Kara remained seated, her head bowed slightly, silent
tears running down her cheeks. “What happened to my family?”

Lauren picked up her two suitcases, a pang of guilt
sweeping through her. “I’m sorry, mom.”

“What happened?” Kara said. “Please tell me.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t? I don’t understand. If something -”

“Call my cell phone if you need me.”

“Has he touched you in some way that -”

“No mom.”

“I hate for you to leave this way.”

“I’m only a phone call away.”

“Are you sure this is what you want?”

“It’s for the best,” Lauren said. “I can’t stay here
with him any longer.”

Lauren put her suitcases down, went to her mother,
and hugged her close. “I love you, Mom.”

Kara clung to Lauren. “Take care of yourself,” she
said.

“I will. You do the same.”
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The ring of the phone split the silence of the room.
Jesse reached toward the intruding sound, his eyes barely open. He
fumbled on his nightstand until he gripped his cell phone, then
mumbled a barely intelligible, “Hello.”

“Mr. Ryder?”

“Yeah?”

“This is Suzanne Sampson. Alex Covington’s
secretary.”

Jesse sat up, rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “What
can I do for you?”

“I’m sorry I woke you.”

“No problem.” Jesse glanced at the clock. 6:27. “I
had to get up eventually.”

“I have a package for you,” Suzanne said. “Could you
pick it up at the office this morning?”

“From Covington?”

“That information you requested. I’ll be at the
office by eight. Could you be there about that time?”

“I requested?”

“Yes.

Jesse rubbed his eyes again. His mind was too groggy
for word games. “Sure, whatever.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

Jesse disconnected the call and collapsed back onto
the bed. What the hell was that about? What information was she
talking about? It was too early for his brain to wrap around her
words.

After a cool shower, Jesse was able to think more
clearly. Suzanne may have decided to help him. Or she wanted his
help. Unless this was an incredibly stupid setup. That seemed
highly unlikely, since Covington wouldn’t want blood spilled in his
office.

Jesse grabbed a bottle of root beer from the
refrigerator and drank half while fumbling with his cell phone.
Tim’s sleepy voice answered on the fourth ring. “Since when do you
sleep so late?” Jesse asked.

Tim groaned. “Since when do you call so early?”

“Can you meet me for lunch at McGuire’s?”

“What time?”

“One.”

“Yeah, I can be there.”

“See you then.”

Jesse hunted down his car keys, found his jacket, and
headed out the door. While he sat in a traffic jam, he sputtered to
himself. How could a brief business involvement with one man cause
such an uproar in his life? How did that one man manage to wreak
such havoc in so many people’s lives? And how was anyone supposed
to navigate through this city’s tangle of traffic?

Jesse was anything but calm when he finally arrived
at Covington’s Law Firm. He glanced at his watch. 8:04. He took the
elevator to the top floor, then strode to Covington’s private
office suite. Suzanne sat at her desk, absorbed in her typing.
Jesse stepped closer and cleared his throat.

Startled, Suzanne looked up. Her cheeks flushed.
“Good morning, Mr. Ryder.”

“Morning.”

Suzanne handed him a manila envelope. “Here you
are.”

Jesse took the envelope, though he was completely
baffled as to its contents. Had he asked her for something? Were
these more graphic photos from Covington? He said, “Thanks, I
guess.”

“I trust it will all be in order for you.”

“Am I supposed to understand this?”

“Have a good day, Mr. Ryder.”

Jesse stood there a moment. He was too tired to do
this dance. He simply shrugged. “Yeah, you too.”

Once in the car, Jesse stuffed the large envelope
into the briefcase he’d left in his car. He should actually be
guarding that briefcase with his life. It contained all the
paperwork relating to Covington. Anything he’d been able to find to
help bury the bastard.

Jesse drove straight to his office. His curiosity was
killing him but he hadn’t wanted to chance sitting in Covington’s
parking lot while he sifted through the contents. It could be a
neatly packaged threat from the big man. Or it could be everything
he needed to put Covington away.

He parked his car, his mind swarming with
possibilities. As he strode across the parking lot, he replayed his
last conversation with Suzanne. Maybe he had hit a nerve. She could
be scared and want out. Or she could have told Covington about
their conversation and now Jesse was in even deeper shit.

Something hard and strong suddenly caught him on the
back of the neck. He stumbled to his knees. The trees swayed around
him. His vision blurred. Someone grabbed his arm and yanked. Jesse
staggered backward. Before he could turn and focus on the face, a
silent darkness swallowed him.
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Jesse slowly became aware of the sounds of traffic.
He forced his eyes open, blinked several times. He wasn’t happy to
find that he could only see out of one eye. And not particularly
well at the moment. He remained still, trying to get his bearings.
His body was stiff and sore. His head throbbed.

The stench of rotting garbage sifted into his
consciousness. He listened, hearing the traffic but nothing more.
He pushed himself up to sit and immediately found the source of the
stench. An open Dumpster was just a foot from his face. He glanced
around, surprised to find himself in the alley beside his office
building. At least he wasn’t in the trunk of someone’s car.

At least he was alive.

How could he have been so stupid? How could he have
let his guard down so easily?

Suddenly he had a sickening realization. His
briefcase was missing. And along with it, all the information he’d
gathered on Covington. He groaned. And the envelope Suzanne had
given him.

Jesse pushed himself to his feet. Blood spatters
decorated his jacket and shirt. A coppery taste filled his mouth.
But he was alive. That struck him as odd. Not that he was
complaining. As he steadied himself and attempted to move his legs
forward, he half wished they had killed him. Damn he hurt!

Maybe this hadn’t been Covington’s work. If it had
been, he should be dead. Robbery maybe? He checked his pocket. His
wallet was there and still contained his vast fortune of
twenty-seven dollars. He’d left his gun at home, which had probably
been the only smart thing he’d done today. Robbery obviously wasn’t
the motive. Unless it was only the briefcase he or they had been
after. That was far worse than a missing wallet.

Jesse walked on rubbery legs across the parking lot
to the spot he thought he’d been jumped. He checked around the
bushes and cars. No sign of his briefcase. Had someone been
watching him, or Suzanne, or both? Did someone know what she’d
given him and wanted to make sure he didn’t get to keep it? Why the
hell hadn’t he taken the time to look?

He leaned against his car and took a few deep
breaths. Then he saw it. Just behind the back tire of a canary
yellow VW. He let out a long breath of relief. Retrieving it was a
lesson in humility, since his body simply did not want to
cooperate. But at least he had his briefcase.

He slowly made his way across the parking lot. His
head pounded. The one eye he could see out of gave him a distorted
and blurred view of his surroundings. He went inside the building,
walked a crooked path down the hall, then pushed open the door to
his office.

Dawn glanced up from his computer. Her smile
instantly faded and her freckled face went pale. “What happened to
you?”

“I don’t know,” Jesse said. “Somebody jumped me.”

“Do you want me to call an ambulance?”

“Damn, do I look that bad?”

Dawn hesitated. “Well…”

“I’m okay.” Jesse made it to his office door. “I’ve
got a lot of work to do.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to see a doctor?”

“Really, I’m okay.”

“If you say so.”

Jesse placed his briefcase on his desk and collapsed
in his chair. He took a moment to just breathe before taking out
the manila envelope. He unfastened the clasp and removed the stack
of papers. Blinking his good eye several times to bring his vision
into focus, he leafed through the pages.

To start with, Suzanne had given him a copy of
Covington’s entire personal payroll. Jesse stared at the names,
some familiar, some not. Where had she gotten this information? And
why was she suddenly willing to risk her life to give it to
him?

He switched his computer on. There had to be fifty
pages in the stack. Was he going to find anything useful or was she
sending him on a wild goose chase? Maybe this was nothing more than
a diversion sent by Covington. A bunch of dead ends. Jesse had a
gut feeling it was real and that he was about to find what he’d
been looking for.

The morning sped by. He leaned back in his chair and
closed his eyes. His left eye throbbed. His body felt as if he had
been attacked by a battering ram.

He checked his watch. Almost noon. He started to
close his eyes again when he realized that he’d asked Tim to meet
him for lunch at one. He hadn’t looked in a mirror yet but he was
willing to bet he couldn’t go looking the way he did. He’d have to
swing by his apartment to clean up, which meant leaving now.

He stuffed the papers back into the manila envelope,
taking it with him. Dawn watched him, shaking her head. “I was
starting to worry about you,” she said. “You’ve been closed up in
there for hours.”

“I know. I’ve got a lot to do.”

“You look like hell.”

“Thanks.”

“Do you feel okay?”

“My head is possessed by demons. Got any
aspirin?”

Dawn grabbed her purse from beneath her desk and
fished out a bottle of Tylenol. She shook out two and handed them
to Jesse.

“Just two?” he said. “I said demons. Not
fairies.”

Dawn laughed. She handed him two more tablets. “Are
you going home now?” she asked.

Jesse pushed his hair off the gash on his forehead.
“Briefly, to clean up. Then a lunch meeting. I’ll be back in a
couple hours.”

“Are you sure you should be driving?”

“Nope.”

“Want me to drive you?”

“No. I like to live dangerously.”

Dawn sighed. “You’re incorrigible.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Be careful.”

Jesse smiled, finding it hurt his face. “I will. I
learned my lesson.”
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Jesse arrived at McGuire’s almost ten minutes late.
Tim sat in a booth nursing a drink. Jesse slipped in across from
him. “Sorry I’m late,” he said.

“What the hell happened to you?” Tim said.

“I was reminded of what happens when I forget to
watch my back.”

“Who was it?”

“An army, I think,” Jesse said. “I never saw him. Or
them.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll survive.” Jesse pushed the manila
envelope toward Tim. “Forenzi’s on Covington’s payroll. He’s listed
as maintenance with a salary of a grand a week.”

“A thousand bucks a week for maintenance?” Tim said.
“What the hell is he maintaining?”

“That’s not all. So far this year he’s been given
three separate bonuses at ten grand each.”

“He must be one hell of a maintenance man, eh?”

Jesse picked out a sheet of paper. “I checked the
dates on the bonuses. One came on the day Deanna Bryant was killed.
The second the day Foley died. And the last came on the day Danny
Bellows was found hanging.”

“Bellows?”

“He was the friend of Nyles.”

A heavy-set waitress with permanent frown lines
approached. “Would you like a drink?” she asked.

Jesse ordered a beer and both men ordered burgers.
Once the waitress had gone, Tim said, “Nyles is the guy you’ve been
trying to get to talk? The one the DA stepped in and took
over?”

“A little much for coincidence, don’t you think?”

“You going to turn this over?”

Jesse shook his head. “Hell no. They’ll bury it, just
like they want to do with the rest of the stuff I gave them.” He
flashed Tim a grin. “I was hoping you and I could pay Forenzi a
visit, ask a few questions.”

“You wanting me along for protection or for official
reasons is unlikely at best,” Tim said. “So are you up to something
I probably don’t want to know about?”

“I need you to show your badge,” Jesse said. “I want
Forenzi to think the info has already gone through Eldridge. That
I’ve turned it over and the case is being officially worked.”

“Why?”

“I want to see who he contacts. What gets set into
motion next.”

Tim shook his head, rubbed a hand over his face.
“Man, you get me in such deep shit sometimes.”
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Jesse led Tim up the narrow steps of the three-story
apartment house. The second floor hallway reeked of stale beer and
smoke. “This place is a freakin’ dump,” Tim said. “You’d think a
grand a week would buy the guy better living quarters.”

“Not if he’s snorting most of it,” Jesse replied. “Or
buying women.”

They reached the top landing and separated, standing
on opposite sides of the door frame. An old habit that neither man
even stopped to think about. You never knew what might come through
the door at you. A charging bull of a man. A hungry pit bull. A
bullet.

Jesse rapped his knuckles on the battered door. The
same door he’d easily slipped through not that long ago. A raspy
voice barked at them from the other side. “Who is it?”

“Police,” Tim called. “Open up.”

They were greeted by a few moments of silence. Jesse
was about to bang on the door again when it swung open. Dominic
Forenzi peered at Tim through squinty eyes. His bulky frame blocked
their view inside the apartment. “What?” he said.

Tim flashed his badge. “A few questions. Can we come
inside?”

Forenzi caught sight of Jesse. His eyes managed to
narrow even further. He glared through the remaining slits, one of
which had to be a full inch lower than the other. He said, “What
the hell do you want?”

“He’s with me,” Tim said.

Forenzi snorted. “You piss off the wrong guy, Ryder?
Looks like you got your ass kicked.”

“I got stupid,” Jesse said. “Won’t happen again.”

A raggedy middle-aged man popped open the door across
the hall. He stood at the edge of the hall, blatantly staring,
waiting for a show. He probably expected something even better than
the current episode of Jerry Springer.

Jesse cast a glance his way, then turned back to
Forenzi. “You want to do this out here?”

Forenzi muttered a curse, then shoved the door
further open and stepped out of the way. “Make it quick,” he
said.

Tim’s gaze skittered across the room, taking it all
in. Jesse had seen it before. He fixed his eyes on Forenzi.

Tim said, “How long have you been working for Alex
Covington?”

Forenzi shrugged. His mouth twitched and the scar on
his cheek sunk deeper. He didn’t answer.

“It’s a simple question,” Jesse said.

“What the fuck business is it of yours?”

Tim tried again. “Are you currently employed by Alex
Covington?”

“Ain’t no crime to work for somebody,” Forenzi
said.

Tim took a half step closer. “That depends on the
type of work you’re doing.”

Again Forenzi shrugged. Tim continued, his voice
calm. “So what is it you do for Mr. Covington?”

“Why don’t you ask Covington if you’re so fucking
interested?”

“Whatever it is,” Jesse said, “it sure pays
well.”

“Do I need a lawyer here?” Forenzi asked.

“Why would you need a lawyer?” Tim said.

Jesse said, “I don’t need a lawyer to discuss my
work.”

“Me either,” Tim said.

Forenzi’s narrow eyes darted between Jesse and Tim.
He folded his tree trunk arms across his chest. “It ain’t never
smart to talk to a cop without a lawyer,” he said.

Tim watched him but said nothing. Let the moment drag
on until the silence stretched into a black void that Forenzi
teetered over. “I do maintenance,” Forenzi said. “You got a problem
with that?”

“At a grand a week?” Jesse asked.

Forenzi’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected them to
know that. He recovered quickly, falling back to his defiant tone.
“I’m damn good with a screwdriver.”

Jesse and Tim exchanged a look. Tim said, “And the
bonuses? Ten grand a pop. What does a maintenance man do to earn
that kind of bonus?”

Forenzi’s scar twitched. “You want more answers, talk
to my lawyer. I got nothing more to say to you.”

“Your lawyer,” Tim said. “Would that also be your
boss?”

Forenzi smirked as he pulled his door open. Jesse
drilled him with a glare until the smirk fell away. Then he said,
“You and I, we’re not done, Forenzi. Not even close.”
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“I can’t believe this,” Lauren said. She frantically
paced across Jesse’s living room. “Why is he doing this to you? Why
can’t he leave you alone?”

Jesse sat on the couch. “I didn’t see who it was. It
might not have had anything to do with your father.”

“Was your wallet taken?”

“No. But -”

“Oh, come on,” Lauren said. “You know it had to be
him. That bastard. No wonder someone tried to kill him.”

“Calm down.”

“Look what he did to you.”

“I’m fine.”

Lauren sat beside Jesse. She gazed into his dark,
intense eyes, one of which was practically swollen shut. Those
eyes, so full of emotion, she’d come to understand quite well. He’d
given her strength, taught her to trust, taught her to love. A tear
slid down her cheek.

Jesse pulled her close. “Don’t cry. It’s really not
such a big deal.”

“You could’ve been killed.”

“But I wasn’t.”

“What about the next time?” Lauren asked. “What if
you aren’t so lucky?”

“There won’t be a next time.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’ll never let my guard down like that
again,” Jesse said. “Part of this was my own damn stupidity.”

“So you have to live in fear until he goes to jail?
What kind of life is that?”

“I’ll be cautious. I won’t be living in fear.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” Lauren said. “I know this
scared you.”

“Maybe just a little.”

“You don’t have to sugarcoat this to protect me.”

“Okay, so it scared me,” Jesse said. “Waking up in
the alley wasn’t all that pleasant. But I did wake up, which is the
important thing.”

“I’m going to talk to him.”

“That won’t do any good. It’ll just piss him off and
upset you.”

“So I should wait until he does kill you?”

“He’s not going to kill me.”

“Isn’t that what he wants?” Lauren said. “He’s trying
to scare you, to bully you into doing what he wants. And when you
don’t, and he decides your time is up, he’s going to kill you.
Isn’t he?”

“He doesn’t kill people.”

“Don’t mince words with me, Jesse. He’ll have someone
else do it. The end result is the same.”

Jesse looked away. He didn’t answer. Lauren ran her
fingertips lightly over his bruised face. Her voice was soft when
she spoke again. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to
you.”

“Nothing is going to happen to me,” Jesse said.
“Maybe this was the lesson I needed. I won’t be as cocky from now
on.”

“But -”

“Stop worrying. It’ll be over soon.”

Lauren rested her head against Jesse’s shoulder,
calmed by his gentle tone. “What makes you so sure?” she said.

“His secretary gave me some info this morning.”

“What kind of info?”

“His personal financial records, timelines, a list of
connections,” Jesse said. “I should be able to put enough together
to have an airtight case against him soon.”

“Why would Suzanne help you?”

“I had a talk with her the other day. I guess she
thought about things and decided she wanted him out of her
life.”

“She’s been sleeping with my father for years,”
Lauren said.

“I know.”

“So why would she want to help you hurt him?”

Jesse shrugged. “I didn’t ask.”

“But you have your ideas.”

“Speculation. That’s all.”

“Are you sure she’s not helping my father set you up
somehow?”

“I thought of that,” Jesse said. “But this isn’t a
setup. The information is all accurate… and damning as hell.”

“Did you bring it to the police? The D.A.?”

“Not yet.”

Lauren shook her head. “Why don’t you just give it to
them? Let them handle it. Then you’ll be out of it for good.”

“I’m sure as hell not trusting the system to handle
this alone. Not after coming this far.”

“But if my father knew they were handling it, he’d
have no reason to come after you anymore.”

“I wish it was that easy,” Jesse said. “No matter
what I do right now with this investigation, I still know too much.
And I’ve caused lots of problems. That won’t sit well with your
father.”

“Great,” Lauren muttered. “That makes me feel much
better.”

“He can’t kill me now. Too many people would question
it. I think that’s why I only got the shit kicked out of me
today.”

“Now that’s comforting.”

Jesse drew Lauren closer. His lips covered hers.
Lauren sank into the warmth of his embrace. Her body relaxed, as
his tongue found hers. His hand traveled over her body, leaving a
tingling trail behind.

Lauren suddenly pulled away. She kept imagining Jesse
lying in that alley. What if there is a next time? What if he isn’t
so lucky? “There has to be something I can do,” she said. “I still
think I should talk to him.”

“I think we should make love,” Jesse said.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

“Jesse, I’m worried. I have to help somehow.”

Jesse sighed. “What do you plan on saying to him that
could possibly make a difference this time?”

“I don’t know.”

Jesse’s tongue traced a path across Lauren’s neck.
“Let it go,” he murmured.

“But look what he’s done to you.”

“Make love to me.”

Lauren grew warmer as Jesse’s fingers slid beneath
her shirt and grazed her stomach. “Jesse…”

He took her hand and led her to the bedroom. She gave
in easily, surrendering herself to the pleasure. They made slow,
impassioned love. All her worries disappeared with his touch.
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“Mom, where are you?” Lauren called. She strode
through the living room. “Mom?”

Kara came down the hall. Her eyes were streaked with
tears. “Hi honey.”

“What’s wrong?”

Kara choked back a sob. “I’m glad you came by.”

“Are you okay?”

“Can you stay awhile? I’ll make fresh coffee.”

“Sure.” Lauren followed her mother into the kitchen.
Her mind swarmed with possibilities. One thing stuck in her mind.
What if her father had died? “Is dad okay?” she asked.

“He’s coming home tomorrow.”

“Oh. Then why are you crying.”

Kara poured water into the coffeemaker. “I was
horrible to you the other day,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, Mom.”

“No, it’s not.” Kara motioned to the table. “Let’s
sit down.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “I don’t know what
came over me. I was feeling… guilty, I suppose.”

“Guilty about what?”

“Your father.”

“Why would you feel guilty?’

Kara looked away. She stared unblinking into the
empty air. The gurgling of the coffeemaker was the only sound.
“What’s going on?” Lauren asked.

Kara’s voice was almost a whisper when she answered.
“I’ve been afraid of your father for a very long time.”

“I know.”

“It’s hard to believe he’s the same man I fell in
love with. Although I probably chose not to see the truth, even way
back at the beginning. He was always dominating, controlling. Yet,
never would I have imagined it would turn out this way.”

“It’s not your fault,” Lauren said.

“I wanted to get married. I wanted a family and a
perfect life in the suburbs. I wanted all the things I didn’t have
as a child. Who was I kidding?”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting those
things.”

“I should have left him years ago,” Kara said. “But
the longer I stayed, the harder it became.”

“It’s never too late.”

Kara shook her head. She got up and poured two cups
of coffee. “How are things with Jesse?” she asked.

“Fine.”

“He’s good to you?”

“Better than good.”

Kara offered a sad smile. “I’m happy for you.”

“What’s wrong, Mom? If you’ve been afraid to leave,
now is the perfect time.”

“I’ve done something awful,” Kara said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I didn’t want to have to tell you this…”

“Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

“I know I can. But this is such a hard thing for me
to talk about.”

“Take your time,” Lauren said. She fought to keep her
voice even, her tone soft. Her stomach had twisted into a knot. Her
mother claimed to have done something awful. Had she been the one
to shoot her father? Was that why she felt guilty?

Kara took a sip of coffee. She stared down at her mug
as she spoke. “About six months ago I had to attend a fundraising
dinner. Your father was supposed to come. In fact, he had been the
one to insist we attend. But evidently he found more interesting
things to do. And someone more interesting to do it with.”

Kara wrapped her trembling hands around the coffee
mug. She sucked in a long breath. “I was seated beside a man I’d
never met. We got to talking and for some reason…”

“You ended up having sex with him?” Lauren said.

Kara blanched. “I had never cheated on your father.
But I was so lonely. And Marc was there to listen. I don’t know why
I trusted him so completely. We connected in a way I’d never
experienced. It just felt right.”

Lauren smiled. “I understand. Did you have a
relationship or was it only that one night?”

Kara’s eyes remained fixed on her mug. “We became
friends at first. Just friends. He was so easy to be with. I told
him everything about my life with your father.”

“And?”

“We fell in love.”

“Do you still love him?”

“Yes.”

That explained the so-called shopping trips her
mother was constantly taking these past few months. “Is he married,
too?” Lauren asked.

“No.”

“Then why don’t you leave Dad and be with him?”

“I’ve tried. Every time I mention divorce, your
father… he gets so angry…”

“You can’t go on like this forever,” Lauren said.
“One of these days dad’s going to end up killing you. Staying with
him isn’t going to solve anything.”

“I know.”

“This guy doesn’t hit you, does he?”

“Never.”

“Is he willing to help you if you leave Dad? Does he
want you to?”

“Totally,” Kara said. “He has wanted me to leave your
father since the first day we met.”

“So do it then. You have nothing to feel guilty
about.”

“I’ve been afraid to,” Kara said. “I know your
father. I know his temper. If he found out I left him for another
man… I didn’t want to take that chance.”

“You think Dad would hurt Marc?”

“I’m sure he would.”

“But you can’t let him bully you into staying,”
Lauren said.

“I’m afraid Marc is the one who shot your
father.”

Lauren inhaled sharply. “Why do you think that?”

“He’s threatened to before,” Kara said softly. “He
hates Alex. He hates what he’s done to me… to all of us.”

Suddenly Lauren saw her mother differently. What a
family they were. They’d always lived together, yet not one of them
truly understood or even knew the others. The well-practiced façade
had fooled even those closest to them. Their family, their friends…
enemies and playmates.

Lauren sipped her coffee, giving herself time to
digest it all. After a moment, she said, “Have you asked Marc if he
did it?”

“No,” Kara replied. “In all the commotion, I haven’t
been able to speak to him very long. He’s away on business. And I
wasn’t ready to hear what the answer might have been.”

“Do you really love this guy?”

“Oh yes.”

“And he loves you?”

“Yes.”

Lauren reached across the table and squeezed her
mother’s hand. She said, “Then leave Dad and go be with him.”

“But what if Marc was the one…”

“Then he needs better aim.”

Kara smiled, despite the tears filling her eyes.
“Wouldn’t that bother you?”

“No.”

Kara took a deep breath and wiped away another tear.
“I guess things have been a lot worse around here than I let myself
believe. If you truly feel that way -”

The ringing of a phone stole the words from Kara’s
mouth. She hesitated before reaching for her cell phone. She
answered and a wide smile quickly appeared on her face. “I’ve
missed you too, Marc,” she said.

Lauren wandered out of the room, allowing her mother
privacy. Her mother was actually having an affair. She’d never
suspected it, though it made perfect sense. Lauren hoped her mother
would find the courage she needed to finally leave her father.

She was astonished that her father hadn’t caught on
to the affair. But this past year or so he was rarely home long
enough to change his clothes. His focus had certainly not been on
family.

Her mother had to find the courage to leave. And her
father certainly wouldn’t make it easy. To the contrary, he would
threaten her mother with everything possible. His almighty image,
his precious reputation, would be at stake. He wouldn’t want people
to think he hadn’t been the perfect husband. He wouldn’t want her
mother to be free of his control. Free to talk.

He would definitely forbid a divorce. How far would
he go to get his way?

Lauren ran her fingers across the framed portrait of
her parents on their wedding day. They looked so happy. At first
glance, her father appeared a gentler man. Yet, when she looked
closely, she could see that coldness lurking deep in those steel
blue eyes.

She stepped into the den. Her father’s desk, with all
his mail stacked neatly, awaited his return. His work was
everything to him. Being the best at what he did, the most
important, the most powerful, that was what he truly cared about.
And, of course, control.

“Marc had nothing to do with it,” Kara said.

Lauren spun around. “Do you feel better now?” she
said.

“Yes.” Kara sank into the recliner. “He said that if
he’d been the one shooting, Alex would be six feet under right
now.”

Lauren chuckled. At the same time, it struck her odd
that she could laugh about her father’s fate.

“I didn’t want Marc to be the one,” Kara said. “Even
though I would have understood why he’d want to.”

“I know.”

“I would have felt responsible.”

“A lot of people out there have good reason to go
after Dad.”

“I realize that.” Kara met Lauren’s eyes. “I’m going
to tell your father I want a divorce. And this time I’m going to
stand my ground.”

“Why don’t you leave now?” Lauren said.

“Because he’ll come after me.”

“Get a restraining order.”

Kara walked to the sliding doors. Tiny snowflakes
drifted to the ground. She said, “Do you know how hard that would
be? He knows everyone. He’d make it a living hell for me. I’d
probably be denied the restraining order and that would give him
even more reason to…”

“Do you honestly want a divorce?”

“Oh yes.”

“Then you need to do this now,” Lauren said. “It
doesn’t matter who he knows. By the time he can do anything about
it, you’ll be long gone.”

“I’m scared.”

“I know you are. But this is your chance. He’s in the
hospital and can’t hurt you now.”

“You’re right.”

“Then let’s go pack your stuff,” Lauren said. “I’ll
help you get that restraining order today.”

Kara hesitated. “I can’t believe I’m terrified of the
same man I once loved with all my heart.”

“He’s not the same man.”

Kara nodded. “You’re sure Jesse treats you well?”

A big smile graced Lauren’s face. “He’s absolutely
wonderful.”

“Don’t ever tolerate less.”

“I won’t.”

“Not even once, no matter what the excuse.”

Upstairs, they worked together packing Kara’s things.
“What about tomorrow?” Kara suddenly asked. “Your father is
expecting me to pick him up at the hospital. If I leave him
hanging, he’ll be embarrassed and that will only add to his
fury.”

“I’ll pick him up.”

“No, I don’t want you in the middle of this.”

“I’ve always been in the middle,” Lauren said. “This
will actually make me happy. Don’t worry.”

“I can’t help but worry.”

“I’ll be fine,” Lauren said. “I’ll drop him off here
and be on my way.”

Kara sat on the edge of the bed with an armful of
sweaters. “I wish I’d had the courage to leave him years ago. Maybe
Stephen would still be alive.”

“You can’t keep blaming yourself for what happened to
Stephen.”

“I can’t help but think he sacrificed his life for
me,” Kara said. “I was so afraid your father would hurt us if we
left that I didn’t realize how much damage he did by my
staying.”

Lauren sat beside her mother. They hugged and shared
a few tears. Lauren said, “I’ll pick Dad up. Write him a note and
leave it on the bed. He’ll find it after I drop him off.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“I don’t want you here alone with him when he finds
out.”

“I won’t even come inside,” Lauren said.

“I suppose that would be all right.”

Lauren grabbed another suitcase. “Call Marc and tell
him you’ll be there soon. Maybe we’ll even pick up some wine and
celebrate.”

Kara smiled through her tears. “That sounds
wonderful.”
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“There has to be a way around this,” Alex said. He
sat on his hospital bed, his silk robe draped over matching
pajamas. He’d refused to wear the generic hospital gown that
countless others had worn before him. He glared at Captain James
Barnes, the lone visitor in his private room. “I want him locked
up.”

Barnes sat on a chair beside the bed, his legs
crossed, his dark eyes fixed on Alex. While his voice remained calm
and controlled, his chronically jiggling foot betrayed his nerves.
He said, “My hands are tied, Alex. Ryder has a solid alibi.”

“Use your imagination,” Alex said. “Punch a few holes
in the alibi.”

“I can’t. Too many people saw him at the gym and will
swear to the time. One of them happens to be a cop.”

“He could have hired the shooter,” Alex said. “Look
into his finances. Make something stick.”

“You think that’s what happened?”

“I’m not looking for reality. I need Ryder out of the
way, his reputation and credibility destroyed. I would prefer this
be done without leaving me vulnerable to an investigation. Putting
Ryder behind bars has become a viable temporary solution.”

“You know I’ll do all I can.”

“Of course. Your ass is on the line here as
well.”

Barnes looked down at his shoes. He said, “The
investigation is moving away from Ryder.”

“Move it back,” Alex said. “I want Ryder’s picture on
the news. Let the public believe he is guilty. He’ll be convicted
before he stands trial.”

“And the real shooter?” Barnes asked. “If we focus
the investigation on Ryder, the real shooter remains free.
Anonymous. You don’t seem concerned about that.”

“You will continue a quiet parallel investigation,”
Alex said. “I will do the same. Whoever did this will not remain
free to roam the planet.”

Alex picked up his glass of cranberry juice. He
glared at Barnes over the rim. “Frankly, I have grown weary of the
irritations and incompetence surrounding me these days. I am far
from alone in my vulnerability if things go wrong. Do we understand
one another?”

“Absolutely,” Barnes replied.

 


 


 


25

 


 


“You’re not going alone,” Jesse said.

“Well you can’t come with me,” Lauren replied. “If I
show up at the hospital with you, he’ll go nuts.”

Jesse paced across the living room. “I don’t care.
You aren’t doing this alone.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Send a cab to pick him up.”

Lauren laughed. “Can you imagine? He’d have a fit if
a cab showed up to bring him home.”

“What do you care? You don’t owe him anything.”

“I know that.”

“Then don’t go.”

“I’m not doing this for him,” Lauren said. “I’m doing
it for my mom.”

“I don’t like it,” Jesse said. “I’m sure your mother
would understand. Just send a cab.”

“I can’t. Besides, this will give me the opportunity
to talk to him.”

“Lauren -”

“I have to, Jesse.”

Jesse collapsed on the couch beside Lauren. “You
drive me insane,” he said.

“I know.”

“If you insist on going, let me come.”

“No.”

Jesse pulled Lauren on top of him. He wrapped his
arms around her, kissing her lips. “Let me go with you,” he
murmured.

Lauren wriggled but couldn’t free herself. She
laughed at her defeat and melted into his arms. “I love you but
no.”

“Then I’ll just have to do things my way.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” Jesse said.

“I don’t want you doing anything crazy.”

“Fine.”

Lauren frowned. “Don’t give me that. What are you
planning?”

“Nothing. You win. How much time have we got?”

“What?”

“What time do you have to be at the hospital?”

“About eleven. Why?”

Jesse checked his watch. He grinned and said, “It’s
only nine.”

“And?”

“We’ve got time to kill.”

“I thought you had work to do,” Lauren said.

“Yeah, well…”

Lauren ran her tongue playfully along Jesse’s ear.
“Promise me you won’t show up at the hospital.”

Jesse averted Lauren’s gaze. He smiled but said
nothing. Lauren said, “Promise me or I may suddenly find myself
pressed for time.”

“Now that’s playing dirty.”

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

Lauren slid her hand over Jesse’s bare chest. “Then I
guess I’ve got a couple of hours. Any suggestions?”

“I think I can come up with a few,” he said.

Their lips met in a slow kiss, tongues exploring with
a gradual build of passion. His hands traveled down to the small of
her back. He pressed himself against her and she moaned softly.

She wriggled closer, enjoying the heat of his body.
The feel of his hardness swelling against his jeans, against her,
caused her desire to grow more urgent. His breath was hot against
her neck. “I want you,” he murmured.
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At 10:30, Lauren reluctantly got up from Jesse’s bed.
As she gathered her clothing, she said, “I wish I could stay in bed
with you all day.”

“Let’s do it.”

Lauren laughed. “You’re too easy.”

She pulled her sweater over her head. Jesse remained
sprawled naked on the bed, watching her through sleepy eyes. “You
sure you don’t want me to come with you?” he asked.

Lauren groaned. “You promised.”

“Just checking.”

Lauren went into the bathroom. She splashed water on
her face and cleaned herself up, then emerged fully dressed. “I’ve
got to go,” she said. “I’ll call you later.”

She leaned over to kiss him and, as she did, he
pulled her onto the bed. “I still don’t like it,” Jesse said. “Be
careful.”

“Don’t worry. He wouldn’t hurt me.”

“Yeah, well…”

“I know. I’ll be careful.”

“And don’t bring up my name. It’ll only piss him
off.”

“Okay.”

“And don’t try to defend me if he says anything.”

Lauren kissed Jesse’s lips, then sat up. “I won’t say
a word.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’ll see you later.”

“Lauren…”

“Don’t worry.” Lauren did her best to smile
confidently. “He’s my father. I can handle this.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Stop it.”

“Call me as soon as you drop him off.”

“Yes sir,” Lauren said. “Anything else?”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”
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Alex stood by the window, dressed impeccably in a
coal black suit. He had his back to Lauren. His leather travel bag
and matching briefcase waited beside the hospital bed. Lauren took
in the scene. For a moment she allowed herself to consider what
might have been, had he been a better father. Or if the bullet had
taken his life. Then she cleared her throat. “Hi, Dad,” she
said.

Alex turned slowly. “I’d almost forgotten that I had
a daughter.”

“Are you ready?”

“Where is your mother?”

Lauren briefly met Alex’s icy stare. “She hasn’t been
feeling good,” Lauren said. “So I told her I’d pick you up.”

“She’s sick?”

“Yeah.”

“I expected her here last night,” Alex said. “She
didn’t come.”

Lauren’s cheeks grew warm. She cursed her
uncontrollable blush and looked away. “She’s been in bed.”

“I called. There was no answer.”

“She was probably sleeping.”

Alex glared at Lauren, a stony silence between them.
Lauren resisted the urge to flee. She said, “Do I need to find a
nurse, check you out?”

“It’s done.”

Lauren picked up the travel bag and briefcase, then
stepped out into the hallway. They took the elevator to the lobby
and walked side by side out to Lauren’s car. She popped the trunk
and placed his things inside. Alex wore a scowl. Neither had said a
word.

Once they’d settled into the car, a sudden
claustrophobic tension threatened to swallow her up. She inhaled
deeply, told herself to relax. “You look good,” she said. “How are
you feeling?”

Alex watched her with appraising eyes. “I was shot
and my only daughter can’t take the time to visit me. Or even call.
Now suddenly she wants to know how I am?”

“Dad, let’s not start this.” Lauren stared straight
ahead, determined not to let him rattle her. She pulled out onto
the street, pressing harder than necessary on the gas. The sooner
she got him home, the sooner she could escape him. Forever.

“So where is your mother?” Alex asked.

“I told you, she’s not feeling well.”

“Then where was she last evening?”

“Home, I suppose. Asleep.”

“And where were you?” Alex said. “I imagine you were
occupied with your lover?”

Lauren stared at the traffic. She didn’t respond.
Anything she said at this point would only serve to stir things up
further. His mood was foul. He seemed to be looking for a fight.
She needed to stay focused. Get her father home. That was her only
objective.

“Ryder is a thorn in my side that I intend to have
removed,” Alex said. “However, that does not explain your
whereabouts or your blatant absence these past few days. Nor does
it explain why your mother did not at least call me. Or, for that
matter, answer the damn phone.”

Lauren slowed to a stop as the traffic light turned
from yellow to red. She silently cursed the light, a string of
every filthy word she could think of.

“A few people inquired about you,” Alex said. “I did
not appreciate being placed in that position, having to make
excuses as to why my only daughter is nowhere to be found.”

“You’ve been threatening to kill the man I love, yet
you still expect me to come visit you?”

“Love?”

What was wrong with her? Why did he always manage to
get the best of her, get her to say things she shouldn’t? She
needed to clamp her mouth shut and keep it that way. A few more
minutes and she could be rid of him.

She sighed, shook her head. “I’m not a child anymore.
You can’t force me to do things your way.”

“True,” Alex said. “You are no longer a child.
However, regardless of your age, you will always be expected to
behave in a manner of which I approve.”

The light finally turned green. Lauren cut into the
next lane and sped past a few slower cars. She wanted to lay on her
horn, plow through everyone that didn’t move. She told herself to
relax. She was doing this for her mother. Her mother was safe.
Finally, they would both be free of this man.

“Mr. Ryder has things to learn,” Alex said. “Too bad,
you know, as he had rather significant qualities. He could have
gone far with me.”

“He’ll go far without you.”

“He’s a fool with no future.”

“That’s your opinion.”

“The only opinion that matters.” Alex smoothed his
hair, adjusted his tie. “Now why don’t you tell me the truth about
your mother.”

“I did. She’s sick. She’s in bed.”

“You’d better not be lying to me.”

“I talked to Gina.”

Alex stiffened and inhaled a sharp breath. “And?”

“She told me about the baby.”

“That girl needs to learn the value of silence.”

“You can’t force her to have an abortion,” Lauren
said.

“I am not forcing her to do anything.”

“She’s carrying your baby, which is disgusting
enough. But now you’re even refusing to support her through
it.”

“Support her? I have no reason to believe that child
is even mine.”

“You know it’s your baby.”

“That girl is a whore who seduced me.”

“Seduced you? Oh please!”

“The issue is none of your concern,” Alex said. “It
will be handled and you will stay out of it. Do you understand
me?”

Alex’s tone left no room for argument. Lauren fell
silent. Her heart began to race as she turned onto the street she’d
grown up on. At the top of the hill, her father’s prized
custom-built colonial home stood out in the gray sky. Set back from
the road, the hill sloping down beyond it, the place always looked
serene. Looks certainly were deceiving.

Lauren pulled into the driveway and coasted to a
stop. Her foot stayed on the brake, the motor running. “I’ll pop
the trunk for you,” she said.

“You could start by shutting the car off,” Alex
said.

“I can’t stay.”

“I think you can.” Alex reached over and pushed the
gear into park. “Shut the engine off, Lauren.”

“I have to go to work.”

“I need help with my bag.” Alex’s cold stare bore
into her. “Besides, I’m sure you’ll want to check on your
mother.”

Lauren reluctantly switched off the engine. She’d
carry the bag in, then make a quick escape. Alex used the remote on
his key chain to open the garage door. His car was the only one
inside. He gave Lauren a pointed look. “Your mother isn’t home,” he
said.

“I guess not.”

Alex strode to the front door, unlocked it, and
pushed it open. His posture was rigid, his jaw set. “Where would
such a sick woman have gone?”

“Probably to the doctor.”

Alex’s eyebrows raised but he made no comment. Lauren
set his bag and briefcase down in the living room. “I have to go,”
she said. “I don’t want to be late.”

“The bag does me no good down here,” Alex said.
“Carry it to the bedroom for me.”

Lauren’s stomach twisted into a tight knot. Her
mother had left the note propped on her father’s pillows. The last
place she wanted to be was upstairs with him when he found it. She
hadn’t stopped to think about how suspicious he would be when her
mother didn’t show up at the hospital to get him. Or to visit him
last night. She and her mother had been so happy to have finally
made the move, neither had truly thought this through. Why hadn’t
she listened to Jesse?

Knowing it was useless to argue and would only raise
her father’s suspicions if she refused, Lauren swallowed back her
anxiety. “I’ll run the bag upstairs,” she said. “You’ve got lots of
mail on your desk, if you want to sort through it.”

Alex said nothing. He stood in the foyer watching as
Lauren grabbed his bag and lugged it up the stairs. She hurried
down the hall, dropping it inside her parents’ bedroom. The
envelope caught her eye, with her father’s name scrawled across the
front in black ink. Her mother had kept the note brief. She’d
placed it on the pillow and they’d shared a sense of relief. They
had both succeeded in escaping. Or so they had thought. She would
succeed at nothing if she didn’t get moving.

Lauren spun around to leave and was startled to find
her father behind her. His eyes had been on the note as well. He
said, “A note from your mother.”

“I guess.” Lauren swallowed past a lump in her
throat. “I’ll leave you alone to -”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

Alex strode to the bed and grabbed the envelope. He
moved with remarkable quickness, considering he’d recently been
shot and had surgery. Lauren had a crazy urge to run. Like she was
a criminal. The glare in her father’s eyes told her that she
wouldn’t get far.

Alex offered a cold smile. “Let’s go down to the
living room and read this together.”

“I really think it’s better if you read it alone,”
Lauren said. “I have to get to work. I’m already late.”

“Work can wait.”

Lauren’s heart thumped wildly as she trudged down the
stairs with her father close behind. He steered her into the living
room. “Make yourself comfortable,” he said.

Once Lauren was seated, Alex tore open the envelope
and slid out the note paper. Her mother had used her fancy
stationery. Red roses bordered the edges and her name was embossed
in gold on the top. She’d left the remaining sheets and matching
envelopes behind.

Alex scanned the words, his expression barely
changing. He’d always been a master at concealing emotion. Lauren
sat rigid, twisting her ring, wishing she’d listened to Jesse.

Alex blew out a heavy breath. He crumpled the letter
and tossed it onto the coffee table. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do not lie to me again.”

Alex stepped closer, until he was hovering directly
over Lauren. His presence was not at all diminished by his injury.
She forced herself to sit straight and meet his icy blue glare. She
said, “I don’t know where she is.”

Alex glared until Lauren finally looked away. His
voice was strangely calm when he spoke. “I will find her regardless
of what you do or do not tell me,” he said. “However, if you make
this harder than it needs to be, you will both regret your
choices.”

“It doesn’t matter where she is,” Lauren said. Her
voice managed to hold a confidence she didn’t feel. “She got a
restraining order yesterday. You can’t go near her.”

For a moment Alex stood perfectly erect, perfectly
calm. His eyes narrowed, his body tensed. “That’s impossible,” he
murmured. “I would have known.”

“Maybe you don’t have quite as many connections as
you thought.”

Suddenly Alex whirled around, sweeping his good arm
across the fireplace mantle. Porcelain and crystal flew against the
walls and carpet, smashing into hundreds of pieces. “Was this your
idea?” he asked.

Lauren focused on her breathing. She wanted to
scream. She told herself to simply get up and leave. But she knew
it would not be that easy.

“That bitch!” Alex stormed across the room. He yanked
a crystal lamp from an end table and smashed it against the wall.
“You call her and tell her to come home this instant.”

Lauren stood on shaky legs. She moved two small steps
toward the foyer. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Sit down! You aren’t going anywhere.”

Just then the front door slammed shut. Jesse strolled
into the living room. He glanced briefly at Lauren, then focused on
Alex. He said, “I guess you didn’t hear me knocking.”

“What the hell are you doing in my home?” Alex
said.

“I’ve been waiting for Lauren,” Jesse said calmly.
“She’s late.”

“Get out!”

Jesse took Lauren’s trembling hand. “No problem.”

“She stays.”

“No way.”

Alex glared at Jesse, though he moved no closer.
“This is family business,” he said. “Get out before I have you
arrested.”

“Been there, don’t that,” Jesse said. “And I have to
say it was better than when you had me jumped.”

“I do not find you humorous.”

Jesse gently nudged Lauren toward the door, his
attention focused on Alex. He said, “You probably would have found
me quite humorous had you seen me sprawled in the alley the other
day. Or maybe you did?”

Lauren stepped backward, afraid to look, afraid not
to. Jesse’s voice was so calm, so relaxed. But she felt the tension
in his muscles. This could end horribly.

“Lauren, don’t do this,” Alex said. “You leave now
and the outcome is on your shoulders. I trust you understand
me.”

Jesse said, “The outcome will be that she’ll live
happily ever after.”

Lauren squeezed Jesse’s hand. In the next instant
they were out the door, breathing fresh, cold air

Alex followed them to the door. His jaw was set
tight, his eyes narrow, drilling a hole through Lauren. He said,
“Just remember, young lady, you have to live with this decision and
all that it brings.”

Jesse ushered Lauren to her car. “Are you okay to
drive?” he asked.

Lauren nodded. “Thank you for not listening to
me.”

“No problem.”

“I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t
come.”

“Don’t worry about that now,” Jesse said. “Let’s just
get out of here.”
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The bitterly cold rain came down in a torrent. Jesse
dodged the puddles as he made his way across the parking lot. He
stepped into his office, stripped off his dripping leather jacket,
and hung it on the coat rack. He pulled his Glock from the
waistband of his jeans and tucked it into the top drawer of his
desk. He rarely carried his gun with him. However, recent events
told him it might be wise to keep a little protection around.

Yawning, he plopped into his chair. Too damn early.
He hated getting up with the sun. But he was knee deep in this mess
with Covington. Consequently, his paying clients had fallen by the
wayside. He had actual work he needed to catch up on.

Two bottles of root beer and an hour of paperwork
later, Jesse leaned back and stretched. Time to get out in the
world. If he could finish up this case for the Walleston’s today,
then –

Damn phone. He’d been enjoying the silence. The
office was not yet officially open. Dawn wasn’t due for another
hour. He groaned, irritated with the interruption. He’d ignore it
if the damn noise wasn’t making his head throb. Deciding it was too
early for business formalities, he answered with a simple
hello.

“Ryder?”

“Yeah?”

“How long will it take you to get to The Harbor
Inn?”

Jesse didn’t need to ask who it was. Dominic
Forenzi’s grainy voice was unmistakable. But The Harbor Inn?
“Why?”

“Room 211. You’ve got half an hour.”

For a moment Jesse sat holding the buzzing phone. The
Harbor Inn. Not the type of place he’d expect Forenzi to hang out.
Something was up. Could be that Forenzi was looking for a way out
and wanted to meet someplace safe. Could be something else
entirely.

Jesse retrieved his gun and tucked it back into the
waistband of his jeans. He tugged on his still damp jacket and
stepped out into the pouring rain. “Damn weather,” he muttered.

The windshield wipers did little to combat the large
drops falling at a furious rate. Drivers slowed to barely moving in
some spots, while in others cars sped past him practically
hydroplaning across the highway. The trip to The Harbor Inn took
twenty-seven minutes. The parking lot was crammed with BMWs,
Mercedes, and Jaguars. All gleaming and looking as if they’d been
driven fresh from the dealership. Jesse was forced to park in the
back and jog through the downpour to the hotel’s entrance.

By the time he made it inside, he was drenched and
irritated. The smell of fresh hot breakfasts from the hotel’s
restaurant filled the lobby. His stomach rumbled. Now he was
drenched, irritated, and hungry.

Outside room 211, Jesse stood quietly, listening. The
local TV station’s newscaster announced flooded roads. No other
voices. Nothing unusual. That didn’t necessarily mean a thing.
Forenzi was, after all, expecting him. He sighed, wondering what he
was getting himself into this time. Then he knocked firmly on the
door.

Forenzi’s throaty voice barked out, “Who is it?”

“Room service.”

The door swung open. Forenzi frowned. “You’re a laugh
a minute.”

Jesse stepped inside. Keeping Forenzi in view, he
glanced around the room. Just a few empty beer bottles, one nearly
full, and a bunch of empty vodka nips. “What’s going on?” he
asked.

“Sit down.”

Forenzi walked over to the floral print chair and
sank into it. He snatched a pack of Camels from the ridiculously
ornate table and lit one, inhaling deeply. Jesse sat in a matching
chair across from Forenzi. The guy looked ridiculous in the floral
print, using a crystal ashtray and drinking from a Michelob
bottle.

Jesse studied Forenzi. He took in the beginnings of a
scruffy beard, the bloodshot eyes. He said nothing. Just
waited.

“I know you’re gonna bury Covington,” Forenzi finally
said.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Jesse said.

“Who gave you that info on me?”

Jesse shrugged. Forenzi’s eyes narrowed. “Was it
Alison?” he said.

Alison? Who the hell was Alison? That wasn’t a name
that had come up anywhere before. Jesse kept his expression blank.
He just sat watching Forenzi’s scar twitch.

“Damn that bitch.” Forenzi took a long drag from his
cigarette. “I knew all along she was only fucking me to get to
Covington. Course, I didn’t give a shit what her reasons were.”

Jesse leaned back. He still didn’t know who Alison
was. He wasn’t sure it mattered.

“So what you got on me?” Forenzi asked. “They
pressing charges?”

“Wouldn’t you expect a D.A. to do that?”

“Covington wants you dead.”

“And I should be surprised?”

“This time for real,” Forenzi said. “Before was just
to scare you.”

“I appreciate the warning.”

“I don’t do it, I’ll be dropped alongside you.”

Forenzi stamped out his cigarette in the crowded
crystal ashtray. His movements were jerky, his words slightly
slurred. He was not the image of a man in control. More like a man
who was watching his end approach.

Jesse said, “Why don’t you tell me what you
want.”

“I know if I drop you, your buddies will see that I
go down for it.”

“You’re right.”

“That’s part of the reason Covington’s been slow to
act.” Forenzi’s voice was low, almost as if he was speaking to
himself. “You would’ve been dead a long time ago but Covington
wanted to pull you over to our side. He thought you had potential,
that’d you’d be an important ally.”

“I’m honored.”

“Then things went bad fast, and it was suddenly too
dangerous to take you out.” Forenzi lit another cigarette. “I don’t
snitch. But I don’t like being backed against a wall. Things are
getting stirred up, trouble’s brewing I tell him. Then he springs
this on me.”

Jesse remained still. He kept his gaze fixed on
Forenzi but said nothing.

“Asshole,” Forenzi muttered.

“Me or Covington.”

“Both.”

Forenzi’s legs couldn’t remain still. He crossed
them, uncrossed them. He leaned back in the chair, then quickly sat
forward. Jesse briefly caught the outline of a gun beneath
Forenzi’s sweatshirt. Looked like a nine-millimeter Glock, much
like his own. His muscles tightened. He sat more erect and mentally
prepared himself.

“He’s losing his grip,” Forenzi said. “It’s all
falling apart on him. You know, there was a time when he had the
whole world by the balls.”

“Maybe he was squeezing too tight.”

“Now the bastard’s gone crazy. He wants me to drop
his wife after I’m done with you. I told him he’s nuts. This is
getting way outta hand.”

Jesse said, “Why don’t you tell me what the hell you
want.”

“I wanna bail.”

“And you want my help?”

“Yeah.”

“What are you offering in return?”

“Your life.”

“Yeah?” Jesse laughed. “I thought my parents were
responsible for that.”

Forenzi crushed his cigarette butt into the ashtray.
“I ain’t hanging around ‘til Covington finds someone to drop me
next. So either you help me or I kill you.”

“Help you how?”

“Get me out of the country,” Forenzi said. “Mexico.
Today. Now.”

“Hell, I couldn’t do that even if I wanted to.”

“I know better.”

“Forenzi, there’s no way in hell I could get you out
of the country today,” Jesse said. “I wouldn’t, even if I could.
The only way I’d help you is if you helped me in return. Talk to
the DA.”

“Fuck that,” Forenzi said. “I told you I ain’t no
snitch.”

As Forenzi leaned back, his hand reached toward his
pants. Jesse pulled his Glock from his jeans, sprang to his feet,
and pointed it between Forenzi’s eyes. “I’m a little faster this
time,” Jesse said. “Helps that I’m sober.”

Forenzi sank back against the chair. His hands
dropped in his lap. “Shit. You ain’t usually carrying.”

“Don’t even twitch.” Jesse reached down and slid the
gun from Forenzi’s waistband. “I’ve got enough to put you away for
awhile. Jail might be safe, ‘til Covington posts your bail…”

“I ain’t talking to the cops,” Forenzi said. “So
don’t even go there.”

“You’d rather Covington took care of you his
way?”

“No, I’d rather kill you and split.”

“Not an option.” Jesse slid the safety on Forenzi’s
gun, then tucked it into the back of his jeans. “I’m sure you won’t
mind the cops coming for you. Especially once Covington finds out
I’m still alive.”

“Fuck off.”

“Same to you, my friend.”
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After spending a few hours mulling around the police
station, Jesse went back to his office. Dawn greeted him with a
smile and a handful of messages. “You’re popular this morning,” she
said. “A woman has called three times already. She didn’t want to
leave her name or a message.”

“Great,” Jesse said. “Must be my lucky day.”

He took the messages, went into his office, and
flopped into his chair. He hadn’t even read the first message when
the intercom buzzed. “Tom Eldridge is on line one,” Dawn said.

“Thanks.” Jesse rubbed his temple. He really disliked
the slimy little District Attorney. He grabbed the receiver and
pressed line one. “Hello Tom.”

“What’s going on with Forenzi?” Eldridge said.

“I believe you have him in custody.”

“Why the hell didn’t you go through me with your
information? You know damn well it’s a criminal offense to withhold
-”

“Did you call for the sole reason of bitching me
out?” Jesse said. “Because I’ve got work to do.”

“I told you to back off this case.”

“I can’t help it if I keep getting sucked back
in.”

“Damn it, when I say -”

“Look Tom, I’m in no mood for your shit,” Jesse said.
“I handed the guy to you. I didn’t ask him to invite me to that
hotel, confess a bunch of shit, then make an inept attempt to kill
me. So back the fuck off. Was there anything else you wanted?”

“Chris Nyles was found dead in his cell this
morning.”

Jesse slammed his fist against his desk. “What the
hell happened?”

“He was due to be transferred tomorrow,” Eldridge
said. “The paperwork was done. He was going to talk as soon as he
was moved.”

“And?”

Eldridge cleared his throat. “He hung himself.”

“Who had access to him?”

“Suicide, Ryder. He used his bed sheet.”

“Suicide? Why the hell would Nyles kill himself now?
You think he waited ‘til you met all his demands, then he decided
to kill himself instead?”

“Have you got anything more on Forenzi?”

Jesse stared down at the files on his desk. “Ask him
about Nyles.”

“What about Nyles?”

“Ask him. See what he tells you.”

“Is there a connection with Forenzi and Nyles that
you aren’t telling me about?”

“Of course not.”

“Don’t think that sarcasm eluded me,” Eldridge said.
“Forenzi give you anything you didn’t put in the report? Maybe on
Covington?”

“Nothing comes to mind.”

Eldridge blew a heavy sigh through the phone.
“Anything I should know about?”

“Yeah, you need to lay off the garlic.”

Jesse put the phone down. He stared at nothing in
particular, rolled all the puzzle pieces over in his mind.
Covington had gotten to Nyles. Who else would he eliminate before
this was over?

The intercom buzzed and Dawn said, “That woman is on
the phone again. Do you want to talk to her?”

“Sure, what the hell.”

Jesse rubbed a hand over his face. His left eye
throbbed. Given the way his day was going, he was fairly confident
that he wouldn’t like whatever this anonymous woman had to say. He
punched a button on his phone and answered.

“Jesse Ryder?”

“That’s me. You are?”

“I need to speak to you right away.”

Jesse closed his eyes and rubbed his left temple.
“I’m pretty sure you’re speaking to me right now.”

“Alone. In person.”

The voice was soft, very feminine. Reminded him of a
phone sex operator. Not that he had any reason to be calling sex
lines. He’d worked a case awhile back that dealt with a few. They
rarely looked anything like they sounded.

He shook his head to clear his mind and stop it from
wandering. “What’s this about?” he asked.

“Not on the phone.”

“Okay, why don’t you come to my office.”

“No, not there either.”

Seriously. This day was going to push him right over
the edge of his tolerance level. “I see. So are you wanting to meet
in a dark alley at midnight? You want me to wear a disguise?”

“The Crestview Hotel,” she said. “Room 1002. In an
hour.”

Crestview. The hotel where Senator Foley supposedly
hung himself. Coincidence? Jesse didn’t believe in coincidences.
And this woman now had his full attention. “Want to tell me who you
are? Or why I’d agree to meet you there?”

“Please. It’s important.”

Rain thumped against the window behind him. He
sighed. “Should I bring the champagne?”

Jesse took the click in his ear as a no. He replaced
the receiver and swiveled in his chair. He could barely see beyond
the avalanche of raindrops. This would have been the perfect day to
stay in bed. With Lauren. Her body pressed against his, the light
scent of her perfume, her soft lips…

Damn.
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Jesse strode through the lobby of the Crestview
Hotel. Businessmen in their power-colored suits and ties sat in
black leather chairs arranged by the fireplace. More than half of
them were hunched over laptops. The others were deeply engrossed in
discussions that bordered on obnoxious.

As Jesse moved past them, he took in the stomachs
that protruded from too much late-night persuasion dining. And the
eyes, heavy and bloodshot with too many polite cocktails. But what
struck him most was a stress level that threatened an anxiety
explosion. Walking past them was like entering a pulsating vortex.
The negative energy was electric and stifling.

These men were probably much like Covington had been
in his youth. Had this been how he’d started out? Had he been
swallowed up by the highly competitive, cutthroat business world?
Had his quest to reach the top driven him to uncontrollable
extremes?

Why was the desire to be the best so strong in some
people? Did something snap inside them once they entered the
competition? Or was that desire the thing that drove them to the
quest for power to begin with?

A question for philosophers, Jesse decided. Not an
issue he had time to dwell on.

He found room 1002 on the back corner of the tenth
floor. Before he could raise his arm to knock, the door swung open.
The woman was tall, maybe 5’9”, blonde. Model quality looks.
Definitely a head-turner, though not one that would hold his
attention. She had a superficial gloss, like she’d stepped straight
off a magazine cover and wasn’t quite real.

She took his hand and gently tugged him inside. She
stepped behind him, twisted the lock on the door. All very James
Bond-like.

Jesse said, “I normally know the women who lock me
inside hotel rooms.”

“My name is Kristen.”

“What is it you want, Kristen?”

“I need to talk.”

“I got that,” Jesse said. “That would be why I’m
here.”

“I heard you’ve been asking questions about Alex
Covington.”

Jesse kept his expression blank. He did a slow scan
of the room. Nothing unusual popped out at him. No loaded guns or
six-inch hunting knives lying around. He almost laughed at the
absurdity. He turned his attention back to Kristen, said nothing.
He would stand here, wait her out. Eventually she’d get to the
point.

Kristen walked, or more like sashayed, to the middle
of the room. “I’m very nervous about doing this,” she said. “If he
knew…”

Jesse stayed where he was. He watched her but still
said nothing.

Kristen posed in a way that said she was used to
being stared at. Expected it. Craved it, perhaps. She didn’t appear
to like Jesse’s lack of reaction. She licked her shiny lips, held
his eyes. “I understand you’re looking for certain information,”
she said. “I might be able to help you.”

“And why would you want to?”

“Because I can.”

Jesse nodded. He waited. Neither of them spoke.

He didn’t trust her. Something was seriously off. She
was posing like this was a photo shoot, speaking as if reading from
a script. She was wearing a designer blouse, all sheer and
unbuttoned to expose expensive cleavage and a lacy black bra. A
tiny skirt that wouldn’t allow her to sit with any dignity.
Knee-high boots with four-inch heels. She was working every inch of
her body, batting her pasted on lashes. He wasn’t sure what her
intended effect was. But he felt like he should have brought
condoms and a couple hundred dollar bills.

“What is it you want to tell me?” Jesse asked.

Kristen glanced at the door. “This really scares
me.”

“Then why are we here?”

“Can we get away from the door? Just in case someone
is listening.”

Jesse moved toward Kristen. His gaze flickered from
the bathroom to the closet. Nothing seemed out of place, though
someone could possibly be hiding in either. He stopped in the
center of the room, cocked his head to the side. “Okay,” he said.
“Talk.”

“Are you always this abrupt?” Kristen asked.

“This is me being polite. It gets worse.”

“You don’t have to be mean.”

“I don’t like games.”

“I’m not playing games.”

“Then talk.”

“Do you have any idea what I’m risking by doing
this?”

“No,” Jesse said. “I would have no way of knowing
that, since I have no idea who you are, what you know, or what you
want.”

“I’m Alex Covington’s lover.”

“Congratulations.”

“Doesn’t that interest you?” Kristen said.

“Why should it?”

“I know things.”

“Like which positions he prefers?”

Kristen jutted out a plump bottom lip. “I do not like
your attitude.”

“I’ve been attending attitude management
classes.”

She looked like she wasn’t sure whether he was
kidding. He shook his head, sighed. His head throbbed.

“Why don’t we knock off the dancing around and get to
the point,” Jesse said. “You called me here. You kept it all
mysterious. So you’re hopping in Covington’s bed now and then.
Anything else you want me to know?”

Kristen blinked her fake lashes. “I believe we got
off to a bad start here,” she said. “Why don’t we both drop our
guards and relax. We’re after the same goal, therefore we should be
friends, not enemies.”

Jesse held her gaze, said nothing. Kristen jumped
into the silence. “I’m sorry about all the mystery,” she said.
“It’s just that I’m fully aware of Alex’s capabilities. I’m sure
you can appreciate my need for caution.”

“What made you decide to talk to me?”

“Why don’t we sit,” Kristen said. “Get
comfortable.”

Jesse glanced at the table by the balcony door. The
heavy drapes were pulled shut. He could easily imagine getting
popped in the head by a bullet from the balcony. But the shattering
glass would attract too much attention.

“Who’s out there?” he asked.

“What?”

“Who’s on the balcony?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Really? Then open the drapes.”

“You’re acting like a lunatic,” Kristen said. “Maybe
I made a mistake by calling you.”

“Maybe you did.”

Kristen strode to the table, all hips in motion. She
sat and crossed her long legs. The skirt barely covered her hips.
“Please sit down,” she said. “You’re making me nervous.”

Jesse remained standing. He waited. Time ticked on in
silence.

Finally Kristen stood. “Fine,” she said. “If it’s so
important to you, I’ll open the drapes.”

Kristen stepped way off in the corner of the room
before grabbing the plastic cord. Just as she pulled the drapes
open, Jesse moved to the side and pulled his gun. As he’d expected,
the glass sliding door shoved open and a dripping caricature of a
man jumped inside. He was a few years younger than Jesse and a few
inches shorter. Beneath the dripping leather trench coat, he had an
average build. A large nose protruded on an average face. But the
gun he directed at Jesse was anything but average. The snubnose
barrel was fluorescent purple. Jesse had never seen anything like
it before.

“Looks like we’re at a standoff,” the man said.

Jesse held his gun firm. The woman for a distraction.
One attacker with a purple snubnose. Unique. But loud. A shot from
that would certainly be heard by anyone in the adjacent rooms.

Something was missing. Then he felt it. A sharp blow
to his shoulder. His arm went numb and he lost his grip on his gun.
He cursed himself for not expecting someone to be hiding behind the
damn shower curtain. He was living a bad movie. Next he’d be
attacked with a damn chainsaw.

The stranger behind him snatched his gun and shoved
him forward. Jesse turned. The second man was larger. He had black
hair that was either greasy or wet and he was missing a front
tooth. He held a .9mm equipped with a long black silencer. Jesse
stood between the two men and tried to figure a way to keep from
dying.

The toothless man stuck Jesse’s gun in the cavernous
pocket of his cargo pants. He was wearing black leather gloves.
“Don’t move,” he said to Jesse.

Jesse glanced at Kristen. She was leaning against the
far wall, arms crossed in front of her. She smiled and blew him a
kiss. He’d never wanted to smack a woman before but this one ranked
right up there with a full-blown beating.

“Now we’re going to play a little game,” Trench Coat
said. “See Ryder, you and Kristen have been having a wild fling for
months now. But, unfortunately for you, she caught wind of your
other playmate. Lauren, is it? Well, as you can see, Kristen here
isn’t the understanding type.”

Kristen smiled and sashayed closer. As she did,
Trench Coat grabbed her by the hair, holding her in place. He said,
“Unfortunately for Kristen, you’re going to kill her.”

“What the hell?” Kristen wriggled in a futile attempt
to free herself. “You bastards!”

Trench Coat shrugged. “Not my idea, baby.”

Kristen began flailing her arms like a crazed
windmill, while screeching in Trench Coat’s ear. She was promptly
slapped in the face for her efforts.

Trench Coat threw Kristen to the floor. He placed his
army boot on her neck. “If you so much as move,” he said, “I will
cut off your air supply.”

Jesse decided that watching Kristen get beaten was
not as much fun as he would have expected.

The toothless guy nudged Jesse. “After you knock her
off the balcony,” he said, “you’re gonna put a bullet in your own
head. Sound like a plan?”

Jesse shook his head. “Nah, it’s all wrong. Why would
I shoot myself? No one knows I’m here. I could just leave. It’d
look like she committed suicide.”

Trench Coat glared at Jesse. “You got a better plan?
Rather die another way?”

“Seriously guys,” Jesse said. “No way in hell
Covington came up with this one. Did he actually pay you to think
this up?” He motioned to Kristen. “Was this an easy way to get rid
of us both? She on his nerves lately, too?”

“Why don’t you shut the fuck up,” Toothless said.

“Hey, you asked me,” Jesse said.

Toothless pressed his gun against the back of Jesse’s
head. “Rather I shoot you right here, right now?

“Nah, I don’t much like that plan, either.”

“Out on the balcony,” Trench Coat said.

Trench Coat grabbed Kristen by the hair and yanked
her to her feet. As she opened her mouth to scream, he punched her
square in the jaw. The sharp crack made Jesse wince. Blood filled
her mouth, oozed down her chin. The site brought Jesse no pleasure,
though somehow he thought it should.

Trench Coat dragged Kristen out onto the balcony.
Toothless shoved Jesse and told him to follow.

The rain came down in sheets. The wind whipped the
cold drops into their faces. Jesse took a long, slow breath. Now or
never.

Jesse shoved his elbow back into the chest of
Toothless. As Toothless doubled over, Jesse grabbed the railing and
kicked backward. The heel of his boot connected with Toothless’
temple, instantly knocking him unconscious.

Trench Coat had hold of Kristen. His gun pointed at
Jesse’s face. “Don’t move another fucking muscle,” he said.

“If you shoot me, the game’s over,” Jesse said.

“Change of plans,” Trench Coat said. “Kristen here
kills you. ‘Cause you beat her, broke her jaw.”

“You’re pretty quick,” Jesse said. “Think Covington
will be okay with that plot twist?”

The man said nothing but Jesse caught the moment of
uncertainty in his eyes. That moment’s hesitation was enough for
Jesse. He still had a reasonably firm hold on the slick railing. He
swung his leg in a roundhouse kick and caught Trench Coat just
behind the knee. The man fell to the concrete floor as if in slow
motion, reaching for something to catch himself, trying to keep
hold of Kristen and his gun.

Jesse dove back to where Toothless had fallen. The
.9mm lay beside him. Jesse grabbed for it as the rain pelted him
and distorted his vision. He gripped the gun, scrambled to turn
back toward Trench Coat.

A gunshot exploded. The sound was almost lost in the
driving rain. The burst of pain in his right leg registered
somewhere in the back of his mind. He rolled away, saw Trench Coat
fumbling to extricate himself from the tangle he’d fallen in with
Kristen.

The fluorescent purple barrel stared down at Jesse.
He swallowed hard but didn’t really think. He squeezed the trigger
of the .9mm in his own hand and Trench Coat slumped back to the
ground.

Jesse closed his eyes, reminded himself to breathe.
Then he leaned over and yanked his own gun from the unconscious
toothless guy’s pants. The guy’s temple was bleeding, though it was
hard to tell how badly since the rain quickly washed it away. Jesse
used the man’s shirt to wipe his prints from the .9mm. Then he laid
it on the ground beside Toothless.

Jesse stood gingerly. His right thigh throbbed but
the pain was manageable. Kristen had huddled in a ball in the far
corner of the balcony. Rain plastered her hair to her face. Her
makeup ran and formed a black puddle beneath her eyes. She looked
at him with the blank stare of a drug addict.

Limping over to Trench Coat, Jesse leaned down and
checked for a pulse. He hadn’t expected to find one. Just one nice
clean hole in the center of his forehead.

Jesse had to get out of there. Even with the thumping
rain, the gunshots had to have drawn attention. The last thing he
needed was to try and explain this mess to Eldridge.

He looked down at Kristen. Her blouse had torn open.
Her skirt rode up to expose a black lace thong. She was visibly
trembling. He said, “I’m getting out of here. You can stay or go, I
don’t care. Say whatever you want about what happened. But I was
never here. Got it?”

Kristen nodded. Jesse stuck his gun in the top of his
pants, zipped his coat, and glanced down over the railing. Tenth
floor. Why couldn’t they have been on the second? Then he could
have hopped over the railing. Instead he’d have to find a way out
of the building without being noticed. A soaking wet, bleeding man
coming from a room where gunshots were fired. Simple

He glanced one last time at Kristen. She hadn’t
moved. Looked to be in shock. He almost felt bad. Almost.

He went inside the hotel room. His clothing stuck to
him in a heavy wet wad. He found a towel in the bathroom and tied
it around his leg to squelch the bleeding. He didn’t need his DNA
being picked off the carpets. Then he stood at the door and
listened. Hearing nothing, he pulled it open. No one in the
hall.

He did a little limp-jog down the hall and around the
corner. Not wanting to chance an elevator ride, he found the stairs
on the opposite side of the building and managed to jog down all
ten flights. His thigh burned.

Jesse went out the back emergency exit. Luckily the
door didn’t have one of those annoying alarms rigged to it. He
strode as quickly and casually as possible around the building,
down the far edge of the parking lot, and to his car. No one was
out. One good thing about the rain.

Once in his car, Jesse wasted no time starting the
engine and getting himself out of the vicinity. He passed two
police cruisers on his way. Timing was everything.

He drove six blocks before stopping in a convenience
store parking lot to look at his leg. The bullet had gone through
the side of his thigh. He had a couple nasty holes but at least the
bullet wasn’t lodged in there. He could take care of it himself.
Avoiding hospitals when you had a bullet wound was the best way to
handle a situation you were never in.
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Lauren left her last class at one p.m.. Her stomach
had been in knots since early that morning, when she’d received a
call from Bob Kent, Gina’s father. He wanted to see her. He hadn’t
said why, only that he’d appreciate it if she could drop by his
office sometime today.

Lauren’s stomach did another sickening flutter. He
had to know Gina was pregnant. And who the father of that baby
was.

The prospect of discussing the issue with Mr. Kent
made her physically ill. She had nothing to do with this. She
hadn’t known, couldn’t have done anything about it. What could he
possibly want from her?

Strangely enough, Mr. Kent hadn’t sounded irate on
the phone, as she would have expected. His voice had actually been
subdued, his request polite.

Lauren drove the few miles to Bob Kent’s office. He
worked on the fifteenth floor of a high glass and steel building.
When she and Gina were small, they used to love to visit so they
could ride the glass elevator up and down the fifteen floors. Now
Lauren was not enjoying the ride at all.

She stepped off the elevator and walked down the wide
corridor. Her steps were hushed by the thick carpet. Bob Kent’s
office was at the very end. He’d occupied that same office since
he’d become an architect nearly twenty-five years ago. He could
easily afford to upgrade but always said he had no desire to do so.
His office was comfortable, which for him was all that
mattered.

Bob Kent was nothing like her father.

Peggy, Bob Kent’s secretary, was not at her desk. His
office door was ajar. Lauren unconsciously held her breath as she
approached and peered inside. Bob was busy at his desk, his head
bent down over a wad of paperwork, concentrating. Lauren tapped on
the door.

“Come in,” Bob said.

As Lauren stepped inside, Bob Kent rose. Always the
gentleman. “Hi, Mr. Kent,” Lauren said.

“Lauren, I’m glad you were able to stop by. Grab a
seat.”

Lauren took one of the seats opposite the desk. She
looked down at her hands in her lap, twisted the ring on her
finger. She was barely breathing.

She’d never been nervous around Gina’s father before.
He was the type of guy that always made everyone feel welcome. And
though he hadn’t said or done anything today to change that, the
mood was unmistakable. Everything had changed. For both of
them.

Bob’s voice was soft and sad. “Gina and I have
talked,” he said. “About her pregnancy. And the baby’s father.”

Lauren couldn’t look up, couldn’t meet his eyes. She
didn’t want to see the disgust there.

“She told me everything,” Bob said.

“I’m glad she did,” Lauren managed to say.

“I already knew a good portion of the story.”

“You did?”

Bob nodded. His face was pale and his eyes were
sunken into dark hollows. He said, “I saw them leaving a restaurant
together late one night a few weeks ago. Of course I was
suspicious. I followed them to what I now know was your father’s
condo. Gina didn’t come out until three that morning.”

Lauren twisted her ring. “Why are you telling me
this?”

“I was enraged. Heartbroken, really. But I had no
idea how to deal with it. She is of age. I couldn’t forbid her from
seeing him. You know how far that would get me with Gina.”

Bob sighed, a sound of hopeless exhaustion. “I
considered confronting your father,” he said. “Truthfully, I wanted
to slam his head against a wall, which is why I stayed away. The
days passed while I kept trying to find a way to talk to my
daughter.

“When Gina told Sandy and me that she is pregnant, of
course I immediately knew who the father was.” Bob shook his head.
His gaze dropped to his desk. “It was killing me because I knew he
wasn’t going to be there for her. I know what kind of man he
is.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Lauren said.

“I’m not telling you this because I expect you to
have answers. I’m simply hoping you can understand the state of
mind I was in. She’s my little girl. What he’d done to her… I
couldn’t stand it. When she told me it had been going on for years,
I was horrified. Years. She’d been a child.”

“I know. I mean, I didn’t know then. I…”

“And now he’s threatening her, trying to force her
into an abortion. Making her out to be a whore.”

Lauren’s stomach was turning itself inside out. “I
don’t know what to say.”

“Lauren, I’m the person who shot your father the
other day.”

“Oh God,” Lauren muttered.

Bob took his glasses off and rubbed his watery eyes.
“I had to clear the air with you. He’s your father, after all. I
had no right… It doesn’t matter what he did, I had no right.”

“I understand.”

Bob looked a Lauren a moment. His eyes were sad. “I
haven’t told Gina yet,” he said. “I just haven’t been able to bring
myself to do it.”

“Then don’t,” Lauren said. “She doesn’t need to
know.”

“She’ll find out regardless,” Bob said. “And I want
her to hear it from me. The truth of it. What I was feeling and
why. So I plan to tell her tonight. I’ll be turning myself in to
the police afterward.”

“Why?”

Bob slipped his glasses back on. He met Lauren’s
eyes. “I can’t live with myself. With what I did.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” Lauren said.
“There’s no evidence that you were involved.”

“I expected you to be furious, to scream at me. Yet
you don’t even seem upset with what I did.”

“I understand why you reacted the way you did,”
Lauren said. “And, honestly, I wish you had killed him.”


“Dear Lord. Things are that bad at home?”

“Don’t turn yourself in. No one will ever know.”

“I know, Lauren. But I have to do what’s right.”

A tear slid down Lauren’s cheek. “I’m sorry this
happened to you.”

“Oh honey, I’m supposed to be saying that to
you.”
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Knowing that the news about Bob Kent would likely
break that night, Lauren drove straight from his office to Marc’s
condo. She told her mother everything about her father and Gina,
the pregnancy, and the shooting. Her mother’s expression had gone
from disbelief, to shock, to horror.

Then Lauren told her about the conflict between her
father and Jesse, how Alex had threatened to kill Jesse, and the
case Jesse was currently building to have Alex put away.

None of it had been easy to say. Lauren and her
mother both shed a lot of tears. But at least there were no more
secrets. They were no longer keeping the silence that had protected
Alex Covington for so many years.

Now Lauren sat at her work desk, within the
petitioned area that was her cubicle. Conversation buzzed around
her. She leaned forward, fingers on her keyboard, peering intently
at her computer monitor. Anyone watching would think she was
engrossed in her work. The truth was that she hadn’t done a thing
in the forty-five minutes since arriving there. She kept flashing
back to her mother’s horrified expression. She thought of Bob
Kent’s apologetic confession and how his and his family’s life
would never be the same. So much destruction. All because of one
man.

“Hey babe.”

Lauren’s heart leapt into her throat. She gasped and
spun around, then smiled when she realized it was Jesse standing
beside her. “What a great surprise,” she said. “What are you doing
here?”

Jesse pulled a chair up beside Lauren and sat
straddling it backwards. “I just dropped in to say hello.”

“You have that devilish grin,” Lauren said. “What’s
going on?”

“I met with Eldridge about an hour ago.”

“What about? I thought he booted you out.”

“Yeah, things change quickly when he needs me,” Jesse
said. “Forenzi cut a deal, so he’ll be talking. Surprised the hell
out of me. He says he’s a dead man anyway, so he’s going to take
them all down with him. Last thing I expected from the guy but I’m
sure as hell not complaining.”

“So that’s the end of it? I mean, you’re done? They
have everything they need?”

“They should have an arrest warrant soon. The process
won’t take as long with Forenzi talking.”

Lauren wrapped her arms around Jesse and melted with
relief. “So it’s finally over?”

“In some ways it’s just beginning.”

“What do you mean?”

“Trials take a long time. You know how the system
works. Stuff will come up. Your family will probably take a lot of
heat from the press.” Jesse grinned, glanced around him. “Maybe
they’ll cut you some slack on that here.”

“At least you’re safe now, right?” Lauren said. “My
father won’t be sending anyone after you. It doesn’t matter
anymore.”

“I got your message about Gina’s father. I’m really
sorry.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I made some calls. They’re considering statutory
rape charges on your father. Gina’s father might be able to get off
with probation and mandatory counseling.”

“That would be great.”

“I thought that would make you feel better.”

“But you still haven’t answered my question.”

Jesse drummed his fingers against the back of the
chair. “I’m not going to lie to you. I honestly don’t know how your
father will react to this. I don’t know what to expect.”

“Won’t they keep him in jail?”

“He’ll probably get bail. I don’t know. Don’t worry
about that now.”

Lauren wanted it all to end. She also knew it was all
way beyond both of their control now. She said, “I had to tell my
mom about Gina today.”

“I figured. How did it go?”

“Awful. No one would want to hear that stuff about
someone they were married to. She was devastated.”

“I’m sorry. You’ve had a shitty day, haven’t
you?”

“I guess,” Lauren said. “How was yours?”

“Perfect. Now I’ll leave you to your work before I
get you in trouble.”

Jesse stood and his right leg buckled under the
pressure. He grimaced and grabbed on to the back of the chair.

“What’s wrong?” Lauren asked.

“Nothing,” Jesse said. “Just a cramp.”

“You’re a lousy liar.”

Jesse waved her off. “It’s nothing.”

“If it’s nothing, then tell me.”

“I had a little accident. Work related. I’m
fine.”

“Out with it, Jesse.”

“You’re working,” Jesse said. “We’ll talk later.”

“Jesse, don’t do that. What happened?”

Jesse frowned, shook his head. “Okay, but no freaking
out. I caught a bullet on my thigh. Went right through, doesn’t
require surgery. I’m fine.”

Lauren was out of her chair, her heart frantically
thumping. “You were shot?”

“Sorta, yeah.”

“Sort of? No one can be sort of shot. What happened?
Who shot you?”

Jesse glanced around the busy room. He reluctantly
sat back on the chair. “You need to keep your voice down,” he said.
“We don’t want to make this news.”

Lauren sat and took a few deep breaths. “I’m calm
now. Tell me what happened.”

Jesse gave Lauren a condensed version of the earlier
events. She could barely believe what he was saying. Her father had
actually gone through with it. He’d tried to have Jesse
murdered.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Lauren said.
“You were almost killed. Again.”

“But I wasn’t,” Jesse said. “So relax, okay?”

“Relax? How can I relax?”

“You need to get back to work. I can handle this.
Really.”

“Did you report any of this?”

“No. Which is why it needs to stay very quiet.”

Lauren lowered her voice to a soft whisper. “Was
someone badly hurt today? Did something more happen than what
you’ve told me?”

Jesse simply looked at her. His expression was all
she needed. She said, “You left a lot out of that story.”

“This isn’t the place.”

“Jesse…”

“Please trust me on this.” He pulled her close to him
and very quietly said, “This all went down before Forenzi flipped.
You know the connections your father has. He already wants me to go
down for shooting him. I didn’t have a lot of options.”

Lauren had a feeling the man who shot Jesse didn’t
walk away. Thankfully Jesse had. She held on to that thought.
“You’ll tell me everything later?”

“Everything.”

“And you’re sure you’re okay? You don’t need to see a
doctor?”

“I’m fine,” Jesse said. “What time do you get off
work tonight?”

“Eight.”

“I’m going to try to get some work done. I’ll call
you later.”

Jesse gave Lauren a quick kiss. He walked away
favoring his right leg. Lauren took a long slow breath, fighting
back tears. This was all too crazy for her to even comprehend.

 


[image: tmp_bcb5c318744c9136714af0b18d503a21_NbDBoG_html_4bf16807.png]

 


Lauren was stumbling her way through her last hour at
work when Paul Stosh, her boss, approached her desk. “Lauren, could
I see you in my office,” he said.

That too familiar knot tightened in Lauren’s stomach
as she followed Paul to his corner office. She sat in the chair he
motioned to and waited. She wanted to believe his somber expression
was nothing more than a reflection of a busy day. Yet she felt her
world was about to crash in around her. If it hadn’t already.

Paul closed his door, walked to his desk, and paced
behind it. He didn’t look at Lauren when he spoke. “This is really
hard for me,” he said. “I’ll get straight to the point. We received
information today, a tip, and the facts appear to check out. We’re
going to run with the story.”

Paul flicked a glance at Lauren. His cheeks reddened.
“This may be rough for you. I don’t know if you’re aware of what’s
going on…”

“Are you talking about my father?” Lauren said.

“I’m afraid so.” Paul sat down, still not quite
meeting Lauren’s eyes. “We just got word that the D.A.’s office is
putting a case together and may soon make an arrest.”

“I know. And it’s correct.”

“Raymond’s been assigned to the story.” Paul’s tone
was almost apologetic. His eyes darted around the room, landing
everywhere except Lauren’s face. “I realize this must be hard on
you and your family and that this puts you in a difficult position
here at the office, but you know, of course, that we have to print
the story…”

“You don’t have to worry about me,” Lauren said. “My
father is guilty and it’s about time everyone knew.”

Paul’s gaze finally landed on Lauren, his eyes full
of surprise. Lauren realized the weight of what she’d said. She
didn’t regret her words. She only regretted not having spoken them
much sooner.

“You honestly feel that way?” Paul said.

“Yes. I know all about the charges. They’re all true.
Probably much more.”

“Would you be willing to work with Raymond?”

“On the article?”

“Who better?”

Lauren was speechless. Her first assignment. She’d
been waiting a long time for this. But this story? Her father?

“I’ll certainly understand if you’d rather not,” Paul
said. “You’re in a delicate position. I shouldn’t even have put you
on the spot by asking. It’s just that your insight would add
tremendous depth to the story.”

“I’ll do it,” Lauren said.

“You’re sure?”

“Positive.”
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Lauren drove to Carrie’s apartment in a daze. She’d
wanted this since she was a young girl. Her first assignment. She
finally had it. But why did it have to be about her father? Why did
her entire life revolve around him?

She swung her Pontiac into the parking lot and
mindlessly found an empty space. Would she be able to handle this
story? Could she keep her emotions still long enough to work with
Raymond? To behave professionally?

She parked, absently frowning out at the darkness.
Her body functioned automatically, as her mind was temporarily lost
to the world. How much information did Raymond want to put in this
article? And how much was she willing to give? Did Paul and Raymond
have any idea what kind of mess they were stepping into?

Lauren shook her head. They couldn’t possibly know.
No one would imagine the truth behind Alex Covington.

As she stepped out of her car, she came face to face
with that man. Her father. “I have nothing to say to you,” she
said.

Alex stepped closer, so close that Lauren could smell
the breath mint in his mouth. “Perfect,” Alex said. “You can be
quiet and listen. I have been more than tolerant of your crusade
against me. Tell your boyfriend to call everything off. Now.”

“It’s too late.”

“You don’t want to push me any further. Trust
me.”

“Trust you? I would laugh at that if it wasn’t so
ridiculous! You did this to yourself.”

Alex shoved Lauren against her car. His fingers dug
into her shoulder, holding her still. His voice was low and
haunted. “Removing Ryder from this planet will be a pleasure. Don’t
make me destroy my own daughter in the process.”

Lauren stared into his ice cold eyes. Her stomach
quivered. She could find no words.

Alex grabbed her face with one hand while the other
continued to dig into her shoulder. “You know what I’m capable of,”
he said.

Suddenly tires screeched as a car swerved through the
parking lot. Jesse’s car. The Mustang bucked as he slammed to a
stop beside them. Before Alex could react, Jesse was out of the car
and in his face. “Get your fucking hands off her,” he said.

Alex dropped his hands from Lauren and turned to face
Jesse. “How utterly predictable,” he said. “The hero comes to save
the princess once again. Enjoy the glory while you can, Ryder. In
this story, the hero dies at the end.”

Jesse’s right hand shot out in a blur of motion. The
anger behind the jab sent Alex reeling backward, his nose gushing
blood. As Alex staggered, Jesse clutched his tie and yanked him
forward. The next punch was square in the gut and had Alex
stumbling to his knees.

Lauren gripped Jesse’s arm. His taut muscles were
like a trap ready to spring. The rage was a live thing pulsating
through him. If she didn’t stop him now, he’d kill her father. Then
he’d be the one spending his life in jail.

“Jesse,” she said. “Let’s go inside. He isn’t worth
it.”

At first Jesse looked as if he would ignore her. But
then he met her eyes and something shifted. “Yeah, okay,” he
muttered.

Alex got to his feet. His face was a tight mask of
rage. “This is far from over, Ryder.”

Jesse hesitated but didn’t turn back or respond. He
squeezed Lauren’s hand as they quickly strode across the parking
lot.

“Lauren!” Alex called sharply. “You have allowed this
man to destroy your family. Remember that you are responsible for
the outcome. Your mother? She was innocent in this. You pushed her
away from me. All that happens now is because of you.”

Lauren’s step faltered. She was so close to doing
what she had always done. Give in. Let her father win. Let him
control her. But Jesse leaned close to her. His voice was low and
confident, his breath warm against her ear. He told her to keep
walking. Don’t turn. Don’t listen. And a minute later, they were
stepping inside the apartment building, leaving her father
behind.
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Lauren sat on the couch hugging a pillow while Jesse
made her hot chocolate. She wanted nothing more than to end this
insanity with her father, to call everything off, walk away
forever. But it was too late for that. In truth, it had probably
never been an option. From that first day when Jesse had done the
unthinkable by standing up to her father, their path had been
sealed. He was not about to let them live their lives away from his
control.

So now, no matter what her father threatened her
with, no matter how much guilt he threw her way, she couldn’t give
in. Even if she went back and begged his forgiveness, nothing would
change. She would be crushed under the weight of his thumb. And
Jesse would die.

Her stomach did a little flip. To sit here and
acknowledge that her father was capable of murdering the man she
loves was not even fully comprehensive.

All her life Lauren had been on the sidelines of her
father’s verbal attacks. She’d watched him destroy Stephen’s
spirit, then his life. She’d stood by while her mother had been
forced into submission. She’d kept her mouth shut and been the good
little girl because that kept the peace. Or so she’d thought.

For too many years her father’s twisted sense of
justice had been law and none of them dared speak against it. She’d
been taught to suppress her feelings to the point where she no
longer considered herself capable of love. Only recently did she
realize how much she could and did feel. She loved and trusted
deeply. Instead of taking those emotions away, her father had
inadvertently taught her to use them wisely.

“Here you go,” Jesse said. He handed Lauren a
steaming mug of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream. “You
okay?”

“How did you happen to have such good timing
tonight?” Lauren asked.

“I’d been following your father.”

“Any particular reason?”

Jesse shrugged, grabbed the remote and switched on
the television. “Not really,” he said.

Lauren studied Jesse’s profile. Sometimes he drove
her crazy. When he didn’t want to answer a question, he’d either
abruptly change the subject or simply tune her out. He was a master
at avoidance. At times he treated her like a fragile flower. Did he
think she was incapable of handling the truth? Or was he only
protecting her? Were things that much worse than she thought? Was
that even possible?

The front door popped open and Carrie and Gina walked
in. They sank into the chairs opposite the couch where Lauren and
Jesse sat. Gina’s eyes were red and puffy. She didn’t meet anyone’s
eyes.

“We just came from the police station,” Carrie
said.

“My father…” Gina’s voice was barely audible. “This
is all my fault.”

“It’s not,” Lauren said.

“He’ll get bail in the morning,” Carrie said. “It was
already too late tonight.”

Gina absently rubbed her stomach. Lauren looked away,
reminded of that ever-growing life, her half-brother or sister. How
was she going to feel about this innocent baby? How was Gina going
to handle being a mother, a single mother, to a baby the father
wanted no part of?

A father who would be in jail for a very long
time.

A father who deserved to be dead.

“I’m starving,” Jesse said. “Anyone up for
pizza?”

Gina smiled through her tears. “Sounds good.”

Lauren turned her attention back to Jesse. She was
still annoyed, though not angry. Things were happening that he
wasn’t telling her about. She told herself that the reason he’d
been following her father was no longer important. He had been
there when she needed him, like he always was. And now he was doing
his best to create some sort of normalcy in her life.

As they ate, Lauren decided to spring her news on
them. With all the commotion, she’d nearly forgotten herself. “I
got my first real assignment today,” she said.

“Seriously?” Gina said.

Lauren nodded. “I’ll be working with Raymond
Sabian.”

“Congratulations!” Jesse, Carrie, and Gina exclaimed
in unison.

Jesse pulled Lauren close and kissed her cheek. “What
took you so long to tell us?” he said. “That’s great news. We
should be celebrating with champagne and sex.”

Lauren blanched while Carrie and Gina giggled. Jesse
laughed, nudging Lauren. “I meant you and me alone, of course.
‘Cause you know I couldn’t handle all of you.”

Lauren rolled her eyes. “Good Lord.”

“So tell us the details,” Carrie said.

Lauren recounted her conversation with her boss. She
shook her head, still slightly amazed and more than a little
apprehensive. She said, “I don’t know if I can keep my personal
opinions separate from the facts.”

“I’m not so sure they want you to,” Jesse said.

“Yeah,” Carrie said. “Your boss probably wants an
inside feel to the story. He wants that edge only you can
give.”

“You’ll do an incredible job,” Jesse said. “You’ll
blow this Raymond guy right off the article.”

Lauren laughed. She did realize the opportunity she
had. She could write an article no one could ever come close to,
one that her boss couldn’t imagine in his wildest dreams. Sure, it
would be full of emotion and personal opinions. But it would also
be full of facts.

Did she want to risk putting her raw emotions on the
line? To expose herself and her family in that way?

What would her father do if she told everything? A
lifetime of secrets.

Wouldn’t it, in some way, buy her safety? And
Jesse’s? Would the truth ultimately buy them freedom?

She wrestled with her thoughts privately while the
conversation went on around her. As she thought about it, her
confidence grew. She was going to do it. If her boss and Raymond
agreed, she was going to give them a story they’d never forget.
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“I can’t stop the investigation,” Barnes said. “It’s
out of my hands.”

Alex slammed his fist against his desk. His coffee
mug rattled and the cold dark liquid sloshed against the sides. His
house was quiet and in total darkness aside from the glow of the
lamp in the corner of his den. Almost midnight. The police would
have their warrant in a few short hours.

“Fine,” Alex said. “Then we’ll fix this. Nothing will
stick. When I’m finished, the D.A. will be making a public
apology.”

Captain James Barnes sat rigid in the sleek recliner.
“I did what I could,” he said. “But Ryder kept pushing and then
Forenzi opened his damn mouth. That was a shock. Of course the D.A.
had to go with it.”

“I need a drink.” Alex said.

He crossed the room to the wet bar and poured two
shots of thirty-year-old Macallan whiskey. He handed one to Barnes
and lifted his glass in a mock toast. He drank in one long swallow,
enjoying the burn as the liquid raced down his throat.

“At least Kristen isn’t talking,” Barnes said.
“That’s one thing I was able to straighten out. She should be lost
somewhere in California by now.”

“Incompetent fools,” Alex muttered. “One dead, one
useless. Losing Martin unexpectedly left me squandering for last
minute replacements, none of which have been effective.”

“But Forenzi’s been with you a long time,” Barnes
said. “I’m surprised he couldn’t handle Ryder. And this sudden turn
around. Frankly, I didn’t see it coming. I never would have pegged
Forenzi for a snitch.”

“He was a large part of this operation,” Alex said.
“The man is street smart. Turning on me was not something I
anticipated. Until recently Forenzi was a man who would have taken
a bullet rather than break down and cooperate with the police. That
was merely one of the qualities that made him such a valuable
asset.”

Alex poured himself another shot of whiskey and
quickly drank it down. He said, “Sadly, Forenzi has fallen into a
heavy drug habit. I was aware of it, of course. Had Martin not
loved speed more than his life, I would have parted ways with
Forenzi. Drug use makes one too unpredictable. Having had no
immediate options, however, I was forced to rely on Forenzi’s
services.”

“I feel like we’re caught in a whirlpool,” Barnes
said. “And Ryder is the only one with a guardian angel helping him
walk on water.”

“He’s smart,” Alex said. “I’ll give him that. A quick
thinker. I would have liked to have him on our team. However, he
will go down. I know his weakness, his Achilles heel. Ryder needs
to be approached from his blind spot. We need to use that to our
full advantage.”

“Which is?”

“My daughter.”

Barnes swallowed the remainder of his whiskey. He
stared down into the empty glass, said nothing.

Alex strode back to his chair. “The children’s games
are over,” he said. “I am out of time and long out of patience.
Whatever it takes, there will be no more loose ends.”
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Lauren woke cramped and achy on her makeshift bed on
the old couch. Still, it was better than lying on her comfortable
mattress, listening to her parents fight. She stood and stretched
out the kinks, then headed for the coffeemaker.

While the coffee brewed, she switched on the
television. She folded her blankets as a diaper commercial played.
The mother and baby on the screen made her think of Gina. The
unwanted image of Gina and her father in bed popped into her mind.
She dropped the pile of blankets on the end of the couch and wished
that photo could be removed from her memory.

The smell of coffee wafted out to her. She went to
the kitchen and poured herself a steaming cupful. As she stepped
back into the living room, her house, her father’s house, filled
the TV screen. Next came a video of her father in handcuffs being
led down the driveway. Even in handcuffs, shortly after sunrise, he
looked impeccable. Well dressed, reserved. A perfect contrast to
the demon inside him.

“Oh my God,” Carrie murmured. “Your father.”

Lauren turned to find Carrie in her flannel pajamas
staring at the TV. Lauren nodded. “Yeah,” she said. She was
surprised at how detached her voice sounded.

Carrie sat down to listen to the newscaster. Lauren
heard the words “ongoing investigation”. The reporter offered a few
facts, some speculation. It all sounded far away, as if she was
trapped in a tunnel. Her stomach churned and the coffee suddenly
tasted sour.

Lauren headed for the bathroom and a quick shower.
School was not an option today. She’d be bombarded with questions.
People would stare, whisper behind her back. Jesse had been right.
It wasn’t over. It was just beginning.

She dialed her mother’s cell phone. “Have you seen
the news this morning?” she asked.

“Yes,” Kara said.

“Feel like company?”

“I would love that.”

Marc had already left for work by the time Lauren
reached the condo. She and her mother sat in the cozy living room
with coffee and donuts. “How did you feel,” Lauren asked, “seeing
him in handcuffs?”

Kara shook her head. “He looked too good. Barely six
a.m. and he’s wearing an Ermenegildo Zegna suit, like he’s off to
do a photo shoot for GQ.”

“I know. Unbelievable.”

“I’d like to see him in a prison uniform. I don’t
imagine they’re custom fit.”

Lauren chuckled. “You’re right there. That’ll be a
shock for him.”

“I am glad it’s done,” Kara said. “I just hope the
charges stick. You’re father has a lot of friends.”

“I doubt he’ll be able to get out of this.”

“He’s going to be beyond angry, you know. So be
careful. Jesse too.”

“We will.”

They both fell silent for a moment. Then Kara said,
“I spoke to Gina’s mother yesterday.”

That surprised Lauren. The two women had been friends
for as long as Lauren had known Gina. But, for some reason, she
thought their friendship would have ended with the news of the
affair. And the pregnancy. “That’s good,” Lauren said. “How is
she?”

“Managing,” Kara said. “Gina has decided to keep the
baby. Sandy is afraid she might be doing so with the hope that Alex
will fall in love with it and want to be a family.”

“We had a long talk last night. She doesn’t want
anything to do with him anymore.”

“You’re sure?”

“She knows the truth now,” Lauren said. “I had to
tell her what he’s really like. She’s hurting. And scared. But I
think she’s getting a grip on the reality of things now.”

Kara breathed a heavy sigh. “Raising a baby alone is
going to be hard for her. Perhaps it would be best for her to give
the baby up for adoption. She needs to focus on herself. On putting
her life back together.”

“I don’t think Gina could handle giving it up,”
Lauren said.

“Yes, that’s not an easy choice. I’m not sure what I
would do in her position.”

“No matter what she decides, her life will never be
the same. It’ll never be what she’d planned.”

“And how are you handling all of this?”

“I don’t know,” Lauren said. “I -”

Lauren stopped mid-sentence, her eyes fixed on the
stranger standing mere feet away. As if the intrusion wasn’t scary
enough, the man was wearing a black ski mask that only revealed two
large angry brown eyes. One gloved hand gripped a short black
handle with a long glistening steel blade protruding from the
top.

Lauren’s voice was frozen somewhere deep in her
throat. She glanced quickly at her mother, whose eyes mirrored all
the fright she was feeling.

He attacked them quickly, without a word. Lauren
blocked her face, shrieking as the blade tore into her hands. She
was aware of screams, though she wasn’t sure whether they were hers
or her mother’s.

He shoved Lauren backward. She slammed her head
against the end table. Glass shattered. The room swam around her.
She tried to grab the chair for support but her hand slid off,
leaving a bloody trail behind.

Kara had been trying to get to Lauren. The intruder
grabbed her hair. He yanked her hard and she fell to her knees. The
knife blade danced through the air and drops of blood fell like
rain.

Lauren scrambled across the carpet. Blood splattered
in her peripheral vision. Her mother moaned. She weakly called out
for Lauren to run.

Lauren made it to the kitchen. She frantically
searched the drawers for knives, anything large and sharp that she
could use to protect herself and her mother.

A smothered but torturous scream from the living room
sent a cold shiver down her spine. Her stomach lurched. She tasted
bile.

“Forget it.” His voice was muffled beneath the ski
mask.

Lauren yanked the drawer out and heaved it as his
face. He easily sidestepped the drawer. It clattered to the floor
beside him. Unfazed, the intruder strode toward Lauren. She threw
whatever she could grab. The toaster, a coffee mug. Her hands left
a trail of liquid red. A moment later she was cornered, stuck
between the wall and his bloody knife.

“Stop!” Kara stood in the doorway behind him, holding
a shiny chrome gun with a pearl handle. Her blouse was torn,
drenched in blood. Droplets fell to the floor around her.

The intruder half-turned. Time froze as he stood
there, the knife blade inches from Lauren’s face, his gaze fixed on
Kara. Lauren dropped to the floor and four bullets rang out. Then
silence.

Lauren slowly raised her head. The man’s body was
sprawled across the kitchen floor. His blood had splattered
everywhere. Wet sticky goo clung to her face.

Lauren rose on shaky legs. “Mom…”

Her mother lay in the doorway. She clutched the gun
in her hand. Too much blood pooled beside her still body.

“Mom!” Lauren stumbled across the room, falling to
her knees as she reached her mother. “Mom, please, can you hear
me?”

She raced to the living room, snatched her cell phone
from the coffee table, and dialed 911. Then she collapsed back
beside her mother. She held her mother’s limp hand. And she
prayed.
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Jesse handed a group of photographs to the woman
across his desk. He said, “As I told you, she’s alive and
well.”

Mrs. Hartman sifted through the pictures. Her eyes
registered disbelief as she gazed at her pretty, blonde,
eighteen-year-old daughter dressed in a tight denim mini skirt and
a cropped t-shirt that showed off her pierced bellybutton. “I can’t
believe this is Marybeth,” Mrs. Hartman said. “What happened to my
little girl?”

“I’ve talked to her a few times,” Jesse said. “She’s
not interested in going home. She said she likes her new life as
Sunshine.”

“Oh dear. So the police were right. She did run
away.”

“Apparently, yes.”

“Will she at least talk to me?”

“She promised me that she’d call you soon.”

“Where is she living?” Mrs. Hartman asked.

Jesse leaned back in his chair. Mrs. Hartman’s sad
eyes gazed at him intently. She had perfect creamy white skin. Her
pale blonde hair, the same shade as her daughter’s, was pulled into
a careless ponytail. She was about thirty pounds overweight and a
few decades behind in fashion. He could picture her baking cookies
for the neighborhood kids. Not the type of woman you’d expect to
raise a teenage drug-addicted prostitute.

“She doesn’t actually have a permanent address,”
Jesse said. “Right now she’s living with… well, with friends, I
guess you’d say.”

“Could I go to her? I need to see her.”

“I wouldn’t advise it. The neighborhood’s not exactly
a friendly place.”

“Oh dear. She’s not safe. Why is she doing this? I
don’t understand.”

Jesse was trying to come up with some sort of reply
when his intercom buzzed. He excused himself, lifted the receiver,
and said, “Yeah, Dawn?”

As Dawn spoke, the room closed in around him. He
punched the button for the outside line. “This is Jesse Ryder.”

He listened, thankful he was already sitting. He was
sure his knees would not have held him up. He said, “How bad?”

For a few moments he listened to a nurse from the
emergency room. Lauren and Kara had been attacked by a man with a
knife. The details didn’t totally register. But Lauren was alive.
And she’d been asking for him.

“I’m on my way,” Jesse told the nurse.

“Are you all right?” Mrs. Hartman asked.

Jesse turned. He’d forgotten she was sitting there.
“I… uhh…” He got to his feet, saw the fear in Mrs. Hartman’s eyes
and wondered if it was a reflection of what he was feeling. He
said, “I’ve got to go.”

“Oh dear,” Mrs. Hartman said. “You don’t look well.
Something is terribly wrong.”

Jesse nodded absently as he reached for his jacket.
This whole thing was his fault. He should have backed off. He
should have left Covington alone. What the hell had he been
thinking?

Jesse stepped out of his office. Dawn was already on
her feet by his door. She said, “Is it Lauren?”

“Yeah. Mrs. Hartman -”

“Just go,” Dawn said. “And drive carefully.”

Jesse somehow managed to make it to the hospital
without causing an accident. The emergency room bustled with
activity. He jogged past the reception desk, opened the door to the
treatment area, and found a nurse. “Where is Lauren Covington?”

“Cubicle four,” the nurse said. “But you can’t go in
right now. The doctor is -”

Jesse stopped listening as he scanned the curtained
petitions. He spotted one with the number four above it and strode
over. He parted the curtain and stepped inside. A young Indian
doctor and an older gray-haired nurse stood on one side of the bed.
The nurse held a bloody hand, Lauren’s hand, while the doctor
stitched it. She wore a hospital gown speckled with blood. Her eyes
were closed. Tubes hung over her, pumping blood, drugs, and fluids
into her body.

Jesse stood still for what felt likes hours. He
stared at the caked blood in Lauren’s hair and the streaks on her
face, fighting to control the tears that threatened his eyes. He
needed to keep himself together for Lauren’s sake. She was going to
be okay. She had to be.

Voices floated toward him but the words didn’t
register. Lauren opened her eyes. She spotted Jesse and almost
smiled. In a voice that was impossibly small, she said, “Jesse,
thank God you’re okay.”

Here she was, lying beneath a bloodstained sheet on a
hospital gurney, and she was worried about him. He forced himself
to the empty side of the bed. The doctor shot him an irritated
glance but said nothing. He couldn’t take her hand, wasn’t sure
where he could touch her. He wanted to say something strong and
comforting. All he could manage was, “I’m so sorry.”

“My mother… is she…”

“She’s going to be fine,” Jesse said. He didn’t know
that. Hadn’t even asked anyone yet. But he sure as hell wasn’t
about to tell Lauren otherwise. “Just rest.”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

Jesse touched the side of her face. He wanted to tell
her how sorry he was that he’d pushed too far. Sorry that he hadn’t
been there to protect her. But all he said was, “I love you.”
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Lauren slipped in and out of consciousness. Various
members of the medical staff worked quickly, while giving Jesse
reassuring speeches about her recovery. The standard speech,
probably given dozens of times a day. Nothing they said could ease
the guilt and rage burning inside him.

Could Lauren’s own father actually be responsible for
this? Would he pay someone to do this to his own daughter? Jesse
recalled a conversation he’d had with Dominic Forenzi not that long
ago. Covington had wanted his wife dead. If his wife, why not his
daughter as well? Especially when she was so blatantly working
against him.

Jesse took Lauren’s doctor aside. He was short,
dark-skinned, and spoke with a heavy accent. His eyes were the
kindest Jesse had ever seen. Jesse said, “Was Lauren…” His voice
faltered. He didn’t want to ask this question. He had to know the
answer. He cleared his throat, started again. “Was she raped?”

“No, no,” the doctor said. “Thankfully not.”

Jesse breathed a sigh of relief. “Do the police have
any idea who did this?”

“Sure do,” the doctor said. “Mrs. Covington shot him.
He’s dead. Have to say I’m happy not to have to work to save the
bastard’s life.”

“Do you know the guy’s name?”

“No, I’m sorry,” the doctor said. “You’d have to ask
the detectives handling the case.”

Jesse thanked the doctor and left him to his work.
Too much of a coincidence for this not to have come from Covington.
Would the cops be able to find proof? Had Forenzi been released and
done it himself?

Forenzi’s words stuck in his mind. He wants me to
plant his wife beside you. Why hadn’t he done something to prevent
this? And why hadn’t whoever did this come after him first?

Another doctor stepped into the cubicle and Jesse was
forced to back away. He watched from the corner of the small space.
Every once in awhile Lauren’s eyes would flicker open. She’d search
for him, panic in those green eyes. Once she’d found him, she’d
close her eyes again, seeming to find temporary peace.

Jesse wrestled with the emotions haunting him. He’d
let Lauren down. He hadn’t seen this coming, hadn’t expected
Covington to carry out his threats after the arrest. He certainly
hadn’t expected Lauren to be in danger.

A nurse parted the curtain. She glanced at Jesse,
then said to the doctor, “The police are waiting.”

“She’s in no condition to speak to them yet,” the
doctor said.

The doctor spoke in a gruff insistent tone that left
no room for debate. The nurse nodded and let the curtain fall
closed.

Lauren’s breathing slowed. The heart machine attached
to her beeped rhythmically. Her eyes had remained closed for some
time now. Sleep was the best thing for her.

Jesse had learned that Lauren had received close to
one hundred stitches in her hands and arms. Defense wounds, the
doctor had assumed. She also had a puncture wound on her left side
that required six stitches, as well as several gashes that required
a stitch or two. No internal organs had been damaged. One of her
fingers was severed badly and may have limited motion when healed.
The doctor claimed it was too soon to know for sure.

The nurse stepped over and quietly told Jesse that
Lauren had been sedated. She’d sleep for several hours now. They
were preparing a room and she’d soon be admitted.

Jesse took in the information like it was coming
through a deep haze. He said, “What about her mother? Kara
Covington.”

“We can’t give you that information,” the nurse
said.

Jesse swallowed back his temper. He said, “Because I
might sell the information to the Chinese?”

The nurse frowned. “It’s confidential. You’re not
family. I’m sorry.”

“Fine. Can you at least tell me where she is?”

The doctor stepped out of the cubicle. The nurse
watched him, then said to Jesse, “Technically, no. Though I suppose
you might find someone to help you on the second floor surgical
wing.”
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Jesse kissed Lauren’s cheek and promised her he’d be
back before she woke. He walked out of the cubicle to find two
police detectives standing by the nurse’s station, staring in his
direction. The older one was balding with a sagging middle and
penetrating eyes. His name was Ron Bennett. Jesse had run into him
a few times during his brief stint as a cop. The younger one had a
stiff stance, pumped up muscles, and a look that said he had a
hard-on for power.

Jesse approached, directing his words at Bennett.
“You’re here about Lauren and Kara Covington?”

Bennett nodded. “Ryder, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s your interest in this?”

“Lauren’s my girlfriend.”

The younger cop suddenly stood even straighter, which
Jesse hadn’t thought was possible. His eyes narrowed as he sized
Jesse up. Jesse ignored him. The first suspects were always
husbands and boyfriends. So of course they’d scrutinize him. He
didn’t care, as long as they did the same to Covington.

“Any idea what happened this morning?” Bennett
said.

Jesse gave Bennett a condensed version, keeping it
short and sticking to the highlights. He said, “Call Eldridge.
He’ll back up what I’m saying. You’ve got to look closely at Alex
Covington for this.”

The younger detective, his name already lost to
Jesse, asked a few pointless questions. The “Where were you at nine
a.m.?” nonsense. Jesse answered because it was easier and smarter
than breaking the guy’s nose.

“The perp is dead,” Bennett said. “Kara Covington
shot him. Saved both her and her daughter’s lives.”

“Yeah, I heard,” Jesse said.

“So maybe it’s a robbery gone bad.”

Jesse gave Bennett a look. The guy was already
searching for a way to write this off. Easier on the paperwork.
Sure as hell easier than stepping into the fray and trying to take
down Alex Covington.

Jesse said, “You know better, Bennett.” Then he
handed the man his business card before going in search of
Kara.
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Jesse found the nurse’s station on the second floor
surgical wing. He asked the tall nurse behind the desk, who seemed
ready to buckle under the weight of her paperwork, about Kara
Covington. She gave him the patented look all nurses seemed to
have. They must have practiced in front of mirrors in nursing
school. She said, “Are you family?”

Technically the answer to that would be no. Then
again, what truly constituted family? He didn’t think the nurse
would want to get into a long philosophical debate on the matter,
so he gave the simple answer. “Yes.”

The nurse appeared unconvinced. She also had the look
of the overworked and over-stressed. That probably worked in
Jesse’s favor. She said, “Mrs. Covington is still in surgery. I
would expect it to be another hour or so before we can provide any
information.”

“You must know something,” Jesse said. “Even off the
record. How bad is she?”

“Bad,” the nurse said softly. “But I believe she got
here in time.” She motioned to a small waiting room down the hall.
“You can wait there with her husband if you like.”

Husband? Jesse was thrown by that remark. Covington
was out of jail already? And here?

He muttered a thank you to the nurse as he strode
down the hall. He turned into the room, ready to slam Alex
Covington’s head into the wall. But only one man sat inside and it
was not Alex Covington. Adrenaline raced through him. He eased his
clenched fists open. Then the light bulb in his brain switched on
and he got it.

“Marc?” Jesse said.

The man nodded. His face was ashen, his eyes puffy.
He sat on the edge of a chair, ready to pounce up or crumble to the
floor.

Jesse sat on the chair beside Marc. He introduced
himself, which seemed to put Marc slightly at ease. Then he said,
“The nurse said Kara’s husband was in here.”

Marc offered a hint of a smile. “Lauren had asked
someone to call me. I guess the nurse assumed I was Kara’s husband.
I didn’t correct her because I figured she wouldn’t let me see Kara
otherwise. Stupid damn hospital rules.”

“I hear you,” Jesse said. “I fibbed a bit as
well.”

“How’s Lauren?”

“Lots of stitches but no internal damage. She’ll be
okay.”

“Thank God.”

“Kara’s bad?”

Marc nodded. “Lots of internal damage. That’s all I
know.”

“You know what happened?”

“Just that someone broke into my condo and attacked
them.” Marc swiped a hand through his hair. “I should have had
better locks. An alarm system. Something.”

“It’s not your fault,” Jesse said. “I’m pretty sure
Alex Covington did this.”

“But Kara killed the guy. With my gun. Something
good, anyway. So it couldn’t have been Covington.”

“Someone he hired. Covington doesn’t get his own
hands dirty.”

Marc studied Jesse a minute. He said, “How sure are
you?”

“No proof but I’m damn sure,” Jesse said. Then he
told Marc the condensed version he’d been getting so good at
reciting.

“That bastard,” Marc muttered.

“Yeah.”

“I knew he was capable. The way he’d beat Kara. The
bruises. But I let myself believe that since she’d gotten away from
him…” Marc’s voice trailed off. He shook his head. His eyes
threatened tears and he looked away. “I let myself believe she’d be
safe. That was stupid.”

“I did the same,” Jesse said. “I talked to the cops.
They’ll get him.”

“Kara was right,” Marc said. “Covington always finds
a way to get what he wants. But this time…” Marc’s voice choked off
into a sob. He took a slow breath before continuing. “This time he
won’t get away with it. The bastard is going to suffer. He won’t
ever hurt her again.”

“You don’t want to be doing anything crazy.”

“Crazy? Christ, you know what he’s done. Crazy would
be allowing it to happen again.”

Jesse nodded. He understood. But, still, he didn’t
want Marc to wind up in prison. Or dead. The guy was much more
suited to museums and walks in the park than fighting twisted
psychos.

“I know how you feel,” Jesse said. An image of Lauren
lying on that hospital bed flashed through his mind. He cleared his
throat. “Trust me. I know the anger. The guilt. But you can’t go
after the guy. You’d kill him, if you were lucky. You’d also end up
in jail. That wouldn’t help Kara.”

Marc met Jesse’s eyes. “I’ve got to do something,” he
said.

Desperation rattled in Marc’s voice. Jesse wondered
if his own voice held that same edge. He said, “I know. Just not
that. I want this guy as badly as you. I’m working with the cops to
take him down. Let me handle it. Don’t let him destroy your life.
Don’t let him take away the only good thing Kara has.”

Marc gave a slight nod. Jesse wasn’t convinced. Of
course, he wasn’t exactly convincing himself. Killing Covington
seemed a much more efficient option at the moment. Not to mention
the pure pleasure of watching the bastard die.

Jesse exchanged numbers with Marc and promised to be
in touch. Then he headed back to emergency room to be with
Lauren.
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Jesse was directed to a private room on the fourth
floor. Lauren lay tucked beneath a crisp white sheet. She was
restless, occasionally mumbling indecipherable words, but she
didn’t wake.

Time ticked on. Jesse stood by the window watching
heavy fat snowflakes melt against the glass. He thought of
everything he’d done up to this point. He’d wanted Covington so
bad. Should he have let it go? Walked away?

The attack had been focused on Kara. Clearly she’d
been the intended target. She’d left Covington. He’d retaliated.
Jesse had nothing to do with that. He couldn’t have prevented
it.

That knowledge did nothing to ease his guilt. Maybe
all the digging he’d done had pushed Covington over the edge. Maybe
none of this would have happened had he not gone to the D.A.

Logically Jesse knew he’d had few alternatives. Once
he’d refused the job, Covington wasn’t about to let go. He didn’t
know how to play nice. He didn’t take no for an answer.

“Jesse…”

Jesse turned, forcing a smile. “Hey babe.” He moved
to Lauren’s side. “How do you feel?”

“Where’s my mom?”

“Another room. She’s doing well.”

“You’re sure?”

Jesse pushed a strand of hair from Lauren’s face. He
let his fingers trail gently along her cheek. “I’m positive. I
talked to Marc a few minutes ago. Your mom’s out of surgery and her
condition is stable.” Jesse left out the fact that her condition
was also critical.

“She saved my life,” Lauren said.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

Lauren closed her eyes. She was silent for so long
that Jesse thought she’d fallen back to sleep. Then she looked at
him, her eyes clouded with pain and fear, and told him exactly what
had happened, down to the smallest detail.

“I think she killed him,” Lauren said.

Jesse nodded. “She did.”

“Good.”

They both fell silent. Jesse couldn’t seem to find
the right words to tell her how he felt. He was pretty sure the
words didn’t exist.

Lauren lifted her arm, frowned at the bandages. “He
did it, didn’t he?” she said. “My father hired the guy that
attacked us.”

Jesse didn’t answer. He couldn’t. No words would
come.

Lauren held his eyes with her own. “Jesse?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes you do.”

Jesse touched Lauren’s hair. He wanted to do
something to make things better. Anything. “Don’t worry about that
now,” he said.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m okay,” Jesse said. “I’m not the one… I’m
fine.”

“You can’t do it, you know.”

“Do what?”

“Kill my father.”

Silence hung between them. How did she manage to read
his thoughts so perfectly? And she was right. But he had to. He
couldn’t let Covington live. Not even in a jail cell for the rest
of his life.

“You’ll end up in prison,” Lauren said. “Please don’t
do that to me.”

“Don’t worry about it, okay?”

“I wouldn’t visit you in jail.”

“Yes you would.”

“Okay. But I wouldn’t like it.”

Jesse managed a smile. “You’d like the conjugal
visits.”

Lauren rolled her eyes. “Please don’t. He’s not worth
it.”

“Lauren?”

“Yeah?”

He couldn’t find the words. What could he say? He was
sorry he wasn’t there to protect her? Sorry he’d pushed her father
too far? Nothing he could say would change what had happened. “I
love you,” he finally said.

“I love you, too.”

Jesse’s mind raced. He couldn’t stand it any longer.
He had to do something. He had to at least find out what the cops
knew, if anything. Find some proof. “I’ve got an errand to run,” he
said. “You want me to bring you back anything?”

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll be back in an hour. Get some rest.”

“Please don’t do it, Jesse.” Tears welled up in
Lauren’s eyes and slid down her pale cheeks. She tried to wipe them
with bandaged hands.

Jesse gently wiped the tears with his fingertips.
“Don’t cry. I promise I won’t do anything. I just need to get some
answers.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll be back soon.”
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Alex stood by the wall of windows, staring down at
the busy city below. He’d been released on an absurdly high bale
two hours ago. Since then, he’d been alternately pacing his office
and checking his watch. The job should be completed by now. He
should have heard something.

He tapped his knuckles gently against the thick
glass. Eliminating Kara relieved an enormous stress from his life.
He’d no longer need to worry about her speaking to the press,
saying things publicly that, true or not, could seriously damage
his reputation and career. That left only Lauren and she wouldn’t
talk. His daughter may be willful and stubborn but she was not
stupid.

Handled correctly, he could spin the story in his
favor. Play it up with the media. Claim he was being stalked, that
whoever had attempted to kill him had now murdered his wife.

Alex smiled at that. He had no doubt that the tragedy
would also give him what he needed to sway Lauren back to his side.
In her distraught state, she’d be easily malleable. He’d convince
her that he was being persecuted. That Ryder had somehow caused the
horrible cycle of events. Perhaps he’d send her on a vacation to
Europe, get her out of the way for a month of so.

The plan for dealing with Forenzi was already in
motion. That only left Ryder to contend with. The unstable domino
who’d been throwing everything around him off balance. The one
who’d almost brought Alex’s entire world tumbling down around him.
He’d worked too hard to climb to where he now stood. No one was
going to take it away from him.

Eliminating Ryder would bring immense gratification.
Alex intended to witness the event from beginning to end. He wanted
to see Ryder squirm, hear him ultimately beg for help, watch him
endure as much suffering as possible before being allowed the mercy
of death.

Ryder’s body would never be found. No body. No
evidence. No murder.

As for the plethora of evidence Ryder had cleverly
pieced together, that would be eliminated as well. Alex had
contacts currently working to see that the evidence would be lost,
the methods of its origins tainted and questionable. The star
witness would have disappeared. The cloud of suspicion would follow
Ryder.

Luckily for Alex, his closest contacts had led him to
the perfect replacement for Forenzi. An ex police officer whose
loyalty followed the dollar and who knew how to work the system. No
more children’s games.

Alex’ private line rang. He snatched the phone from
his desk. “How are things, James?” he said.

“Not good, Alex,” Captain James Barnes said. “You
might want to consider a quick trip out of the country.
Permanently.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Kestler’s dead.”

“What?”

“You wife and daughter are in the hospital.”

Alex collapsed onto his chair. “My daughter?”

“Apparently she was in the condo at the time.”

“What the hell happened?”

“Kara shot Kestler. Details are sketchy. The
investigation is going on now.”

“What do they know?”

“Not much yet,” Barnes said. “They I.D.’d Kestler.
They know he used to be on the force. That’s it, as far as I
know.”

“It won’t come back to me.”

“Unless the idiot said something to Kara or Lauren,
you know, before. To let them know why he was there.”

Alex smashed his fist on his desk. “Running is out of
the question. What the hell happened with Kestler? He was a cop. He
should have been able to handle himself.”

“I don’t know.”

“How bad is my daughter’s condition?”

“Knife wounds,” Barnes said. “I heard she’s stable.
Your wife is critical. I have no details.”

Alex took a moment to absorb that information.
Kestler had attacked them with a knife. He’d specified that he
wanted Kara to suffer. Of course he hadn’t expected Kestler to be
unable to handle a woman. Or even two women. The amount of complete
incompetence around him was incomprehensible.

Lauren would live. She’d be traumatized, which meant
he should have even less trouble manipulating her. Perhaps Lauren
being with her mother would work to his advantage. Not that he had
wanted her hurt. Yet it was done. And he could use it to spin
things in his favor.

Naturally Kara had to die. Hopefully that would
happen of its own accord. If not, he’d find a way to ensure she
didn’t leave the hospital. Not alive, anyway.

Alex smiled as a thought occurred to him. Kara’s new
lover would make the perfect scapegoat for today’s tragedy.

“Alex?” Barnes said. “You still there?”

“Yes, I’m here,” Alex said. “I apparently have a few
details to attend to. Finding competent help is proving more
elusive than ever before.”

“You sure you don’t want to take a vacation?”

“James, don’t be ridiculous. I am far from defeated.
Any news on the disposal of evidence?”

“No. I’m sorry. The place is in an uproar, Alex. You
may want to seriously reconsider your decision to stay. I hear the
skiing is amazing in Switzerland.”

“Not at all humorous,” Alex said. “Just remember,
James, I will not go down alone. Connecting you to me will be an
easy step for a worthy investigator. You may want to keep that in
mind.”

Barnes sighed. “Yeah, okay. I’ll do everything I
can.”
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Jesse strode past a few empty desks, past a female
officer who watched him curiously, and stopped at Tim’s desk. “Are
they charging Covington with this?” he said.

Tim looked at Jesse for a long moment. “I’m not sure
what’s going on at this point.”

“I’m sorry,” Jesse said. “I didn’t mean to snap at
you.”

“It’s okay. How’s Lauren doing?”

“Hell.” Jesse picked up a pencil, tapped it against
the desk, dropped it. “She’s in rough shape. But she’ll be okay.
Her mother… I don’t know.”

“I hear her mom’s the one who killed the guy.”

“Yeah. Any I.D. on him yet?”

Tim took a sip from a mug of muddy coffee. “I’ll tell
you. But not until you sit and swear you won’t make a scene.”

“Which means I’m not going to like this.”

Tim said nothing. Jesse blew out a heavy breath. He
sank onto the wooden chair beside Tim’s desk. “I’m sitting. And I
won’t make a scene.”

“Guy’s name was Andy Kestler. Used to be a cop.”

Jesse’s body tensed. He wanted to react. He wanted to
rip the damn police station apart until he found every last scum on
Covington’s payroll. But he did nothing. Tim worked in this place.
He had to keep his cool.

After several deep breaths, Jesse found he was able
to speak without shouting. “What do you know about him?”

“Thirty-seven years old. Quit the force, in a matter
of speaking, about two years ago. Looked like he might’ve been
dirty but no one would talk. You know how it is.”

“Yeah, I do.”

“He was well liked by some of the guys. Still has
connections around here, so be careful what you say and who you say
it to.”

“Always am.”

“Yeah, like I believe that,” Tim said. “Anyway, I
heard Kestler went into private security.”

“That could mean a lot of things.”

“Indeed.”

“Any ties to Covington?”

“I don’t know.”

“They’ve got to know Covington ordered this,” Jesse
said. “Eldridge doing anything?”

“You know it isn’t quite that easy.”

“What you’re not telling me is that Covington’s out,
right?”

“Released a couple hours ago.”

“And Forenzi?”

“He suddenly clammed up,” Tim said.

“This is fucking nonsense,” Jesse said. He stood and
began pacing a short path beside Tim’s desk. “What the fuck is
Eldridge doing? How fucking stupid -”

Tim rose. He put a hand on Jesse’s arm, stilling him.
“Get hold of yourself,” Tim said. “Losing control in this building
will not help you.”

“I’m going to kill the bastard.”

“Stop talking.” Tim glared at Jesse. “Come with
me.”

Tim led Jesse to an empty cove in the back of the
room. Tim kept his voice low and his eyes fixed on Jesse. He said,
“You can’t storm in here and announce you plan on killing
Covington. Christ, Jesse, you know better.”

Jesse nodded, though he wasn’t truly listening.
Lauren’s bloody body was constantly flashing before him. She’d
trusted him to protect her. He’d let her down. He should have been
there for her. He should have seen this coming.

He should have killed Covington long ago.

Now the bastard was out on bail. No prison walls, no
guards. But also nothing to protect him. Jesse could disassemble
Covington like a jigsaw puzzle in reverse, one piece at a time.
Slow, one finger, one toe. Let him scream. Let him know true
agony.

But he’d promised Lauren.

He could hire someone else to do it. Then technically
he wouldn’t be breaking his promise. But, damn, he wanted the
pleasure of doing it himself. He wanted to feel Covington’s life
drain away. Up close. Personal.

Maybe he could watch?

Maybe he could just break the damn promise.

“Are you even listening?” Tim asked. “You do
something stupid and you’ll be hurting Lauren even more than she’s
already hurt. She needs you with her now. You won’t do her any good
from a prison cell.”

“Yeah,” Jesse said. “I know.”

“You’re not convincing me.”

“Hell Tim, they let him out. He put a hit out on his
own wife and daughter and the son of a bitch is walking free.”

“I know. They need proof. Give them time.”

“How much time? Enough to get the hit done
right?”

“Covington can’t be that stupid. He’s got to back off
now.”

“Yeah,” Jesse said. “You might’ve thought that when
they locked him up. Didn’t stop him, though, did it? He was sitting
in prison when that attack went down. Best alibi a guy could hope
for.”

Tim sighed. He said nothing. Just gave Jesse that
look that said he knew there was no use arguing.

“Hell, maybe you’re right,” Jesse said. “Maybe
Covington will take his millions and the coward’s way out. Live it
up in style on some remote island. Order the hit from his fucking
beach house. Never get his hands dirty. No one will even know where
he is.”

“You’re going to make yourself crazy,” Tim said. “Let
the cops handle it.”

Jesse slammed his fist against the wall. “Cops like
Captain Barnes whose strings are pulled by Covington? C’mon, I
can’t depend on the system to handle this. Look how well that’s
gone so far.”

“And you can’t go all vigilante, especially while
everyone is under a damn microscope, including you. You know damn
well they’ll be looking for any possible excuse to put you away.
Covington would love nothing more than to see you rot in prison for
his crimes.”

Jesse swiped a hand through his hair. He didn’t like
that Tim was right. “Did he make bail before he heard about the
attack?” Jesse said.

“Yeah,” Tim said. “Before Eldridge knew about it,
anyway. I’m not real sure of the exact sequence.”

“So there’s a chance he’ll be brought back in.
Charged for this.”

“Like I said, give them a little time.”

“I’ve got to get to him first,” Jesse said. “Knowing
Covington, he’s at his office, plotting. Cops have his office and
house covered?”

“I’m not positive but I’d say they must. Jesse, you
need to stay the hell out of this.”

“Okay, so the office is out.” Jesse went on speaking,
almost to himself. “Unless I can get him from a distance. Or
somewhere in between…”

“Christ, Jesse.” Tim’s voice grew hushed. “Do you
hear yourself? Get a grip. You can’t pick this guy off like you’re
out target shooting.”

“You might be surprised at what I can do.”

Tim shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t be surprised at
all. But think, man. You can’t do it and get away with it.”

“Is Forenzi making bail?”

Tim stared at Jesse for a long moment. “What are you
thinking?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just tell me.”

“Go back to the hospital, Jess. Don’t fuck with
this.”

“Answer me, please.” Jesse’s voice was suddenly
eerily calm. “Don’t make me inquire elsewhere. I’d rather not leave
any sort of impression.”

Tim’s expression registered defeat. “I heard talk
about an hour ago that a friend of his was working on bail for him.
Forenzi no longer wants Eldridge’s deal. Says he won’t talk, won’t
testify. Recanted what he’d said earlier.”

“Who’s the friend?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you find out?”

“I can try.”

“And let me know if you hear anything more on
Covington,” Jesse said. “Call me.”

“I don’t like this one bit.”

“I hear you. But Lauren is everything to me. It’s
like she holds that piece that makes me complete.” Jesse blinked
back the tears that he still refused to shed. “Damn, that sounds
ridiculously sappy. But, hell, what would you do if you were in my
shoes?”

Tim met Jesse’s eyes, nodded. “I’d kill the prick.
Still doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
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Jesse drove slowly through the parking lot of
Covington Law. He spotted an unmarked cop car by the front
entrance. Another was parked around the rear. Then he drove past
Covington’s home. A van sat across the street. Empty, or at least
that’s what they wanted people to believe.

Late night would probably be best. Darkness hid the
details.

First he had to find Forenzi. Drag his sorry ass
along. Double murder? Murder-suicide? Damn details. He needed a
definite plan. Something simple. Quick. His mind went to work while
he drove back to the hospital.
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Jesse sat in his car in the hospital parking lot.
He’d been there for several minutes, enjoying the silence while
trying to untangle his jumbled thoughts. A man about his age
crossed the lot, one small child in his arms and another clutching
his hand. How did you go from creating a life to destroying it?
What did Alex Covington feel when he looked at his daughter? When
he thought of his son? How could he so easily sacrifice both?

Jesse’s cell phone rang, startling him from his
reverie. Tim spared the small talk and got straight to the point.
“Forenzi’s refusing bail.”

“Interesting. Who wants to post?”

“A guy by the name of Jay Wendell came in. Long time
friends, from what I heard. But Forenzi said no way. Said he’s
happy with his current accommodations and isn’t ready to
leave.”

“He knows he’s a dead man,” Jesse said.

“Or he really likes prison food.”

“He still refusing to talk?”

“Yeah,” Tim replied. “Claims the shit he said before
was lies. That the cops coerced him or some such bullshit.”

“Makes no sense. Why would he stop talking if he
knows he’s dead regardless?”

“Doesn’t want to go down a snitch. Or he’s clinging
to that shred of hope that Covington will leave him alone.”

“What have you guys got on him? Solid stuff, aside
from my statement and the stuff I gave Eldridge.”

“Hell, I don’t have all the facts,” Tim said. “I’m
not part of the investigation. I’ve been asking too many questions
as it is.”

“Your best guess.”

“The weapons charge. I don’t know whether his place
was searched. A lot of what they’ve got is circumstantial. I’d say
most of what they have comes from you.”

“What about Covington?” Jesse said. “Any word on new
charges?”

“Nothing. I heard they gave him a tail. They can’t
connect him to the attempted hit. Lots of speculation about what
Kestler was doing at the condo. Since the place didn’t belong to
either victim… I mean… hell, you know what I mean. Since it didn’t
belong to Lauren or her mother, the investigation is moving toward
the dude. What’s his name? Wilkes I think. Marc Wilkes.”

“They think he was the intended target?”

“So it seems.”

“Idiots,” Jesse muttered.

“What are you planning?” Tim said.

“Nothing.”

“Yeah. And next you’ll tell me you believe in Santa
Claus.”

“The Easter Bunny, too.” Jesse climbed out of his car
and headed toward the hospital entrance. He said. “Thanks for your
help.”

“Be careful,” Tim said. “Even you are not
invincible.”
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Jesse stopped outside the door to Lauren’s room.
Exhaustion played tug of war with his anger, leaving little room
for the sadness and guilt he’d been wallowing in. So far he was
doing a decent job of controlling the swell of emotions. He wasn’t
sure how much longer he’d last before the seams burst and his head
exploded.

Inside the room, Lauren lay beneath the crisp white
sheets. An IV dripped down the narrow tube into her left arm. The
streak of blood had been wiped from her cheek. Her eyes were open
and clear and she smiled when she saw him. He tried to smile back
but the corners of his mouth only twitched in response.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“I’m okay,” Lauren said. “How about you? You look
exhausted.”

Jesse ignored the question as he sat beside Lauren on
the bed. “Your mom’s doing well,” he said.

“My nurse just told me. There was a lot of damage but
the surgeon is pretty confident that she’ll make a full
recovery.”

“That’s great.”

“So much blood.” Lauren shook her head and tears
sprang to her eyes. “I thought she was dead.”

Jesse had a sudden flash of what the scene must have
looked like. Images Lauren would have forever, courtesy of her
father. His hand tightened into a fist by his side. His stomach
rolled and he tasted the threat of vomit.

“I wish I could see her,” Lauren said.

“I know,” Jesse said. “Maybe tomorrow.”

“Or you could sneak me in now.”

“Sneak you into ICU?”

“Isn’t being sneaky part of your job?”

Jesse would have laughed but Lauren’s expression told
him she was serious. He wasn’t about to sneak Lauren anywhere at
the moment and he damn sure didn’t want to try. Thankfully his cell
phone rang, giving him a temporary reprieve from the issue.

He smiled at Lauren when he heard the voice on the
other end. “Hold on a sec,” he said. Then to Lauren, “It’s Carrie.
This is the third time she’s called to check on you. Are you up to
talking?”

Lauren hesitated. “I think so. Yeah.”

Jesse started to hand Lauren the phone, realizing
immediately how stupid that was. Her bandaged hands made gripping a
cell phone pretty much impossible. He rested the phone against her
ear and propped her pillow to hold it in place.

Lauren spoke into the phone, quickly assuring Carrie
that she was fine. Jesse walked to the window. His back to Lauren,
he stared down at the parking lot. How different would things be if
he’d stepped off his high horse and done the job for Covington?

Jesse shook his head. While his nagging guilt happily
held him responsible, deep down he knew better. One job would have
led to two, then three. Each would have gotten him in deeper until
Covington owned him like his collection of Armani suits.

And as for the attack, that had been directed at
Kara. Lauren had most likely been a victim of circumstance. Wrong
place, wrong time. Seemed to be a running theme in their lives
these days.

Alex Covington had been a walking time bomb.
Eventually something would have set him off, regardless of what
Jesse did or didn’t do.

This was the logic Jesse tried to grasp. Still, guilt
turned his stomach into a churning, boiling pit and rage stole the
air from his lungs.

“Jesse?”

Lauren’s voice filtered in through the haze that
surrounded him. He turned, noticing for the first time the flowers
sitting on the bedside table. Three arrangements. He normally
picked up the details of a room immediately upon entering. His mind
was definitely not focused. Which could become a huge problem for
him. He needed to pull himself together.

“I’m done with the phone,” Lauren said.

Jesse took it from her ear and switched it off. Then
he gently wiped tears from her cheeks. “You doing okay?” he
said.

Lauren nodded. She held him with her heart-melting
eyes. “Did you learn anything?” she asked. “Have the police found
any evidence that my father hired… that man?”

“Not yet,” Jesse said. “They’re working on it.”

“And you?”

“What about me?”

“What are you working on?”

“Nothing,” Jesse said. “I’m just doing what I can to
help.”

Lauren gave him a look that clearly said she didn’t
believe him. But she chose not to pursue the argument. “The police
were here while you were gone,” she said. “Two detectives. They
took my statement.”

“I’m sorry. I should have been here with you.”

“No, it’s fine. They were really nice. It wasn’t
horrible.”

Jesse swallowed back another stab of guilt. He seemed
to be swimming in it.

“I’m going to have scars,” Lauren said.

Jesse nodded. “I know.”

“My hands. My arms. They’ll be the worst.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I know it’s silly,” Lauren said. “But I feel like
the scars will be constant reminders. Like my father branded me or
something.”

“That’s not silly.”

“My mom and I would both be dead if that guy had a
gun instead of the knife.”

“I know,” Jesse said. “I’ve thought of that.”
Constantly. He made himself sick thinking about it.

“Why do you think that was?”

Jesse shrugged. “I’m just glad you’re alive.”

“Maybe my father requested the knife. It’s slower and
more painful.”

“Lauren, don’t do this to yourself.”

“You were attacked with a knife.”

“That guy ran,” Jesse said. “I got out of it
easy.”

“Was it the same guy?”

Jesse looked away. He watched the IV drip down the
tube. “I don’t know,” he said. “The knife that guy dropped was
conveniently misplaced. Never got tested for prints.”

They were both silent for a moment. The last thing
Lauren needed right now was to worry about the investigation. Or
her father. Jesse offered the best smile he could muster. “Are you
hungry?” he asked.

The words had no sooner fallen from his mouth when
Alex Covington stepped into the room. He wore a midnight blue suit
with a paisley tie over a crisp pale blue shirt. His face was
clean-shaven and his haircut fresh. He looked ready for a formal
evening out. He did not look like a distraught father visiting his
daughter at the hospital.

Lauren’s jaw dropped. She stared, slowly shaking her
head back and forth. Jesse reached Alex in two quick strides. He
couldn’t make contact because he wouldn’t be able to stop himself
until the bastard was dead. That couldn’t happen. Not here. Not
now.

Instead Jesse positioned himself between Alex and
Lauren, effectively blocking their view of each other. Through
clenched teeth, he said, “You’d better get the hell out of here
fast.”

“How could you?” Lauren said. “How could you do
this?”

Alex attempted to step around Jesse but Jesse blocked
each move. He jammed his knotted fists into his pockets. “Don’t go
another step closer,” he said.

A nurse took a tentative step into the room. “Is
everything okay in here?” she asked.

Jesse’s muscles twitched as he fought to control his
rage. Alex cleared his throat and smiled at the nurse like he was
doing a photo shoot. He said, “I am here to visit my daughter.”

“I want him out,” Lauren told the nurse. Her voice
broke into a sob. “I don’t want him near me.”

The nurse turned a shade of pink. She gave Alex an
apologetic look. “You’d better go now, sir.”

Alex gave a curt nod. His eyes found Jesse. He glared
for a moment, then turned and left without another word.
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Alex strode through the hospital, well aware of the
sideways glances that followed him. He’d been on the news and his
photo had made both daily papers. Now his own daughter had caused a
scene and all but tossed him out of her hospital room.
Consequently, he had quickly become an object of curiosity, an
unlikely villain.

Alex had underestimated Ryder’s hold on Lauren. The
man had her believing her own father was some kind of demon. And
that simply would not do. He needed her under his control. That
meant changing the story she’d come to believe.

Alex held on to his calm façade as he crossed the
parking lot. Rage simmered beneath the surface but all people saw
was an impeccably dressed man with steel blue eyes. He climbed into
his Mercedes and eased out of the parking lot with a calculated
show of self-control.

Fifteen minutes later he was at Captain James Barnes’
front door. Anna Barnes greeted Alex with a tight smile. “Come in,”
she said. “How are you, Alex? I’m so sorry about Kara and Lauren.
James tells me they should both make a full recovery.”

Alex ignored Anna’s placating remarks. “I need to
speak to James about an urgent private matter,” he said.

Anna’s lips tightened into a thin line. “He’s in the
den.”

Alex strode past Anna and her accusatory glare. She
and Kara had been reasonably good friends for many years, which
likely explained the underlying frigidity in her words. People
watched the news, read the paper, believed the gossip. Guilty
verdict handed down by the media. He’d used it to his advantage
many times in his career. Soon he would be using it again, in
reverse, to redeem himself.

Alex rapped once on the closed door to the den.
Without waiting for a response, he pushed it open and stepped
inside. James was seated behind his oversized mahogany desk. He
glanced up. Seeing Alex, he put his coffee mug and newspaper down.
“Hello Alex,” he said. “What brings you here?”

Alex closed the door behind him. He sank into a
padded leather chair. “I have a way to clear my name,” he said. “I
will require your cooperation.”

James nodded. The lines around his eyes had deepened.
He looked tired, worn. He said, “I’ve been doing my best to steer
the investigation away from you. It isn’t easy. As you know, the
evidence, however circumstantial, isn’t weighing well for you.
Particularly since Kara had recently left you and taken out a
restraining order.”

Alex waved James off. He didn’t need to be reminded.
He’d made his living by manipulating what people thought of as
absolute. He said, “I want Alison Robbins charged for contracting
the attempted murder on Kara.”

“Alison Robbins? Isn’t she -”

“Yes, yes. She and I were involved for a time.”

James opened his mouth to speak. He stopped, cleared
his throat. “We have no evidence,” he said. “No motive. I can’t
simply arrest and charge her.”

“You’ll have what you need,” Alex said.

He crossed his legs, automatically straightening the
seam of his pants. Now that he was about to set his perfect plan in
motion, he relaxed and easily fell into his normal take-charge
roll.

“Alison and Marc Wilkes had an ongoing affair, during
which time he was also seeing my wife,” Alex said. “When Kara made
the impulsive decision to leave me and go to him, Wilkes broke off
his relationship with Alison. Consumed by a jealous rage, Alison
contracted Kestler to murder both Kara and Wilkes. Sadly, Lauren,
rather than Wilkes, was present at the condo with Kara.”

Barnes swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed. He stroked
the stubble on his chin, his eyes fixed on Alex. “I don’t suppose
any of this has a shred of truth.”

“Since when is that an issue for you?”

Barnes looked away. “I’ll need evidence pointing
right at Alison. And enough leads to put this all together. She’s
not even in the picture right now.”

“Give me twenty-four hours,” Alex said. “Your
precinct will receive an anonymous tip that will lead you to
Alison’s home. Everything you require will be found there.
Providing your detectives do their jobs adequately, we will have no
further problems.”

“Any chance my detectives, in the normal course of
this investigation, will unwittingly uncover evidence connecting
you to Alison?”

“Of course not.”

“What if she talks?” Barnes asked. “Naturally she’ll
want to point this back at you. I don’t know of any woman willing
to take a murder rap for an ex lover.”

“I am no fool, James. Alison will not be speaking to
anyone. She’ll be found dead in her home. Shot with a gun you’ll
later find at Ryder’s home. Justice for his lover. My
daughter.”

James Barnes rubbed the back of his neck. He said,
“There will be evidence? Something pointing to Ryder?”

Alex sighed. “James, really. Do you need to ask
that?”

“What about this Wilkes guy? He’s going to deny he
ever had an affair with Alison.”

“He’ll be emphatic,” Alex said. A smirk played at the
corners of his lips. “Rightfully so, as he’ll be telling the truth.
Not that the truth will help him.”

“You’ve thought this through well, so I assume you
have an answer for this dilemma.”

“Kara will learn of Wilkes’ affair with Alison. The
evidence will be overwhelming, despite his adamant denials.
Naturally she will be distraught when she hears he not only had
another woman, but that woman is responsible for her daughter’s
injury, as well as her own. Kara has a history of instability. I
can attest to that. And, after all, she did recently lose one
child. The knowledge that she almost lost another, especially due
to her own marital indiscretions, pushes her over the edge. She
will take his life, then her own.”

Barnes sat back. “I have to hand it to you, Alex.
That’s the most elaborate cover I’ve ever heard. And it’ll work.
Everyone who can testify against you is gone, which will make even
the early charges against you difficult to prosecute. All loose
ends taken care of.”

“The only way to get ahead in life.”
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Jesse sprang up. Beads of sweat slid from his
forehead. He blinked several times to focus his vision. The room
was dark. His bedroom. Not a morgue. Only a nightmare. Lauren was
alive.

With a heavy sigh, he collapsed back on the bed. He
glanced at the clock. 4:17 a.m. He leaned over, grabbed his cell
phone from the nightstand, and punched in the hospital’s number.
The nurse he spoke to was polite, even at this hour of the morning.
Lauren’s condition was stable. No change.

Relieved, Jesse lay still in the darkness. Every
fiber of his body ached for revenge. But he’d made a promise to
Lauren.

He couldn’t keep that promise.

He had to keep that promise.

Revenge would come. He’d just have to find another
way.

His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t
eaten anything the previous day. But he wasn’t hungry. And was no
longer tired. He pushed the covers off and headed for the shower.
Fifteen minutes later he was tucking his gun into his jeans and
zipping his jacket over it.
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Lauren’s eyes flew open as she gasped for breath. The
nightmare faded while she lay still, listening to the machine beep
beside her. The clock on the opposite wall read 5:21. The hospital
bed was uncomfortable. Her stitches itched. Tears slid down her
cheeks but her hands hurt too much to bother wiping them away.

She closed her eyes again, faded in and out of
awareness. A nurse came in, took her vital signs, fixed her covers.
Then she was alone again.

She wanted her father dead. The thought brought her
no comfort, no remorse. Just a simple fact that she’d come to
accept. Revenge wasn’t so much the issue as peace of mind. As long
as he was alive, she’d never be free of him. Nor would Jesse. Or
her mother.

Lauren now believed that, even if her father was
locked away in prison for the next twenty years, he would find a
way to get to them. Revenge was a driving force for her father.

While she admitted to herself that she wanted her
father dead, she couldn’t say it to Jesse. Not yet. She had no
doubt that if she said her wish aloud, Jesse would happily make it
a reality. She didn’t want him taking that risk. She didn’t want to
lose him.

Yet wasn’t she chancing that each and every day that
her father was alive? In her father’s eyes, Jesse was to blame for
everything that was happening. Her father had nothing left to lose.
His greatest pleasure would be in destroying his nemesis.

The second hand on the clock slowly ticked away the
time. How much longer before someone else was hurt? And who would
be left standing in the end?
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Jesse circled the block three times. No sign of cops
watching the place. He parked his Mustang in the side alley and sat
for a full five minutes. No one around watching him. No sign of
life at all. Apparently this neighborhood didn’t like the pre-dawn
experience any more than he did.

He stepped out of his car and stretched. He locked
the doors, set his alarm, and strode around to the front of the
building. The stench of cat urine seeped out from the first floor
apartment. He quietly climbed the steps to the third floor. He
stood beside Dominic Forenzi’s door. The only sound came from a
baby crying one floor below.

Jesse tried to doorknob. Unlocked. He eased it open.
Inside was dark and silent. He waited a full minute before stepping
into the darkness.

He peeked into the kitchen. Nothing. Back through the
living room, over to the bathroom. Aside from something that
smelled like raw sewage, he found nothing.

Three long strides brought him to the bedroom door.
Before he even entered, he had a good idea of what he’d find. The
coppery scent of blood wafted out to him as he pushed open the
door. In the darkness, Jesse could make out the bulky form of
Dominic Forenzi’s body heaped on the bed.

Jesse flicked the light switch on. A murky bulb cast
Forenzi’s body in half light, half shadow. He hadn’t been dead
long. Maybe an hour or two, as far as Jesse could tell. One clean
bullet hole through his forehead and the back of his skull
shattered across the mattress.

Jesse sighed. Covington had gotten to Forenzi first.
So much for plan A. On to plan B. Keeping promises sucked. This
whole thing would be a lot easier if he could just pop Covington
himself.

Jesse left the apartment as quietly as he’d come. No
one was on the street. He climbed back in his car and was long gone
before the neighborhood awoke.
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Carrie and Gina poked their heads inside Lauren’s
hospital room. “Okay if we come in?” Carrie asked.

“Yes!” Lauren exclaimed. “I need the distraction.
It’s good to see you two.”

“How are you feeling?” Gina asked.

Lauren gave a little shrug. “I’m still trying to come
to terms with it all,” she said. “But I’m okay for the most
part.”

“And your mom?” Carrie asked.

“Awake and stable,” Lauren said. “Jesse took me up to
her room this morning. I don’t think I’ve ever cried so much in my
life.”

Gina stepped closer to the bed. Her eyes glistened
with tears. “I can’t believe he’d do this to you guys.”

“I probably wasn’t supposed to be part of the deal,”
Lauren said. “I don’t know. Jesse and I think my father hired the
guy to kill my mother. Maybe Marc, too. But I had decided to ditch
classes that day and hang out with my mom. No one else knew I’d be
there.”

Gina swiped at a gush of tears. “You’re sure it
wasn’t a robbery or something? I mean, to have your mom killed… I
know Alex has a mean streak but… to have her killed?”

“Why would he want to kill your mom, anyway?” Carrie
asked. “She’d already left him.”

“That’s exactly why,” Lauren said. “She’d embarrassed
him, not only by leaving but she’d moved in with another man. Plus
she’d gotten a temporary restraining order against him and was free
to talk about how abusive he was. Maybe even tell the truth about
Stephen’s death.”

“What about Stephen’s death?” Carrie said.

Lauren shook her head. “Let’s just say it didn’t
happen exactly the way my father claimed.”

“What did happen?” Gina asked. “You’re not saying
Alex killed him!”

“No,” Lauren said. “Not in the physical sense,
anyway. I don’t want to get into it now, okay? I’ll tell you both
all the details, I promise. Just not now.”

Carrie and Gina exchanged a look. Gina said, “Have
you seen him? Your father?”

Lauren told her friends about her father’s appearance
in her room the previous day. Lauren studied Gina as she spoke. She
seemed fragile, more like a little girl than Lauren had ever seen.
She said, “Are you still seeing him?”

“No,” Gina replied. “I haven’t even spoken to him.”
She shook her head. Tears once again slid down her cheeks. “In a
weird way I miss him so much. Logically I know that’s crazy. I was
so stupid to believe him.”

Carrie squeezed Gina’s hand. “You were young, not
stupid.”

“He showed you what he wanted you to see,” Lauren
said. “Just like he does with everyone in his life. Maybe if I’d
had the courage to be honest about my life a long time ago, none of
this would have happened.”

“You can’t possibly blame yourself for any of this,”
Carrie said. “Both of you have to stop. There’s only one person
responsible for this mess.”

The girls were silent a moment. A knock on the door
broke the quiet. Paul Stosh and Raymond Sabian, Lauren’s boss and
coworker, stood in the doorway. Paul said, “Are we
interrupting?”

“No,” Lauren said. “C’mon in.”

Paul asked Lauren about her condition and how she was
feeling. Lauren gave him the highlights, leaving her father out of
the story. For now. She had no proof and didn’t want to say
anything she might regret. After all, her boss was a newspaper
editor and sometimes it was hard for him to separate friendship
from work.

“I should be back to work in a couple of weeks,”
Lauren said. “As soon as my hands have healed somewhat.”

“No rush,” Paul said.

Raymond gave Lauren one of the dazzling smiles for
which he was notorious. All gleaming white teeth and dimples.
Between that, the jet black curls, the rock hard muscles, and the
little diamond stud in his ear, most women found him irresistible.
For Lauren, he was a little too bulky, a little too boisterous. But
she noticed that Carrie was watching him with rapt attention and
that made her smile.

“No need to worry,” Raymond said. “Paul didn’t come
here to fire you for slacking off.”

Lauren chuckled. “That’s a relief.”

“Though I have to admit,” Paul said, “my motive isn’t
entirely altruistic.”

Carrie and Gina got up from their chair. “We’re going
to grab a soda,” Gina said. “Be back in a bit.”

Paul waited for the girls to leave the room. Then he
motioned to the now empty chairs beside the bed. “Mind if we
sit?”

“No,” Lauren said. “Please do.”

Lauren suddenly felt vulnerable, sitting in her
hospital gown on the little hospital bed. Hooked to IVs and
machines. Paul and Raymond both looked at her with too much
sympathy. She wondered what they wanted. Part of her was afraid to
hear. She didn’t want to be the victim in the next lead story. She
didn’t want to have to relive what she’d gone through. Not just
yet.

“I wanted to talk to you about that article we’d
discussed a few days ago,” Paul said. “Naturally we’ve already done
a few pieces based on what we know. However, we’d still like to run
with a more in-depth piece, something with a personal slant. So, my
point is, are you still willing to work with Ray?”

“Absolutely,” Lauren said.

Paul nodded, allowing a small smile. Raymond leaned
forward. “I’d like to get started ASAP,” he said. “Maybe we could
start working on it here?” He offered another of his brilliant
smiles. “I know that’s pushy. I don’t want to rush you but, you
know how it is, timing is everything in this business.”

“I’m ready,” Lauren said. “If you want, we can start
later this afternoon.

“I’ll be here.”
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Jesse slid into his car and stuck Lauren’s strawberry
shake in the cup holder. She hadn’t been eating much at the
hospital. Not that he could blame her. He’d seen more appetizing
dog food. So he thought he’d entice her with one of those things
she could never resist.

Tim climbed into the passenger seat. The chocolate
shake he held was already half gone. Jesse motioned to the jumbo
cup. “That’s going to cost you an extra hour at the gym,” he
said.

“Hell, nothing wrong with getting a little soft,” Tim
said. “Makes me look settled.”

“That only works if you’re married. Single and flab
screams lazy.”

“Yeah? Where is this rulebook you continually quote
from? I need a copy so I can get things right.”

“Give it up,” Jesse said. “Not even the rulebook
could save you now.”

“And you’re supposed to be my friend.”

Jesse zipped out of the parking lot and into a line
of traffic. “I am,” he said. “Which is why I can tell you these
things.”

“Works both ways.”

“Uh-oh. I sense trouble.”

“Yeah. Well you know I don’t like what you’ve been
getting into. Now Forenzi’s dead.” Tim eyed Jesse with a frown.
“Nice that we got that anonymous tip.”

Jesse ignored the sarcasm. “Any leads?”

“Not that I’ve heard.”

“Covington isn’t leaving any loose ends.”

“My point exactly,” Tim said. “Most of the shit you
turned over to Eldridge is missing. Forenzi and Nyles are dead.
You’re all that’s left.”

“You think Eldridge is dirty?”

“No. Someone got into his office. His computer was
hacked. All his files torn up. I saw the look on his face. The guy
went nuts, ripped the place apart. Everyone was questioned.”

“Barnes, then? Jesse said. “Or one of his lower
ranked minions.”

“Yeah. But, my point is, you’re hanging out on a limb
here. Covington gets you out of the way, he’s pretty much free and
clear.”

“Not totally,” Jesse said. “There are ways around
these things. And, with some luck, Covington might still be charged
with hiring Kestler to kill his wife.”

“Maybe.” Tim shrugged. He sucked the rest of his
shake through the straw, then tapped the empty cup against his
knee. “That doesn’t look good. Covington didn’t leave a trail. No
money exchanged hands. No one has been able to connect Kestler to
Covington in any way that makes him look dirty.”

Tim glanced at Jesse. “I know you don’t want to hear
this,” he said. “Covington will likely walk away relatively
unscathed. But he’s not about to let you do the same.”

“I know that,” Jesse said. “I keep my eyes open.”

“Even when you sleep?”

“What, you want to sleep over and guard me?” Jesse
slowed to a stop at a red light. A black van pulled up behind him.
The same van that had been parked in the corner lot at The Creamery
where they’d gotten the shakes. A young male was driving, maybe
twenty-one or twenty-two. An older male sat in the passenger seat.
Jesse kept an eye on them as the light changed and they drove
through the intersection.

“Am I boring you again?” Tim asked.

“What?”

“I said I’d pass on that offer.” Tim glanced in his
side mirror. “What’s so interesting back there?”

“Nothing.”

“Yeah? You just like seeing your reflection? Suddenly
becoming narcissistic?”

Jesse swung into the left hand turning lane. The van
followed. He said, “Van’s been following us since The Creamery.
Didn’t notice it on the way up. Probably nothing.”

“Or may be something.”

“One of life’s many riddles.”

“Recognize the driver?”

“No,” Jesse said. “But I’m going to take a little
detour.”

“Sometimes I feel so blessed to be your friend.”

“Carrying your gun?”

“Hell no. Naïve little me thought I was only going to
the hospital to meet the woman of your dreams. Didn’t think a gun
was a requirement.”

“It’s okay. I’ve got mine.”

“Great,” Tim said. “I’ll just duck under the seat
while you have yourself a good old-fashioned shootout.”

Jesse chuckled. “Actually, I was thinking of using
you as a decoy. You can put on my jacket and I’ll dump you off on
the side of the street. While they’re shooting at you, I’ll take
them out.”

“What a friend,” Tim said. “Where we headed?”

“By Covington’s house.”

“What the hell for?”

“I’ve seen that van before,” Jesse said. “Same van
was parked across from Covington’s house yesterday. I thought it
was surveillance.”

“There’s probably a hundred other vans just like it
in this city.”

“Yeah but I don’t believe in coincidences.”

The van stayed behind them until they were a block
from Alex Covington’s house. Then it veered off onto a different
side street. Jesse drove slowly past Alex’s house. No cars out of
place. The entire street was quiet.

“Well?” Tim said. “What are you thinking?”

“Can you run a plate for me?”

Tim dug his cell phone from his pocket and made the
call. Jesse turned back toward the hospital. He kept an eye in his
mirrors, looking for the black van.

“Got a pen and paper?” Tim asked.

“Console,” Jesse said.

Tim found the paper and pen and quickly scrawled a
name and address. He thanked the person on the other end of the
phone, then flipped it shut. He looked at Jesse. “You ready for
this one?” he said.

“When you say it like that, I’m not so sure.”

“Van belongs to a guy by the name of Brian Sullivan.
Ring any bells?”

“Don’t think so.”

“I met him at last year’s Christmas party,” Tim said.
“He’s Captain Barnes’ stepson.”

“Oh hell.”
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Jesse stroked Lauren’s hair until she fell into a
deep sleep. Then he pulled the covers over her shoulders and kissed
her softly on the cheek. He strode down the darkened hallway toward
the elevators. The hospital atmosphere had subdued with
nightfall.

Outside, a frigid brisk wind blew, chilling him to
the core. Christmas decorations lit up many of the houses along the
streets he drove. Hard to believe that the holiday was so close. He
certainly wasn’t feeling much Christmas spirit these days.

He turned the radio up and tried to get lost in the
music. His mind refused to be still. He needed to make a major
decision and he needed to do it soon. He could take everything he
had to the FBI. They’d open an investigation of their own and maybe
eventually take down Covington, Barnes, and any other dirty cop and
politician involved.

That was a big maybe. Investigations were slow.
Everything had to be done by the book. The FBI would play the watch
and wait game. Give the small scum deals to testify against the
bigger scum. Possibly tip the whole investigation off and get
nowhere.

Jesse raked a hand through his hair. Even if he
wanted to wait around while the FBI played connect the dots,
chances were that he wouldn’t live long enough to see the outcome.
Covington would want him dead in a hurry. He wouldn’t be playing
around with the smalltime nonsense anymore. The next hired hit
would be purely professional.

Another option, and the one he favored, was to take
Covington out himself. No more games. No going through the proper
channels to seek some elusive justice. Just get Covington the hell
out of their lives.

As for the rest of Covington’s cohorts, they’d more
than likely disperse. Jesse doubted any of them would come after
him. They’d be busy keeping up appearances, keeping a low profile.
But they’d still be free, which was a major drawback.

Then there was option C, which had its benefits. He
could take out Covington first, then bring everything he had to the
FBI. They could take their sweet time digging around in the mud
until they rounded up all the guilty parties. Maybe take out a
chunk of the police department. The only problem with that was he’d
be under close scrutiny for Covington’s murder.

Of course, he’d be looked at for the bastard’s murder
no matter what the circumstances. The difference was that he had a
trump card with Barnes. If the cops started coming down on him for
Covington’s murder, he could easily threaten to expose the captain.
He was fairly certain the cops would immediately back off.

He had no cards to play with the FBI. He’d be
dangling there with the rest of the scum.

Sure, he was smart enough not to leave a blazing
trail leading straight to himself. The cops would look at him only
because it would be an obvious connection. Yet he wasn’t the only
person around with motive to kill Covington. No physical evidence.
No arrest. Sounded good, in theory anyway.

Jesse’s head ached. He lowered his window and sucked
in some fresh air. Or at least that was his intent. What he got
instead was a lungful of exhaust from the truck in front of him. He
coughed, sputtered to himself. Why hadn’t he moved to the
country?

His cell phone vibrated against his hip. He switched
off the radio, reached for his phone.

“Where are you?” Tim asked.

“Driving down Harvard,” Jesse said. “Why?”

“I dug up something interesting. Have you seen that
van around?”

“No.”

“You said two people were inside, right?”

“Yeah, the driver and an older guy.”

“I might know who the passenger was,” Tim said. “And
I don’t like it.”

“That’s a given. I rather doubt the kid was driving
his priest around, making his daily confession.”

“We know the driver was most likely the Sullivan kid,
Barnes’ stepson. This kid’s uncle, Barnes’ wife’s brother, is Lance
Sullivan. That name familiar to you?”

“Doesn’t ring any warning bells,” Jesse said. “Should
I know him?”

“He’s been arrested twice,” Tim said. “First time for
assault. Charges were eventually dropped. The guy he nearly killed
decided he was no longer sure Sullivan was the right guy. Second
time was murder. Sullivan was acquitted. Seems some of the evidence
mysteriously disappeared. And a couple of witnesses came out of the
blue to testify they’d been with Sullivan at the time of the
murder.”

While Tim spoke, Jesse pulled into the breakdown
lane. He carefully watched each car that passed. “You think this
guy is a professional or just a wannabe badass?”

“Doesn’t matter, does it?” Tim said. “Either way
spells trouble for you.”

“Yeah but a professional scares me more.”

“Another thing. Guess who Sullivan’s lawyer was on
both counts.”

“Not a hard one,” Jesse said. “Covington helps out
Barnes, which means Barnes owes him in return. Unless Sullivan was
working for Covington at the time and Covington was covering his
own ass.”

“Watch your back, Jess.”

“I always do. Barnes on duty tonight?”

“No, he’s been gone since four.”

“Got a home address for me?”

“What for?” Tim said. “You planning on paying him a
visit?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn it, Jesse, just lay low for awhile. At least
wait until I can come with you.”

“No,” Jesse said. “I don’t want you involved in
this.”

“I’m already involved!”

“Address?”

“Damn it. You’re crazy.”

“I know.”

Tim sighed. “Hang on a sec. I’ll look it up.”

“How about a phone number too.”

“Going to call first and give him a heads up?”

“Only trying to be courteous.”

“Jesus,” Tim sputtered. A moment later he recited the
address and phone number. “Be careful.”

“I will. Thanks.”

Jesse waited for a break in the traffic, then pulled
out. He turned east and headed out to Lincoln Street. Three blocks
from Barnes’ home, Jesse stopped on the side of the road. He hadn’t
noticed anyone following him. That fact actually bothered him more
than if he’d seen a tail. He punched Barnes’ number into his phone
and waited. Barnes barked a sleepy hello after the third ring.

“Captain Barnes, this is Jesse Ryder. We need to
speak. In person. Now.”

Silence for a moment. Then Barnes said, “Ryder?”

“Cut the pretense. You know who I am.”

“Do you have any idea what time it is?”

“I’m three blocks from your house,” Jesse said. “I
suggest you throw some clothes on and meet me out front.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Don’t make me come in after you.”

Jesse clicked the phone off and drove the three
blocks. He parked in front of a tan colonial. No lights shone
through the dark windows. He slid his gun from the console, checked
the safety. And waited.

Less than a minute passed before James Barnes stepped
out onto his front porch. He squinted through the darkness. Jesse
lowered his window and waved him over. “Get in.”

“Do you honestly believe I’m that stupid?” Barnes
asked.

Jesse raised his gun through his open window.
“Apparently so.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“No? Try me.”

Barnes stared at the gun a moment, then walked around
to the passenger side and slid in. He wore gray jogging pants and
brown slippers. A baggy Harvard sweatshirt. His hair needed to be
combed.

“Not a smart move,” Jesse said, “Involving
family.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your stepson tailing me. And was that Uncle Lance
with him?”

Barnes’ lips jammed together. His eyes registered
surprise, though he had the nerve to sound petulant when he spoke.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Call them both off. Now.”

“Ryder, you have nothing. Your entire case is in the
toilet. So do us all a favor and go back to whatever hole you were
in before this all started.”

Jesse smirked. “You all must think I’m a real idiot.
You think I turned the only copies I had over to Edridge? You even
think he had it all to begin with? No, Barnes, it’s far from over.
I just have to make one call and the FBI will be all over your
asses. Maybe you and Covington could be roomies over at
Walpole.”

Barnes blinked several times. His Adam’s apple bobbed
up and down. He said, “If that’s the case, then why haven’t you
already done it?”

“Always hold your best card for last,” Jesse said.
“But, make no mistakes, I have a few copies, every single piece of
evidence, all stored safely away. And anything happens to me, it’s
in the FBI’s lap and it’s front page news.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“So call off your dogs,” Jesse said.

“Fine. But I want all the copies in return.”

Jesse laughed. “Wrong. Look Barnes, I don’t want you.
I don’t really give a shit about you. Don’t push me and I won’t
push back.”

“You want Covington.”

“And you’re in the way.”

Barnes nodded. “I play it your way and you forget
whatever it is you’ve dug up?”

“You’re catching on.”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“Have I shot you yet?”

Barnes swallowed, his throat making a gurgling sound.
“Okay,” he said. “What is it you want?”

“For now, just keep your guys away from me. Anyone
tails me, comes after me, or rips apart my apartment searching for
what they’ll never find, and I’ll turn you over to the feds faster
than you can imagine.”

“It’s not entirely up to me,” Barnes said.

“You handle your end. I’ll handle Covington.”

Barnes nodded again, said nothing. Jesse ran his hand
along the barrel of his gun. “One other thing,” he said. “Fuck me
over and I’ll blow your head off.”

Barnes turned away. “Are we finished here?”

“For now.”

Captain James Barnes climbed out of the car. He
looked about to slam the door, but instead closed it quietly. He
walked up his driveway, his head bent down. A scared and lonely man
in a worn jogging suit. Jesse smiled, flipped on his headlights,
and headed home.
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Two blissfully uneventful days passed. Jesse spent
the majority of his time at the hospital with Lauren, watching and
listening as she and Raymond worked on their article. Despite her
fatigue and emotional overload, Lauren insisted on putting in
several hours each day.

Raymond left early on that second evening with
everything he’d need to complete the article. He intended to work
through the night in order to have it ready for print the next day.
Lauren was surprisingly relaxed and content. Tomorrow’s paper would
expose all those secrets she’d been forced to keep throughout her
life. Knowing that seemed to bring her peace.

Jesse left a short time later. Exhaustion had finally
gotten the better of him. He fell into bed and immediately began to
drift off. Just as the dream world began to take hold, his phone
jarred him awake and he teetered back to reality. He was still
somewhere between the two worlds when he mumbled a hello.

“Jesse, it’s Marc. I need help. I don’t know what to
do. They’re claiming they have proof of all this stuff that’s not
true. I didn’t do any of this.”

“Slow down,” Jesse said. He sat up and blinked away
the sleep. “Who are ‘they’ and what are they claiming they can
prove?”

“I’m sorry,” Marc said. “I spent the past six hours
at the police station. I’m so rattled that I can’t think
straight.”

“Where are you now?”

“My car. Driving aimlessly. I don’t know what to
do.”

“Why don’t you come to my place,” Jesse said. “You
can tell me what the hell’s going on.”

Jesse recited his address, then disconnected. He
groaned as he slid out from beneath the warm covers. He picked his
clothes up off the floor and pulled them back on. Then he went to
the kitchen in search of caffeine. The best he could do was a
bottle of flat Coke. He took it into the living room, turned on the
lights, and waited while trying not to conjure up any wild
scenarios.

Fifteen minutes later, Marc was at his door. His eyes
were wide, his pupils dilated. He looked as if he was strung out.
But this was shock, not drugs. Jesse led him into the living room.
“Okay,” he said. “Start at the beginning.”

“I left the hospital right after dinner this
evening,” Marc said. “The medication is making Kara queasy and I
thought she’d rest better if I wasn’t there. She tries so hard to
keep a brave front. She doesn’t want me to worry, as ridiculous as
that is. But that has no bearing on any of this. I’m rambling.”

Marc slumped back in the chair and swiped a hand over
his face. “The police were waiting outside my building when I
arrived home. They had actually questioned my neighbors!”

Jesse sat forward. “Questioned them about what?”

“They claim they’ve connected me to the attack on
Kara and Lauren! I would never…”

“Marc, give me some details here. What do they
have?”

“I’m sorry. This is just so unbelievable. The police
claim I’d been having an ongoing affair with some woman by the name
of Alison Robbins during the time I was also seeing Kara. When Kara
decided to leave Covington and move in with me, they claim I ended
my affair with this Alison person. She supposedly went into a
jealous rage and hired someone to kill both Kara and myself, only
Lauren was there instead of me.”

Jesse silently cursed himself. He hadn’t seen this
coming. He should have. Stupid. This whole ordeal had become a
miserable game of human chess.

“I swear,” Marc said, “I don’t even know this woman.
I don’t know where the police came up with this. I wasn’t seeing
anyone else. No one.”

“Marc, it’s okay,” Jesse said. “I believe you. I know
who the girl is.”

“You do?”

“She’s from Covington’s harem.”

“Oh Christ.”

“What did the cops want with you? If Alison was
supposedly responsible, they can’t arrest you.”

“She’s dead, Jesse. The woman is dead. And they think
I killed her.”

“Shit.”

“They said I found out and went nuts. They said she
was cut into pieces!”

“But they didn’t arrest you,” Jesse said. “So they
have nothing to tie you to her murder. Yet.”

“Yet?”

“Did they take your prints?”

“Yes,” Marc said. “Then they asked for a DNA sample
as well. I got really scared. I told them I wanted a lawyer. They
finally let me go but they said they’d be back for me.”

“You need to listen to me carefully,” Jesse said. “Go
home and search your house thoroughly. Look through all your
knives. If she was cut up, then also check any saws you may have.
If anything’s missing or looks out of place in any way, call me
right away.”

“Covington’s trying to set me up?”

“You got it.”

“Oh Christ.”

“Don’t panic,” Jesse said. “Just do what I said. And
quick. The cops will be getting a search warrant. I’m surprised
they didn’t have one before they released you.”

“I don’t believe this is happening...”

“The cops may have someone watching you. So don’t do
anything stupid.”

“Like bust Covington’s door in and kill the son of a
bitch?”

“Yeah,” Jesse said. “Like that.”

“Okay. I’ll go through my place, see if I find
anything unusual.”

“And I’ll see what I can do to stop all this.”

“Jesse, if Kara finds out… I mean, I didn’t know that
woman. But what if Kara doesn’t believe me? What if she believes it
was my fault this happened to her and Lauren?”

“Kara knows Covington’s capabilities,” Jesse said.
“She’ll believe you. But, for now, don’t say anything to her. I
doubt the cops will question her. She’s still in ICU. They won’t
want to tarnish their image by going after her just yet. Besides,
they don’t really want the truth anyway. Covington will see to
that.”

“All my neighbors know… And what if this makes the
papers? People will have me convicted already.”

“You need to get a grip. Stop panicking. That’s what
Covington wants. Makes you look guilty.”

“I know,” Marc muttered. “What are you going to
do?”

“Don’t worry about that. Just go home and do what I
said. I’ll get back to you soon.”

Immediately after Marc left, Jesse grabbed his phone
and punched in Barnes’ number. Barnes answered right away, wide
awake this time. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Jesse
said.

“Ryder.” Barnes sighed. “What do you want this
time?”

“You can’t seriously think you can frame Marc Wilkes
for murder.”

“This is a police investigation. You have no business
-”

“Oh cut the bullshit,” Jesse said. “Back off
Wilkes.”

“I have nothing to do with that investigation. My men
are following leads. Doing their job.”

“Leads? You mean a bunch of fabricated bullshit
arranged by Covington?”

“Ryder, do us both a favor and stay out of this.”

“Do you remember our talk?”

“I’ve kept my word. No one has come near you.”

“Rules have changed,” Jesse said.

Jesse disconnected the call. He yanked his wallet
from his pants and searched through a stack of business cards. He
found the one he was looking for, a basic white card with bold
black print. He’d had it since the week before he graduated from
the police academy.

The card belonged to Robert Taylor of the FBI. Rob
had told him to call anytime, wanted to give him a job. But Jesse
hadn’t been interested. Still wasn’t. Not in the job anyway.
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Alex had been pacing the length of his den for the
past fifteen minutes. Wilkes should have been released long ago. He
would have called Ryder for help by now. That was the logical step
for the man to take. Ryder would be irate and no doubt would react
accordingly. That was his nature. So what was taking so long?

He left his den and walked out to the living room.
The house was silent. A chill clung to the air. He stood looking at
the stairway, as if he expected someone to come down at any
moment.

Finally he turned away. His eyes fell to the stack of
CDs that sat on top of the unused stereo. Once that stereo had been
a source of aggravation. All that angry music. Stephen had been too
weak to vent that anger. Much too weak. And so he’d sought release
in music. His only son had been a failure.

Sadly, Lauren had all the qualities he’d hoped for in
a son. She had the strength Stephen had lacked. Alex had no doubt
that he could have molded her at a young age, shown her the power
available to her, given her a taste of his world and prepared her
to work beside him.

If only she’d been male.

The phone rang, snapping him back to the present. He
snatched up the cordless and barked a hello.

“Alex, it’s me,” said Barnes.

“It’s about damn time,” Alex said. “I trust Ryder
took the bait?”

“He called. But he knows we’re setting Wilkes
up.”

“Naturally. He’s no fool.”

“He’s pissed, Alex. Like a stick of dynamite ready to
go off.”

“We need to get rid of him.”

“We talked about this the other night,” Barnes said.
“We can’t. We still haven’t found those copies of the files. I had
my men search Lauren’s friend’s apartment this morning. That girl
she’s been staying with. They went through it with a fine tooth
comb. Found nothing. Ryder’s apartment is clean as well.”

“What about his friend on the force?”

“Tim O’Leary?” Barnes said. “We can’t get in there.
He’s got some sort of setup at his parents’ place. The old lady is
always home. Sick or something. He helps out. And my men tell me
O’Leary’s got one mean looking Doberman.”

“So shoot the damn thing.”

“What about the old lady? Alex, we need to be very
careful here.”

“Does Ryder have family? Someone else he trusts?”

“One sister living in the city,” Barnes said.
“Well-off, expensive home, alarm system, and a maid… housekeeper…
whatever. Comes every day.”

“Obstacles. Find a way around them. Be creative, for
once in your career.”

“We’re doing the best we can. These things take
time.”

“We don’t have time,” Alex said. “I want Ryder dead.
And I want it to happen by tomorrow evening.”

“I know how you feel. I just don’t know what to
do.”

“Grab him. Torture him. Do whatever the hell you need
in order to get him to tell you where those copies are kept.”

“Look Alex, have you considered, you know, maybe
leaving the country?”

Alex clamped his jaw shut. He wanted to reach through
the line and strangle the cowardly captain. He sucked in a long
breath. “You want me to run? Is that what you’re suggesting?”

“It’s not such a bad thing. You’ve got plenty of
money to live well.”

“That would be admitting defeat. That would be
allowing one overly cocky rebel to dictate my life. If I am going
to leave the country, James, it will be of my own volition. On my
own terms.”

“I understand.”

“If you cannot find those files by tomorrow evening,”
Alex said, “I want Ryder. I want him here in my home and I want to
watch him die slowly. Then, and only then, will I take my bags and
go.”

Barnes exhaled a long breath. “Understood.”

“I would much prefer you find those files. As I’m
sure you would as well. I can afford to leave, James. Can you? And
are you prepared to leave your family behind?”

“I’ll find the files.”

“I certainly hope so.”

Alex set the phone down. He stood staring at the
silent staircase.
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Jesse woke at seven a.m. to the sound of his cell
phone ringing next to his ear. He was laying on the couch, fully
dressed, TV remote still in his hand. Wanting to shut out the
noise, he snatched up the phone and mumbled an unintelligible
hello.

“Jesse? You’re okay? What is going on?”

“Huh?” Jesse sat up, rubbed his eyes. “Who is
this?”

“Monica. Your sister. Remember me?”

“It’s early.”

“Pardon the disturbance,” Monica said. “But the
police just left here.”

“Really?” Jesse imagined the police banging on
Monica’s door at dawn. He almost laughed. “Did you cook them
breakfast?”

“Jesse, this is serious. They claim you’re
interfering with an investigation by withholding evidence.”

“And they thought I may have asked you to hold on to
it for me?”

“Yes. They had a search warrant, Jesse. They tore my
house apart!”

“Sorry ‘bout that.”

“What is this about? Are you in some sort of
trouble?”

“No,” Jesse said. “Actually, they are.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’ll explain it all later. In the meantime, keep
your doors locked and your alarm set.”

“Why? What on earth are you involved in?”

“Just listen to me for once, okay?”

“I’m worried about you.”

“No need to be,” Jesse said. “Read the afternoon
paper. Then watch the news tonight. It’ll start making sense to you
then.”

“Why can’t you tell me what you’re up to?”

“Gotta go,” Jesse said. “I’ll talk to you later.”

Jesse clicked the phone off and tossed it on the
couch. Then he walked into the bathroom, stripped off his clothes,
and stepped beneath a cool shower. He had just finished rinsing his
hair when a thought connected that he should have considered last
night. Search warrant. His sister. Why hadn’t they been to his
apartment yet? They could have been inside already but his safe was
still intact. They’d want to get inside and could do that with a
warrant.

Had the idiots not found the safe? Had they managed
to get inside again, search the place without him noticing? Had
they found anything?

Ten minutes later Jesse was dry and dressed. He
tucked his Glock into his jeans, pulled on his jacket. He checked
out the windows, saw nothing unusual. Then he stepped out his door,
locked it behind him.

The hallway was deserted. The elevator was not
moving. He pushed the button, waited for it to get to his floor.
Empty. He took the stairs down. No sign of anyone. After a careful
walk through the parking lot, he decided he was safely alone. For
now.

Back up in his apartment, Jesse grabbed a screwdriver
from his junk drawer and walked over to one of his kitchen chairs.
He knelt down, flipped the chair over, and unscrewed the padding on
the seat bottom. Underneath, neatly tucked away, was a manila
folder. He took the folder and went to the chair by the window,
repeated the same procedure, and retrieved another folder.

Next he went to his closet. The false wall remained
intact. He moved it, opened his safe. Nothing out of place. Nothing
missing. He grabbed the files, closed everything back up. Then he
stuck the collection of files inside his jacket and left the
apartment.

Thirty-seven minutes later Jesse was being ushered
into Robert Taylor’s office. The FBI agent was tall and lanky,
blond with a neatly trimmed mustache. Rob sat at his desk, quietly
going through the contents of the manila folders. Every now and
then he made a grunting sound. Neither man spoke for nearly an
hour.

When Rob finally looked up at Jesse, his eyes were
wide, his expression grave. “You weren’t exaggerating,” he
said.

Jesse spent the following half hour filling Rob in on
the missing pieces and bringing him up to date. Rob listened
carefully, without interruption. “Okay,” he said when Jesse had
finished. “We’ll take it from here. You’ve made our job easy.”

“What are you looking at for time?” Jesse asked.

“Hard to say,” Rob said. “That’s not entirely my
choice. We may be looking at months of investigative work. Then
again, we may make some immediate arrests.”

Jesse nodded. A vague reply but the best he could
hope for. “Thanks,” he said.

“You’ve done well,” Rob said. “Looking for a
job?”

Jesse smiled. “Thanks. And no.”
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On the way back to his apartment, Jesse got held up
in a traffic jam. A Subaru and a Toyota, whose drivers suffered
from blind youth and road rage, had collided. The Subaru crunched
into an accordion and the Toyota had apparently spun across the
road, stopping when a tree got in its way.

The drivers’ stupidity had left Jesse sitting in a
line of other angry drivers for over an hour. He was forced to
practice a breathing technique someone once told him would relieve
stress. It didn’t work.

Luckily he hadn’t been distracted to the point of
stupidity himself. As he pulled into the parking lot of his
apartment building, he spotted the police cruiser before the cops
spotted him. He backed out and drove off unnoticed.

Once he’d gotten some distance, he fished his cell
phone from his pocket and dialed Marc’s number. No answer. He could
have been arrested. The poor guy was probably a nut case by
now.

Next Jesse dialed Lauren’s hospital room. She
answered on the first ring.

“How are you feeling today?” Jesse asked.

“Better,” Lauren said. “Where are you? Are you
okay?”

“I’m fine. Had some things to take care of. I’ll
explain when I get there. Do you want anything?”

“Yeah. A nice greasy pizza.”

Jesse laughed. “What’s the matter? You’re not into
creamed chicken and instant mashed potatoes?”

“Hospital food is horrible.”

“I agree. I’ll bring the pizza. See you soon.”

Jesse disconnected the call, then dialed his office.
Dawn answered, her voice strained and all business.

“Have the cops been there yet?” Jesse asked.

“Yes sir,” Dawn said. “I have that information for
you.”

Jesse smiled. “Search warrant, I take it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Do you know if they’re looking to arrest me?”

“I believe so.”

“Thanks,” Jesse said. “I won’t be in today.”

“Shall I make an appointment for you?”

“I’ll call you later.”

“That sounds fine,” Dawn said. “Thank you for
calling.”
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Jesse kissed Lauren’s lips, all shiny with grease.
“Pizza good?” he asked.

“Delicious,” Lauren said. “With treatment like this,
I should be up and running around in no time.”

“I sure hope so.”

“My doctor said I can go home tomorrow. I can’t wait!
The first thing I’m going to do is lounge in the bathtub until I’m
a wrinkled prune!”

“Sounds interesting,” Jesse said. “Am I invited?”

“Most definitely.”

Jesse checked the wall clock for the fourth time in
five minutes. 1:14. “What time does the paper come out?”

“Anytime now,” Lauren said. “You’re expecting
trouble, aren’t you, once that article is seen?”

Jesse shrugged. “I need to go out. I’ll be back
soon.”

“Where are you going?”

“Don’t worry, okay?”

He kissed her lips and was out the door before she
could argue. As he turned the corner, he spotted two cops
approaching the nurse’s desk. Jesse turned abruptly and strode in
the opposite direction. He took the stairs rather than the elevator
and was just pulling out of the lot when he spotted the cops
running out the front entrance.

Jesse lost himself in a string of side streets, then
stopped at a newsstand for the paper. In bold print, on the top of
the front page, the headline screamed Alex Covington Exposed. Jesse
smiled, jumped back in his car, and tossed the paper on the seat
beside him. His cell phone chirped as he was pulling back out onto
the street.

“The police were just here,” Lauren said.

“I know,” Jesse said. “Missed me by seconds.”

“What’s going on? Why are they after you?”

“I promise I will explain this all to you later. But
not now. Trust me, okay?

“I trust you,” Lauren said. “I’m worried.”

“Don’t be. I’ve got everything under control.”

Jesse had no sooner disconnected the call when his
cell phone rang again. He half expected it to be a cop looking to
track him down. Get him to turn himself in. It wasn’t.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this article?” Rob
Taylor asked.

“I didn’t write it,” Jesse said.

“You going to tell me you had no idea it was being
written?”

“No, I’m not going to tell you that.”

“Damn it, Ryder. No wonder you’re always getting
yourself in trouble.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Problem?” Rob said. “This piece shines the spotlight
right on Covington. And this is only part one. The thing says it’ll
be continued in tomorrow’s edition.”

“Really?” Jesse was genuinely surprised. He hadn’t
read the article yet, hadn’t even looked past the headline. “I
still don’t see the problem. Doesn’t change anything I gave
you.”

“No. But it does make Covington a prime candidate to
flee.”

“Yeah, I guess it does.”

“What are you up to?” Rob asked.

“Not a thing.”

“How can we run an investigation under these
circumstances?”

“I guess you’ll need to speed things up a bit,” Jesse
said.

“Jesus.”
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Alex sat in his office, trying to busy his mind with
tedious paperwork. He was considering a late lunch with Katrina,
his favorite new plaything from reception. She had a way of making
him forget everything else for awhile. Suzanne should be back from
lunch anytime. He could have her make the reservation for lunch at
three and a room at four. The thought made him smile for the first
time in days. An early celebration for having Ryder finally
disposed of.

A knock on his door interrupted his warm thoughts.
“Come in,” he said.

Suzanne stepped into the office. Her face was
unusually pale. She hovered by the door. “You’d better take a look
at today’s paper,” she said.

Alex frowned. “What is it now?”

“I…” Suzanne hurried over and laid the paper on the
desk. “I’ll leave it with you.”

Alex flipped the paper over. The blazing headline
mocked him. He was unaware of Suzanne leaving the room, the door
closing behind her. He was halfway through the article when his
private line rang. He snatched it up. “What is it?”

“It’s me,” Barnes said. “Have you seen today’s
paper?”

“I’m looking at it now.”

“Alex, this is serious trouble for both of us.”

“Both of us? I don’t see your name in bold
print!”

“I know. But the article implies things. It won’t be
long before all the connections are made.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Cut our losses,” Alex said. “We have no choice. I’m
going home to pack now.”

“Jesus Alex, my family. What’ll I tell Anna and the
kids? I can’t leave without them.”

“That’s your decision. Your problem. I intend to go
my own way. Alone.”

“I’m stunned,” Barnes said. “I can’t believe Lauren
did this.”

“This is not Lauren. She would never do this on her
own. Ryder’s responsible. For all of this. And I want him dead
before I leave my home this evening.”

“Do you really think that’s wise?”

“What is wise no longer matters, now does it
James?”

“I suppose not.”

“Find him,” Alex said. “Bring him to me. I’d prefer
to see him alive. But if you find it necessary to shoot him in the
process, dead will suffice.”
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Jesse parked his car in the back of a convenience
store two blocks from Covington’s house. He took his cell phone
from his pocket and dialed Covington’s number. The phone rang five
times before the answering machine picked up. Jesse broke the
connection.

He walked casually, careful not to draw attention to
himself. The neighborhood had a deserted feel. Everyone off at
their jobs or their health clubs. He ran through a neighbor’s
backyard and hopped the fence, dropping onto Covington’s property.
The in-ground pool had a dark green cover stretched tightly across
it. He walked around the fancy tile that surrounded the pool,
staying out of sight of the windows as much as possible.

Jesse was behind the garage when he spotted
Covington’s Mercedes coming down the street. A moment later, the
garage door eased open, then closed. A car door slammed. Then
silence.

Jesse had been hoping to get in while the house was
still empty so he could grab Covington’s .38. Lauren had mentioned
the gun once. Covington kept it in his bedroom, in the nightstand
drawer. Lauren had been afraid her father might one day use it on
her mother. Today Jesse wanted to turn it against its owner.

Damn. What now? He couldn’t use his own gun. That
would be like putting a neon sign on his head for the cops and FBI
to come running. Crouching here in the bushes certainly wasn’t
getting him anywhere. He had to make a move. Do something.

His phone chirped. He cursed, realizing he’d
forgotten to set it on vibrate. He punched the button and muttered
a quiet hello.

“Jesse,” Tim said. “Where are you? What’s going
on?”

“Umm… I’d rather not get into that right now.”

“Barnes ordered an all out hunt for you.”

“Lucky me.”

“You okay? Where the hell are you? And why are you
whispering?”

“I’m okay,” Jesse said. “But that’s all I can say
right now. Better for you that way.”

“Christ.”

“I’ll call you later. Thanks for the heads up.”

Jesse disconnected, then switched the ring to
vibrate. Something rustled inside the garage. He chanced a peek in
the window. Covington was there, by his trunk, lifting a suitcase.
Going on a trip. Finally running scared.

While Jesse crouched in the bushes contemplating his
next stupid move, another car approached. He caught a glimpse of
the driver as the car slowly passed, making the turn into
Covington’s driveway. Captain James Barnes. Perfect. Killing a cop,
even a crooked cop, definitely was not on his list of stupid things
to do today. So he did the only thing he could think of. He
crouched deeper into the bushes, pulled out his phone, and dialed
Rob Taylor’s number.

“Robert Taylor.”

“It’s Jesse Ryder. If you want Covington, you’d
better get someone to his house quick.”

“You think he’s going to run?”

“I know he is.”

“We’re on route there now,” Rob said. “Got a warrant
for his arrest.”

“How far are you?”

“Another fifteen, maybe twenty minutes.”

“Long time.”

“Where are you?”

“Watching him,” Jesse said. “Captain James Barnes is
with him.”

“Any way you can safely keep him in place?”

“I could shoot him.”

“Aside from that.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“If he takes off, try and follow,” Rob said. “Safely,
of course.”

Sure, that might work if his car wasn’t two blocks
away. “Yeah, okay,” Jesse muttered.

He stuffed the phone in his pocket and crept around
to the side of the garage. No voices, no sounds. He peeked inside.
No one there.

Jesse hunkered down and waited. No sense doing
anything crazy. Not with a cop in the house. And the feds on their
way. That was a surprise. They’d actually gotten their shit
together quicker than Jesse expected.

His legs began to throb. This was not the highlight
of his career. Voices drifted out from the garage. He checked his
watch. Ten minutes had passed. He could always blow out Covington’s
tires. That would sure stop him.

The voices rose and fell. Jesse couldn’t make out the
words. Then the garage door eased open.

“I have a five o’clock flight,” Alex was saying. “But
I won’t say where I’ll end up.”

“I understand,” Barnes said. “I’m going to talk to
Anna. I have to tell her. I don’t imagine she’ll come with me. You
know Anna, she wouldn’t like life on the run.”

“I don’t intend to be on the run. Long ago I took
precautions. I have a new identity already built. Enough money to
do as I please. I’ll be quite comfortable where I’m going.”

“I wish I’d had your foresight,” Barnes said.

A car door creaked open at the same moment that a
brown sedan pulled in front, blocking the driveway. Rob Taylor and
another man stepped out of the car, guns drawn. Rob shouted, “Alex
Covington, FBI. Both of you step away from the car.”

Jesse stepped out from his hiding place. He was
stunned to see Alex pull a gun from his coat pocket, grab Barnes
around the neck, and press the gun against his forehead. “Put your
guns on the ground,” Alex demanded.

Both agents froze. “Now,” Alex said. “Or I’ll
splatter this police captain’s brains all over the pavement.”

“Okay, calm down,” Rob said. “Killing him isn’t going
to get you anywhere. You know that.”

Jesse stood unnoticed by the edge of the garage. No
one had made eye contact or even turned his way. But Rob knew he
was there. He was sure of that.

Alex squeezed his arm tighter around Barnes’ neck.
Red-faced and frozen with fear, Barnes stared at the FBI agents, a
silent plea in his eyes. Several minutes passed in which both
agents tried calmly talking to Alex. But Alex was not about to give
in. He was a desperate man.

Alex demanded the agents move their car, then toss
him the keys. He couldn’t get his car out of the garage, as Barnes
had parked his own shiny Lincoln in the way. So he’d been shoving
Barnes toward the Lincoln’s driver’s door. He kept Barnes directly
in front of him so that the agents had no clear shot.

Jesse drew his gun. He watched Rob, who gave him an
almost imperceptible nod. Then Jesse called, “Hey Covington, isn’t
it me you really want?”

Alex turned. His icy glare instantly narrowed. “You
son of a bitch.”

The agents had no clear shot. Alex turned the .38
he’d been holding against Barnes’ temple, aimed it at Jesse. That
split second seemed to last an eternity. Jesse’s eyes fixed on
Alex’s hand. He was slow on the trigger. Inexperienced.

The agents moved closer. Cautious. They didn’t want
heroics getting them shot. Barnes’ mouth hung open. The agents
shouted commands. Jesse heard the sounds but didn’t comprehend the
words. He was busy staring into the eyes of his enemy. For a brief
moment, they were suspended in time, appraising each other,
despising each other.

Jesse dropped his gaze. Barnes struggled. Alex
tightened his grip, repositioned his aim. His fingers tightened
around the .38 that had probably never been fired.

Jesse squeezed his trigger. Two shots. One his.
Another whizzed by him and struck the tree to his right. The gun
fell from Alex’s hand. Barnes scrambled away. A spray of red
splattered over the Lincoln’s windshield. Alex sank to the ground,
a perfect round hole in the center of his forehead.
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Lauren tossed the rose she’d been holding onto the
grave. She stood in the bright July sunshine, staring down at the
headstone. Stephen Alexander Covington. Seventeen years old.
Wherever he and their father were right now, maybe they were at
last able to make peace.

Lauren said a silent prayer, then turned and took
Jesse’s arm. As they walked down the hill, they passed her father’s
grave. A chill ran through her. His presence, even in death, was
still enough to make her shudder.

“You okay?” Jesse asked.

“Yeah, it’s getting easier.”

“Well don’t be crying anymore today. The guest of
honor can’t have smudged makeup.”

Lauren stopped and wrapped her arms around Jesse’s
neck. She pressed her body against his and their lips met. “I love
you,” she said. “But I wish you hadn’t done this.”

“It wasn’t all me.” He pulled the car door open and
held it for her. “Your mother wanted it to be a surprise party but
I knew you’d freak. Surprise parties aren’t your thing.”

“No, definitely not.”

Jesse slid into the driver’s side. “I am proud of
you,” he said.

Lauren’s cheeks flushed. “I know. Thanks.”

“How does it feel to have an actual book
contract?”

“Great. Scary. But, you know, in a weird kind of way,
it makes me feel like something good came out of all the hell my
father caused.”

“Any ideas for a title yet?”

“I’m thinking Enemies and Playmates.”

 


[image: tmp_bcb5c318744c9136714af0b18d503a21_NbDBoG_html_4bf16807.png]

 


The parking lot at the rented hall was jammed. Lauren
was shocked when they pulled in. For some reason, she’d assumed
this would be a small gathering. “Are all these people here for the
party?” she asked.

“You’re a popular lady,” Jesse said.

Lauren received a greeting like she’d never expected.
More than a hundred people applauded as she walked through the
door. The hall was beautifully decorated and they’d even managed to
get her favorite local band to play.

Later, Lauren stood by the buffet table while Jesse
danced with her mother. Marc came up beside her. “How is the guest
of honor doing?” he asked.

“Great,” Lauren said. “I’ve been watching my mom. She
looks beautiful tonight. Better every day.”

“I think so, too. The therapy has helped her a
lot.”

“I have a feeling it’s more than the therapy.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah.” Lauren grinned. “She finally fulfilled that
dream she’d always had. She’s happily married.”

“Well that makes two of us.”

Gina came in the front entrance and stood scanning
the room. She was holding her son, Michael Stephen Kent, in her
arms. Lauren spotted her and waved. “I was hoping you’d make it,”
she said as Gina approached.

“I wanted to feed Michael before we came,” Gina said.
“Congratulations!”

“Thanks.” Lauren reached her arms out. “Can I hold my
godson?”

“Sure.”

Lauren took the sleeping baby in her arms. “He’s so
beautiful, Gina.”

“That’s because he looks like his godmother.”

Lauren laughed. “No, I think that crop of dark hair
definitely says he’s a mommy’s boy.”

She stroked his cheek. His eyelids fluttered and
fought to open. For one brief instant, they opened wide. In that
moment Lauren couldn’t miss those eyes. Those same steel blue
eyes.
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Lauren snuggled up against Jesse. His bare skin was
warm against hers. He snored softly. She glanced at the clock.
Nearly four a.m. and still she hadn’t slept. Every time she closed
her eyes, she saw her father and those icy steel blue eyes that had
haunted her most of her life. She reminded herself that just
because the baby had his same eyes didn’t mean he’d be anything
like her father. Their father.

Maybe Michael Stephen Kent would grow up to be
everything their father was not. And everything Stephen Alexander
Covington could have been.

Lauren twisted the ring on her finger. A new ring. A
beautiful diamond that would soon be accompanied by a wedding band.
That brought a smile.

She turned and studied Jesse’s sleeping face. He was
the most peaceful man she’d ever known. He had no need for power,
no need for control. He was comfortable with who he was, just as he
was.

She traced a path from his cheek to his belly button.
He moaned softly in his sleep. She kissed his neck. Her fingers
slid over the tops of his thighs.

His body responded eagerly, even before he woke.
Lauren pressed her body against his. Her fingers lightly stroked
him.

Jesse opened one eye. He smiled and pulled her
closer.

She lay back, enjoying the sensations his touched
created. She gazed into his eyes. Her father’s eyes finally
disappeared. All she saw was Jesse. His dark, intense eyes spoke to
her in ways she now understood so well.

She was safe.

She was loved.

She’d made it.
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Lyrical Inspiration

 


Ever have a song get stuck in your head? A line or
two of the lyrics playing on a loop through your mind until it
becomes a silent mantra? Annoying as that can be, sometimes it also
provides inspiration.

My music addiction rivals my book addiction. If I’m
not writing or reading, I’m listening to music. Some music lovers
barely acknowledge lyrics. For me, the lyrics make the song.

When I write, I step inside my characters’
personalities. I need to feel what they feel, so that I can present
them to my readers as a three-dimensional person, not just a
character on a page. While writing my novel Enemies and
Playmates, I had a relatively minor character whose impact on
the story turned out to be much larger than his small part. His
name is Stephen and he is the younger brother of Lauren, the main
character.

 Stephen’s
character ran continually through my mind, along with the lyrics
from two songs. The lyrics drove his character, as much as his
character sparked the endless loop of the lyrics in my mind. The
first was a line from ‘The Struggle Within’, a Metallica song from
their Black album. Home is not a home it becomes a hell… Turning
it into your prison cell. The other was a song called ‘Fade’
from the Break The Cycle album by Staind. That entire song, in my
mind, became Stephen’s song. I could hear him singing it, see him
living it. One line from that song – But I never meant to fade
away – became Stephen’s plaintive cry.

I don’t know whether the songs sparked the character
or Stephen’s character made me pay closer attention to the lyrics
in those songs. I’m also not sure that it matters. Lyrics are
pieces of a story. When I listen to a well written song, I can see
that story play out in front of me. Sometimes it becomes more than
a three to five minute vignette.

I am sure that what I visualize is most often not the
same vision that inspired the song’s writer. However, that’s often
the beauty of words. They can be many different things to many
different people. It’s all in how we listen. Or how we read.
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Chapter 1

 


 


It didn’t rain today. She thought it might but it
didn’t. Not that it made any difference.

The clock ticked in the background. That was the only
sound. Tick-tock, tick-tock…

She wandered about the house, clad in her worn-out
terrycloth bathrobe. Her frizzy orange hair stood out from her head
in a wild mass. Corinne had never been beautiful. That implied
perfection, which she had never achieved. Nor had she ever tried.
But once Corinne had possessed a commanding magnetism.

She had large brooding blue eyes with dark lashes
that curled at the tips. Her nose was just a bit too large. Full
lips had once smiled often, while giving men something to fantasize
about.

She wouldn’t have been considered thin. Instead,
she’d been shapely and always well toned. Her flame-colored hair,
then a tamed curl, had demanded attention for her. And she’d
received it. Quite often. She’d relished in that spotlight.

Now she walked on too-thin legs, back and forth. The
clock continued to tick. She listened, finding the sound
comforting. Shivering, she wrapped the tattered robe tighter around
herself. She felt as if she were a hundred. She was
forty-eight.

Having exhausted herself, she sat in the chair by the
window. The gray sky grew darker. Soon it would be night. “Damn
you!” she shouted into the empty air.

No one was there to respond. “Damn you,” she
repeated. But this time the force was gone from her voice.

Corinne didn’t know he’d come in through the back and
was now standing in the kitchen doorway watching her. Ian rubbed
his hands over his eyes. In the house less than two minutes and
already his head throbbed. He didn’t think they could go on like
this much longer. Guilt, anger, sadness, frustration. He
experienced the entire realm of emotions, all at once, every minute
of the day. Sort of like living out a jumbled combination of the
movie Groundhog Day and a Freudian textbook.

Ian forced himself into the living room. Her perfume
assaulted him. His cough caused her to turn in his direction. Her
red painted lips started to curve into a smile but straightened
quickly. She’d been mad at him when he left and was evidently
reminding herself to stay that way.

“Hello ma,” he said.

Corinne turned away, pulling her robe tighter around
herself. She stared off at the television as if the blank screen
held some mystical secret. He wanted to scream out every obscenity
he could think of. Instead he ran his hand over the stubble on his
chin and conjured up an image of a deserted island. The
psychiatrist’s idea.

Dr. Endicott had suggested that he create his own
“happy place” in his mind. A place he could escape to when he felt
on edge. What better escape than a deserted island? Of course, the
trick never worked. As if he could possibly trick himself into
relaxing on some deserted island in his mind, while standing in the
midst of chaos with his crazy mother.

Ian perched on the edge of the sofa and stifled a
sigh. “Why didn’t you get dressed today, ma?”

Corinne stood in a flurry of motion that somehow
managed to make him dizzy. She fussed over the knickknacks on the
mantel as she spoke. “They were outside today. I saw them. I saw
them. I saw them outside today.”

He tried to interrupt her singsong chatter but she
continued fidgeting with the knickknacks, talking to the room as
much as to him. “They saw me watching them. Watching them watching
me.” An odd sort of tormented giggle escaped her lips. She said,
“They have her. They have her. They know I can’t. I can’t. They
have her.”

“Ma, stop.” His voice came out sharper than he’d
intended. He swallowed the dry lump and tried again. “Please, ma.
Sit down.”

She spun around. Her haunted eyes danced around the
room, landing briefly on his but not lingering. “I saw them,” she
said defiantly. “You don’t believe me. But I saw them.”

“No one was watching you today, ma.”

“How do you know that? Were you here?”

Ian raked his hands through his hair. Where the hell
was his happy place? Count to 10. Take deep breaths. Hell, he
needed a damn tranquilizer. “No, ma. I wasn’t here. But we’ve been
through this before.”

Corinne began to chant. “Been through this. Been
through this.” Then she stopped abruptly and sank back down into
the chair. She clutched her robe. Suddenly she looked up. “What
time is it?”

He glanced at the antique clock on the mantel.
“Almost five.”

“Almost five?” Corinne said this as if stunned that
the day had somehow managed to move forward without her. “I’m not
dressed. Must be dressed. Must. Because they were here. No one
believes me but they were here. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

Ian stopped trying to make sense of the words. Now
and then she fell into this pattern of incessant chanting.
Repeating words and phrases until he wanted to rip out his eardrums
to keep from hearing another sound. Eventually she would stop as
quickly as she’d begun.

At times they even had normal conversations. Oddly
enough, those were the times that hurt the most. Because that’s
when he remembered what his mother had been like before their world
had been tipped upside down.

Corinne stood and made her way down the hall toward
her bedroom. Evidently it had suddenly become important that she be
dressed. Ian shook his head and could only wonder at the scattered
reasoning that ruled her mind.

 


***

 


Fifteen minutes later Corinne emerged from her
bedroom wearing flannel pajamas and fuzzy slippers. Ian opened his
mouth, about to remind her that she’d intended to put on clothes,
not different pajamas. But he quickly snapped his mouth shut before
any words escaped. He didn’t know why she’d chosen to get dressed
at five in the afternoon. Nor did he know why she’d wound up in new
pajamas instead. What he did know was that calling attention to the
issue would only serve to increase his headache.

She scurried past him without a word. Pans began
clanging in the kitchen. The refrigerator opened and closed,
cabinet doors thudded shut. All the normal sounds of someone
cooking dinner.

He closed his eyes, leaned his head back against the
sofa. Sometimes it all seemed surreal. Not that long ago he’d had a
normal life. Living in his own home. Attending occasional family
dinners with his mother, aunt, uncle, and cousins. And enjoying
them. Now he was living back in his childhood home, with a mother
who had apparently overused her sanity. Family dinners consisted of
his mother and himself.

A loud clatter came from the kitchen, followed by
muttering he could not understand. Ian sucked in a long breath and
ran a string of curses through his mind. Damn his mother’s
psychiatrist and all the psychobabble bullshit. Where the hell was
he supposed to find a happy place amidst all this craziness?

He pushed himself off the sofa. Hopefully she had
just dropped something. He directed a silent prayer to God, Buddha,
and anyone else who would listen to please give him his mother
back. Did he even believe that was possible anymore?

Ian found Corinne sitting in the middle of the
kitchen floor, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking back and
forth. He stopped abruptly, listening to her quiet moans. Her back
was to him but he didn’t need to see her face to know that she had
gone far away in her mind. He’d gotten used to it by now. The odd
trance-like state that simply took over her being. The saddest
thing, the hardest part of it all, was the look in her glazed eyes.
It wasn’t happiness she was finding in that faraway place.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Corinne loved her rocking chair. Sometimes if she
kept her body in constant motion, her mind would stay clear. She
could form an entire thought and make complete sense when she
spoke. But, as much as she relished those rare moments, she dreaded
them even more. Because that’s when it began to make sense.

They wanted her to tell them what was in her mind.
What she had locked up tight inside. Ian. And that doctor with the
chubby face and balding head. She always wanted to call him Dr.
Hartley because he resembled that man on the TV show years ago. Of
course he wasn’t really Dr. Hartley. His name was Dr. Endicott. And
he claimed that he wanted to help her.

Corinne didn’t trust Dr. Endicott. Maybe she would
have trusted Dr. Hartley. He was kind. And his secretary had red
hair, like her own. Carol was her name.

Dr. Endicott’s secretary didn’t have a name. Oh, that
was probably not true. Everyone had a name. But this secretary
never told her name. Only took messages and answered the phone. And
her hair was bottle-blonde, teased to perfection, sprayed into
obedience.

Corinne sat on the sofa, its cushions worn from the
weight of too many rear ends. She missed her rocking chair. She
missed her tattered robe and her fuzzy slippers. Too many words,
too much of everything assaulted her senses.

Ian had left her here. He’d promised he’d come back.
He’d reminded her that he always came back.

“Corinne?”

She was startled to find Dr. Endicott sitting across
from her. How had she forgotten that he was there? His chair, where
he always sat. Sleek, mocha-colored soft leather. Well padded, too.
His rear end didn’t sink down into a concrete ditch.

She realized that he was waiting for her to answer.
His face held that patient expectancy that must have come with his
psychiatry degree. “I’m sorry,” she said. “What did you ask?”

“I wanted to know whether there was something that
you’d like to talk about,” Dr. Endicott replied. “You’ve said very
little today.”

His voice was like oil, thick and slippery. Corinne
chewed her bottom lip as she thought about what to say. It didn’t
matter, really. All the words wound up in the same place. Sort of
like separating all your food on your dinner plate, just so that it
could end up in a thick wad of goo in the pit of your stomach.

Corinne sat up straighter, wiggled her butt to better
fit the trench. She tilted her head as she thought, then said, “I
wonder if geese can fly backward.”

She had been mulling this over for days. People could
walk backward. Dogs and cats could as well. Not that they seemed to
enjoy it. But the ability was there, if needed. So could geese fly
backward? If they flew into a narrow cave with no rear exit, would
they be able to back out?

She raised her eyes to meet Dr. Endicott’s. His were
a pale blue that looked to her as if their color had been bleached
out. He was still watching her with that patient gaze. She
concentrated hard because she had to or she’d forget again.

“I honestly don’t know,” Dr. Endicott replied. “Is
that important to you?”

“I’ve never seen geese fly backward,” Corinne
said.

“Nor have I.”

Corinne sucked in her bottom lip. The wallpaper
behind Dr. Endicott’s head had little pastel flowers scattered
about. She’d had flowers in her garden once. Now just weeds grew
there. She’d been telling Ian that they needed to pull out those
weeds and buy new plants. Hadn’t she told him that?

“Is there some reason you’ve been wondering about
this?” Dr. Endicott asked.

Corinne’s eyes darted back to his face. Always
clean-shaven, as if he had an electric razor in his desk drawer.
Maybe he did. But wouldn’t that be a bit compulsive?

She remembered reading that some men had very little
facial hair. He could be one of those men. Of course she couldn’t
ask. That would be rude.

“Corinne?”

“Reason?” Corinne felt her eyes squinting. She was
aware of doing this when trying to regain her focus. Silly habit.
Squinting couldn’t help her focus inside her mind.

“About the geese?”

“Oh. I suppose not.”

She thought she glimpsed a bit of frustration behind
Dr. Endicott’s Ph.D. mask. But it was gone so quickly that she
wasn’t really sure.

“Okay then,” Dr. Endicott said as he stood. “Our time
is up for today. Ian will be bringing you by again next week, if
that’s okay with you.”

Corinne rose, smoothed her skirt with the palm of her
hand. “No one honestly cares if it’s okay with me.”

She was right, which was why Dr. Endicott didn’t
reply. He opened the door for her and stepped aside. Ian was
waiting in the next room. In one of those chairs purchased by the
dozens at Doctors R Us.

Ian’s shiny blond hair was shorter now. Had he been
to get it cut while she’d been with Dr. Endicott? Or had she
somehow confused time again?

Ian stood, shook Dr. Endicott’s hand. Ian was taller
by at least three inches. For some reason this fact made Corinne
feel better.

The two men spoke, their voices taking on that hushed
cadence people often reserved for hospitals. Maybe everyone used it
with doctors, no matter where they were. Their words didn’t
register in her mind. Their meaning didn’t matter to her. Just
words, pouring over her skin but not finding their way inside. The
world was like that sometimes.

Outside, Ian opened the car door for her. She smiled
at him. The inside of the car smelled like fried chicken. She
noticed the take-out boxes on the backseat. She’d wanted fried
chicken and it made her happy that Ian remembered. But by the time
he made it around to the other side and slid into the driver’s
seat, she’d already forgotten to thank him.
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